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The lake lures me to pray 

 

By Ellen Dauwer 

Global Sisters Report 

 

When I entered religious life almost 40 years ago, living singly was not one of my expectations. 

Having grown up in a family that taught me to share, persuade and compromise, I had a bit of a 

head start adjusting to community life and have grown to love and value it deeply. 

When I was a child and adolescent, my parents would call an occasional "family meeting" when 

the daily tensions of life mounted in our home. We each found a seat as well as a voice and were 

required to stay in the conversation until the issues at hand were resolved. In the democratic 

process, we each had a vote (including my parents), but plenty of persuasion was needed, as we 

were an even number. Perhaps this early experience helped me survive convent "house 

meetings"! 

While all walks of life are marked by highs and lows, with most times somewhere in between, 

living in community with my sisters over the past four decades has been no different. There have 

been periods of loneliness as well as companionship, conflict as well as solidarity, and challenge 

as well as support. Overall, I have found that life in community encourages me to live honestly 

and authentically. It has taught me a lot about differences as well as how to decide which issues 

are critical and which are best left alone. Perhaps, along the way, it has dulled a few of my rough 

edges, too. 

During this past year, community life has shifted significantly for me and finds me living singly. 

The year has seen two moves within seven months: first to Washington, D.C., and then to 

Chicago. In one city, I found a community with whom I shared life for the interim period, while 

in the second I floundered in the search. 

Hence, I write this reflection from a postage-stamp-sized space perched 15 stories along the 

Chicago skyline. What it lacks in size, it possesses in view: a panoramic view of some of the 

Southside shores of Lake Michigan. 

Both searches for housing stirred resistance within me. In the first, I fought homesickness for the 

community with whom I had lived for the past 14 years. I longed for evenings in the community 

room and the easy familiarity of home. In the second, I struggled with fears of the unknown: a 

http://fore.yale.edu/


new city, unfamiliar geography, few connections, and no network. It was painful to have an 

unsuccessful search and it was tempting to turn inward with negative self-talk. What's the matter 

with me, I wondered? 

Reluctantly, I settled on a small, furnished apartment in a high rise within walking distance to 

work. I've done my best to adjust and try to focus on the benefits rather than dwell on the 

deficits. Top among them is my view of the lake and my mornings spent contemplating it. 

The lake lures me daily to pray. It draws me into its depths and across its expanse, whether it be 

lit by golden sun or dulled by gray clouds and fog. And when I travel, which I often do, I feel a 

gentle longing beckoning me home to this morning perch. 

The view also reshapes my vision daily with its changing weather and seasonally with its 

accompanying shifts. In the summer, I looked out on treetops of various hues and shapes in the 

nearby park and lakeshore. The colors slowly rusted into shades of red, yellow and brown as the 

defoliating trees revealed their structures and shapes. 

Now, in early winter, the vista is that of a black-and-white photo with a snow covering that edges 

the dark tree boughs and robs the color and variety from the line of parked cars, rendering them 

into a uniform row. 

These days, the lake reflects the deep blue winter sky. Without the humidity of summer, clear 

days yield a cloudlessly perfect vista. Sometimes it is the only color in the black-and-white 

landscape. It speaks to me of longing, long for more: more color, more love, more peace, more 

justice, more God. 

I still am not at peace in living singly and long for community and a greater sense of connection. 

Yet, within the resistance is a gift of morning contemplation that reshapes and recolors the rest of 

the day. 

[Ellen Dauwer is a Sister of Charity of St. Elizabeth of Convent Station, New Jersey, currently 

living in Chicago. She spent 20 years in higher education, teaching educational technology and 

serving in administration. She recently completed eight years in congregational leadership and 

began as executive director of the Religious Formation Conference in January.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality/lake-lures-me-pray-44151 
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Muslim environmentalists give their religion — and their mosques — a fresh coat of green 

 

By Chris Bentley 

WCAI – NPR for the Cape, the Coast, and the Islands 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality/lake-lures-me-pray-44151


The Koutoubia Mosque is one of the iconic landmarks of Marrakech’s old city. Its first stone was 

laid in 1150, and almost 900 years later, renovations continue. 

The latest can be found up a flight of stairs off the sahn, or courtyard, where the mosque's 

visitors wash their feet before they pray. On top of the north riwaq, or arcade, a sleek array of 

solar panels stretches along the roof to the base of the mosque's 253-foot, red stone minaret. 

“This is enough for 100 percent of the consumption of the mosque, including also for the house 

of the imam," says Ahmed Bouzid, head of energy efficiency for SIE, Morocco’s national energy 

investment company. “So this mosque is 100 percent powered by solar energy.” 

The 8-kilowatt panels were installed just before Marrakech played host to the latest United 

Nations climate summit in November, and Koutoubia is just one of 600 Moroccan mosques 

slated for similar solar installations over the next three years. Morocco’s government owns 

15,000 mosques, and eventually it wants to retrofit all of them with solar panels and energy 

efficient technology.  

Bouzid says investments in solar power are an easy call here in Morocco. The payback period is 

typically less than five years. After that, the energy is essentially free. 

But he says it’s not just about saving the mosques money. 

“We are increasing the awareness by showing some real solutions,” Bouzid says. “When you try 

to sensibilize somebody, first of all you try to get his brain. And from his brain you try to get his 

heart. When you go to a mosque, the first thing that you open is your heart.” 

Morocco is almost completely dependent on imported fossil fuels, but it has a lot of wind and 

sun. It’s also already being hit by the effects of climate change, through droughts, floods and sea-

level rise. 

Overall, Morocco has pledged to get more than half of its electricity from renewable sources by 

2030, and to cultivate more awareness about energy and climate change in general. 

That's why the solar panels on Koutoubia's roof are about more than just cutting the state-funded 

mosque's energy bills. In this almost entirely Muslim country, the government believes that 

Islam could be a powerful vehicle for its environmental message. 

Green mosques  

You can see the effort at work in other ways here as well, like in a classroom on the outskirts of 

Marrakech where 27 imams and mourchidates, female Muslim clerics, are huddled in small 

groups, poring over copies of the Quran. 

That’s hardly unusual in Morocco, but the subject of their study is. They’re scouring the text for 

passages about environmental stewardship. 



About 300 Muslim leaders from around Morocco have signed up in the last year for the 

government’s “green mosques” program. 

After this study group breaks up, a few imams take turns practicing khutbahs, or sermons, about 

environmentalism that they’ll deliver to their congregations across the country during Friday 

prayers, stressing verses from the Quran and other Muslim holy texts. 

Often-invoked passages include “corruption has appeared on the land and in the sea because of 

what the hands of humans have wrought,” and “the servants of [Allah], the Most Gracious, are 

only those who walk upon the Earth softly.” 

Morocco's state-sponsored program to preach environmental stewardship through Islam may be 

unique, but Muslims in many countries are starting to connect their faith with climate change. 

Nana Firman is from Indonesia, the world’s biggest Muslim country, and is a co-founder of the 

Global Muslim Climate Network. Firman came to Marrakech for the UN climate summit, and 

she believes that connecting Islam and environmental consciousness isn’t a stretch. 

“Over 700 verses in the Quran talk about nature and environment,” Firman says. “For example 

there’s a verse that says ‘the human is the khalifa upon this earth. The word khalifa means 

guardian, so you’re the maintainer, the protector, the one who takes care of the Earth.” 

Firman and her organization are trying to do globally what the Moroccan government is trying to 

do locally — encourage Muslims to take steps to reduce their own carbon footprints. But she 

also has a bigger goal. She wants Muslims to lead the global transition away from fossil fuels. 

Making that happen won't be easy, of course. Like a lot of devout Christians, many Muslims 

don’t believe that climate change is even happening, that humans could be responsible, or that 

their holy texts preach environmentalism. 

“There’s some deniers,” Firman says, but hundreds of millions of Muslims also live in places 

that are already feeling the effects of climate change. And she says that’s where her message is 

catching on. 

“A lot of us are the victims of climate change, so they see it. When the disaster happens, when 

the drought happens, when the flood happens, they actually understand. Maybe they don’t call it 

climate change, but farmers know they can’t harvest.” 

In her native Indonesia, Firman worked on recovery efforts after the 2004 tsunami in the 

religiously conservative region of Aceh. She says it was hard to convince local people of the 

benefits of planting mangroves to reduce the impact of storm surges, until she remembered a 

verse in the Quran about planting trees. Firman says that's when she first realized Islam could 

help her increase environmental awareness in Indonesia. 

Since then she's taken that message worldwide. Last year Firman helped draft the Islamic 

Declaration on Global Climate Change. It calls on Muslims everywhere to take action, from 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/champions/climate-faith-leaders/nana-firman
https://www.facebook.com/Global-Muslim-Climate-Network-1093227517434837/
http://islamicclimatedeclaration.org/islamic-declaration-on-global-climate-change/
http://islamicclimatedeclaration.org/islamic-declaration-on-global-climate-change/


conserving water during the cleaning rituals of wudu to reducing plastic waste during the annual 

Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. 

The Islamic Declaration on Global Climate Change came out not long after Pope Francis’ 

climate encyclical, which said that Catholics have a “duty to protect the Earth … for coming 

generations.” 

Saffet Catovic, an imam and teacher of religious studies from New Jersey, says the efforts 

among Muslims globally are part of a broad religious awakening on the climate crisis. 

“Faith plays an important role not just for Muslim communities but for other communities, as 

well,” Catovic says. His Noor Ul-Iman school and mosque in Central New Jersey are part of the 

Islamic Society of North America, which recently announced it would divest from fossil fuels 

and is pushing other Muslim organizations to do the same. 

Catovic also helped write the Islamic declaration on climate change. Since then, he says he’s 

heard from priests, rabbis and all kinds of religious leaders. 

“With this climate change issue, especially these last two years, religious leaders around the 

world are not praying against each other,” says Catovic, “they’re praying with one another for a 

common cause. Because the realization has set in that we’re gonna have nothing left.” 

So far most of the steps are small, like Morocco's green sermons and solar-powered mosques. 

But together they could be a recipe for how religious leaders might help tackle climate change: 

through a mixture of political will, private investment, and a little faith. 

http://capeandislands.org/post/muslim-environmentalists-give-their-religion-and-their-mosques-

fresh-coat-green#stream/0 
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Amazon Indigenous REDD+: an innovative approach to conserve Colombian forests? 

 

By Eliana Garzón 

Mongabay 

 

Summary: 

 

* The Amazon Indigenous REDD+ (RIA) initiative led in Colombia by the indigenous 

organization OPIAC is being implemented in the departments of Amazonas and Guainia, 

territories made up of 169 indigenous reservations of 56 different villages, not counting the 

populations that are in voluntary isolation. 

 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://www.greenfaith.org/programs/Light%20for%20a%20New%20Day%20-%20Interfaith%20Essays%20on%20Energy%20Ethics/cop22-essays/saffet-abid-catovic/at_download/file
http://www.nuischool.org/
http://capeandislands.org/post/muslim-environmentalists-give-their-religion-and-their-mosques-fresh-coat-green#stream/0
http://capeandislands.org/post/muslim-environmentalists-give-their-religion-and-their-mosques-fresh-coat-green#stream/0


* In 2012, the reservation of the Upper Basin of the Inírida River (CMARI), inside the Puinawai 

Nature Reserve, was chosen as the location of the first pilot implementation project of RIA in 

Colombia, which had its official presentation at COP18, the 18th meeting of the UN Climate 

Change Conference. 

 

* For indigenous communities in the Amazon, it is important that their ancestral traditions are 

recognized as the basis for the implementation of RIA and used as a mechanism to safeguard 

Amazonian biodiversity. 

Some indigenous communities in South America have been working on a way to participate in 

REDD+ (Reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation) on their own terms. In 

2009, Colombia began to create the National Strategy for Reducing Emissions from 

Deforestation and Forest Degradation (ENREDD+), an offshoot of REDD+. Currently 64 

countries use REDD+  as a national strategy for climate change mitigation. It aims to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions caused by deforestation in developing countries by offering financial 

incentives in exchange for the protection of forest resources and their sustainable use. 

Some communities in Colombia didn’t agree to participate in the REDD+ process over fears of 

losing territorial sovereignty. Thus, the coordinator of the Indigenous Organizations of the 

Amazon River Basin (COICA) joined the ENREDD+ strategy and adapted it based on their 

ancestral knowledge. COICA opted to “adjust this initiative to our life without losing 

autonomy,” according to Mateo Estrada Córdoba, the Territory and Environment Coordinator of 

the Organization of Indigenous Peoples of the Colombian Amazon (OPIAC), and a member of 

the Siriano del Vaupés village. 

From there, the Amazon Indigenous REDD+ (RIA in Spanish) was born, which operates in Peru, 

Colombia, Brazil and Ecuador. 

“[It is] a model that seeks to incorporate, in an equitable and culturally appropriate way, 

indigenous territories, Amazonian peoples and organizations to the national REDD+ initiatives,” 

Pía Escobar, government and social development officer of World Wildlife Fund (WWF) 

Colombia, said in an interview with Mongabay. WWF provides technical support to this process 

in Ecuador, Peru and Colombia. 

“RIA has to do with broader ecosystem development. The integral part of indigenous peoples, 

the way of life that goes in harmony with natural resources and the environment […] this is a 

proposal according to indigenous life plans. We manage governance, the empowerment of the 

territory and the adaptation of public policies to our context,” Córdoba said. 

The initiative led in Colombia by the indigenous organization OPIAC was launched in a region 

that has “169 indigenous reservations of 56 different villages and 52 languages, not counting the 

populations that are in voluntary isolation,” according to Córdoba. It seeks to be a model of 

conservation that can be replicated, not only in other ancestral territories but all national forests. 

http://coica.org.ec/web/
http://coica.org.ec/web/


Pilot plan: reservation of the basin of the Inírida River 

In the department of Guainía, inside the Puinawai Natural Reserve, is the reservation of the 

Upper Basin of the Inírida River (CMARI). It’s inhabited by 17 indigenous communities of the 

Puinave and Curripaco peoples. It contains 2,762,000 hectares of a variety of ecosystems, and 

provides habitat for many species of fauna and flora. 

In 2012, the CMARI area was chosen as the location of the first pilot implementation project of 

the Amazon Indigenous REDD+ (RIA) in Colombia, which had its official presentation at 

COP18, the 18th meeting of the UN Climate Change Conference. 

For Arcángel Agapito Luzardo, a member of the Puinave people and leader of the RIA initiative 

at CMARI, “this pilot carries the indigenous vision. It is a proposal that is born from the 

communities and has as its baseline the governance of the reservation, the social structure and 

the context of the territory.” Luzardo added that the area’s deforestation is connected, “to the fact 

that the governance and conservation traditions have been followed in order to avoid 

displacement and strengthen education, health, communications, housing, infrastructure, public 

services, means of transportation.” He says that the result has been an improvement in the 

livelihoods of indigenous communities. 

Luzardo said shifting cultivation is part of the indigenous peoples’ ancestral knowledge, and 

should be valued. 

“We call our crops conucos,” he said. “We use [the land] for three years and then we abandon 

the land so it can naturally recover. During that period the last uses of the products are made. 

After the end of this period, following traditional knowledge another area is sought, where the 

land is fertile and productive for the family. If they do not make a strategic selection, their food 

security could be in danger.” 

Luzado adds that the scale of use is also small. 

“These products are used for family consumption, in the case of wood it is only used to build 

houses, it is not commercialized,” Luzardo said. 

OPIAC’s Córdoba says the approach puts an emphasis on balance. To preserve the environment, 

indigenous people use resources without the purpose of making a profit; “we do not accumulate 

resources or have greed,” he said. 

Luzardo hopes that the RIA will help future generations to “know their territory, appreciate it 

and take care of it.”  It is also about balance for him. 

“Let them develop in harmony with the planet and thus improve the communities’ livelihoods so 

that they do not have to migrate from the place they live today,” he said. 



Preservation of cultural traditions in La Chorrera 

La Chorrera is an administrative district located in the department of Amazonas, part of the 

Predio Putumayo reservation, an area of 5,869,447 hectares. Indigenous people of the 

communities of Witoto, Mirañas, Boras, Andoques, Ocainas, Muinanes, Nonuyas, and others 

live in the territory. 

In this reservation, the Zonal Association of Traditional Authorities of the Chorrera (Azicatch) is 

developing the second RIA process. 

“It is a pilot that is producing technical inputs, community monitoring, safeguards and ecosystem 

services studies. Information that we could replicate in other territories and serve for decision 

making,” Córdoba said. 

He added that it is important for these communities to “recognize traditional authorities for the 

construction and implementation of the RIA as a mechanism to safeguard Amazon biodiversity.” 

It is also necessary to highlight governance and the strengthening of technical capacities, 

according to the presentation document of the RIA mechanism in Azicatch. 

That is why WWF Colombia has been lending technical help. As Pía Escobar points out, 

“indigenous organizations are very strong in their political advocacy capacity, but sometimes 

they need additional support in the technical components.” 

That technical support includes cartographic and carbon content information, ecosystem services, 

threats to the territory and other issues essential for demonstrating the value that indigenous 

territories have in mitigating climate change and complementing policy proposals. 

The future of the RIA in Colombia 

OPIAC’s Córdoba continues to look to the future in hopes of future success. 

“Our knowledge must be applied,” he said. “We expect the RIA to be included in the national 

REDD strategy as a special chapter. This is being done by the Indigenous Amazonian 

Environmental and Climate Change Bureau and the Amazon Regional Bureau, a space for 

legitimate dialogue that we have with the Colombian state.” 

For indigenous communities and organizations, RIA is an important step towards the 

conservation of their territories, but above all, of their ancestral knowledge. 

“We dream that the territories can be preserved as they are, with the abundance that exists, 

because the quality of life of the indigenous people is not measured in how much I have, but if 

hunting, fishing and medicinal plants are nearby or not,” Córdoba said. “We dream that schools 

have a curriculum where the center of education is the culture and the environment, [and] that 

communities have sustainable public services and that municipalities are green. What we can 

leave as teaching is a harmony between man and nature and between both: spirit; in addition to 

integrity among peoples. We have conflicts, but we do not live in war.” 

http://earthinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/09-REDD-indigena-AZICATCH.pdf


Eliana Garzón is a freelance journalist based in Colombia. 

https://news.mongabay.com/2017/01/amazon-indigenous-redd-an-innovative-approach-to-

conserve-colombian-forests/ 
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Ecuador’s leading environmental group fights to stop forced closure 

 

NGO Acción Ecológica responds to the government’s attempt to close the organization down 

 

By David Hill 

The Guardian 

Members of one of Latin America’s most well-known environmental organisations, Acción 

Ecológica, are fighting for their survival against a controversial attempt by Ecuador’s 

government to shut them down. 

The move by the government came six days after violence between soldiers, police and 

indigenous Shuar people opposed to a Chinese-run copper development, Panantza-San Carlos, in 

the Cordillera del Condor region, and just two days after Acción Ecológica had called for a Truth 

Commission to be set up to investigate events there. The attempt to close the organisation has 

sparked severe criticism from UN human rights experts and outrage from numerous civil society 

organisations in Latin America and elsewhere. 

On 20 December the Vice-Minister for Internal Security, Diego Torres Saldaña, requested the 

Minister of Environment, Walter Garcia Cedeño, to begin the process to “immediately dissolve” 

the Quito-based organisation. According to Torres Saldaña, Acción Ecológica has been using 

social media to express support for violence by Shuar against soldiers and police, to claim that 

extractive operations will negatively affect the environment, and to allege “supposed human 

rights violations”, including “unjustified militarisation”, against the Shuars. Such behaviour has 

been “repeated”, Torres Saldaña wrote, and also included mobilising the public and organising 

demonstrations, making it clear that the NGO “rejects any kind of natural resource exploitation.” 

Torres Saldaña’s conclusion was that, by allegedly promoting and committing violence, Acción 

Ecológica has strayed from its legally-constituted objectives and poses a threat to national 

security.  

The Ministry of Environment heeded Torres Saldaña’s request and gave Acción Ecológica 24 

hours to respond initially and then 10 days to respond in full. In its initial response the NGO 

denied it has ever supported any kind of violence and described claims that it represents a serious 

threat to Ecuadorian society as “disproportionate.” It accepted it has denounced extractive 

operations on environmental and human rights grounds, as is permitted under its statutes, and 

carried out “different types of social mobilisations”, as in accordance with the right to freedom of 

expression, freedom of association, and Ecuador’s Constitution defending nature. It also 

https://news.mongabay.com/2017/01/amazon-indigenous-redd-an-innovative-approach-to-conserve-colombian-forests/
https://news.mongabay.com/2017/01/amazon-indigenous-redd-an-innovative-approach-to-conserve-colombian-forests/
http://www.accionecologica.org/editoriales/sosaccionecologica
http://www.accionecologica.org/editoriales/sosaccionecologica
http://www.ohchr.org/SP/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=21065&LangID=S


accepted it has made allegations of human rights violations in Shuar territory, pointing out that 

other Ecuadorian and international organisations have done likewise. 

Acción Ecológica’s initial response to the Ministry of Environment copied in various UN offices, 

an EU delegation, and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. “We’re confident that 

what the Ministry of the Interior has stated is an error of interpretation or based on erroneous 

information obtained out of context,” wrote Acción Ecológica legal representative Natalia 

Bonilla. 

On 3 January a 27-page document authored by Torres Saldaña and three other functionaries from 

the Ministry of the Interior was sent to the Ministry of Environment elaborating on their 

allegations, providing 11 pieces of evidence for why Acción Ecológica should be shut down. 

These included three of the NGO’s Facebook links, four of its website links, and two police 

reports. 

Acción Ecológica’s newly-elected president Alexandra Almeida dismisses Torres Saldaña’s 

allegations. “We looked over the documents that they sent and, really, it is “evidence” that has 

no substance,” she told the Guardian. “All this we’re including in the document that we’re going 

to submit on Friday 6 January.” 

That document was submitted to the Ministry of Environment yesterday following a public 

presentation in Quito by several Acción Ecológica representatives. Gloria Chicaiza said the 

claim they were promoting violence was “false”, and the fact they have been making statements 

about human rights violations and the negative impacts of extractive operations means they are 

“fully complying” with their objectives. 

Acción Ecológica’s Natalia Bonilla and Esperanza Martinez also spoke. Bonilla said the attempt 

to dissolve the organisation was far from an isolated attack, but the latest in a long “chain” of 

“different types of aggression” dating back 10 years, most allegedly originating from the 

government. In a particularly impassioned speech, Martinez told the audience the government’s 

accusations were “outrageous” and politically motivated, and compared its attempt to close them 

to trying to stop a jaguar from roaring: 

You can’t prohibit a civil society organisation from expressing and organising itself, from 

holding protests, from filing legal complaints, if those are its objectives. . . The possibility that 

they may close us pains us greatly. But this isn’t just our problem, because it’s not only against 

us. It’s a problem that really involves everyone. . . We’ve been on this road for 30 years and 

we’re going to continue. If they decide to close us, no doubt about it, we will be reborn, stronger, 

in greater numbers. This isn’t just about defending nature or land, but the right to participate, the 

right to work together, the right to protest, the right to speak. 

There were also contributions from constitutional lawyer Ramiro Ávila, from the Universidad 

Andina Simon Bolívar, and Ximena Reyes, from the International Federation of Human Rights 

(FIDH). Ávila argued the government has “no evidence” to close Acción Ecológica and it should 

abandon the process to do so, saying that the NGO has suffered from “systematic persecution” 



and those responsible should be investigated instead. Reyes described the move to silence the 

NGO as part of “a regional and global phenomenon.” 

Five UN human rights experts are also calling on Ecuador to backtrack closing Acción Ecológica 

and to reform its legislation, noting that two other organizations, Pachamama and Union 

Nacional de Educadores, have been shut down in recent years. The experts include the UN 

special rapporteurs on human rights defenders, the right to freedom of opinion and expression, 

and the right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association. 

“It seems Ecuador’s government is systematically dissolving organisations when they become 

too vocal or challenge official orthodoxy,” the UN experts claim. “This strategy to asphyxiate 

civil society has been implemented through two decrees - 16 and 739 - that give the authorities 

power to unilaterally dissolve any kind of organisation.” 

Ecuador’s Foreign Ministry responded to the UN claims by accusing the experts of “flagrantly 

violating” norms and a UN Code of Conduct, and effectively deceiving the Ecuadorian 

government. It argues that the UN statement is impartial, lacks objectivity, and makes 

“tendentious statements that misrepresent” events in Shuar territory. It also categorically 

disputed the assertion it is “systematically dissolving” organisations and “asphyxiating” civil 

society, and that current legislation is “restrictive.” It stated: 

It’s important to highlight that there are more than 70,000 social organisations in our country 

which are testimony to an active, participative and organised citizenry. The Ecuadorian state 

fully complies with its human rights commitments. 

Support for Acción Ecológica has poured in from around the world. US NGO Amazon Watch 

calls it a “pioneering” organisation “largely responsible” for Ecuador’s modern environmental 

movement, having worked on issues such as extractives, climate change, deforestation, trade and 

GMOs.  

“Many of the [current president] Correa administration’s landmark environmental initiatives 

actually originated with Acción Ecológica, like the 2007 Yasuni-ITT Initiative, which sought to 

keep close to a billion barrels of crude in the ground underneath Yasuni National Park,” Amazon 

Watch states. “And the groundbreaking inclusion of the Rights of Nature in the country’s 2008 

Constitution would not have happened without the organisation’s work.” 

Ecuador’s government, under Correa, made an earlier attempt to close Acción Ecológica in 2009, 

but failed to do so. “Then 1,000s of people in Ecuador and around the world spoke out against 

that injustice,” reads a 20 December statement from the NGO saying it is “strictly” complying 

with Ecuadorian law. “This time we’re receiving new demonstrations of support. We know that, 

with this type of protest, we’ll be able to reverse the arbitrary and illegitimate closure of Acción 

Ecológica.” 

To the south of Panantza-San Carlos is another copper project, Mirador, also in Shuar territory. 

Both are run by companies reportedly controlled by two Chinese state-owned firms: the China 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/ecuador
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/feb/19/ecuador-oil-china-yasuni


Railway Construction Corporation and the Tongling Nonferrous Metals Group Holding 

Company. 

Both projects have been marked by conflict. The violence in December left at least 2 soldiers 

injured, 5 policemen injured and one policeman dead, according to Torres Saldaña, and was 

followed by a government decision to militarise the region and send in tanks. In August soldiers 

and police forcibly evicted Shuar families, and houses and other community buildings have been 

destroyed. In 2014 José Tendetza Antún, a Shuar leader and leading critic of Mirador, was killed 

and secretly buried just days before he was due to denounce the project to the International 

Tribunal for the Rights of Nature held in Lima. 

The Guardian reported that the results of an initial autopsy on Tendetza Antún were “unclear”, 

and that activists linked his death to his opposition to Mirador. 

Torres Saldaña did not respond to questions from the Guardian sent via email. The Ministry of 

Environment could not be reached for comment. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/jan/07/ecuadors-leading-

environmental-group-fights-forced-closure 
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Native Americans fight Texas pipeline using 'same model as Standing Rock' 

 

By Sam Levin 

The Guardian 

 

The Two Rivers camp, protesting the Trans-Pecos pipeline, is the latest sign that the Standing 

Rock movement is inspiring indigenous-led activism across the US. 

Indigenous activists have set up camps in the Texas desert to fight a pipeline project there, the 

latest sign that the Standing Rock “water protector” movement is inspiring Native American-led 

environmental protests across the US. 

The Two Rivers camp, located south of Marfa near the border, has attracted dozens of 

demonstrators in its first week to protest the Trans-Pecos pipeline, a 148-mile project on track to 

transport fracked natural gas through the Big Bend region to Mexico.  

Citing concerns about damage to the environment and sacred indigenous sites, the camp parallels 

the high-profile effort to block the Dakota Access pipeline (DAPL) and is one of multiple Native 

American land campaigns building on the momentum of the demonstrations in North Dakota. 

“We’re going to follow the same model as Standing Rock,” said Frankie Orona, executive 

director of the Society of Native Nations and an organizer at the Two Rivers camp. “This is a 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/dec/06/ecuador-indigenous-leader-found-dead-lima-climate-talks
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/jan/07/ecuadors-leading-environmental-group-fights-forced-closure
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/jan/07/ecuadors-leading-environmental-group-fights-forced-closure
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/aug/18/north-dakota-pipeline-activists-bakken-oil-fields
https://www.facebook.com/Two-Rivers-Camp-Stop-Trans-Pecos-Pipeline-1776872125899359/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/08/standing-rock-dakota-pipeline-transformation-stories
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/04/dakota-access-pipeline-permit-denied-standing-rock


huge historical moment for environmental issues, for protecting our water, protecting our land, 

protecting sacred sites and protecting treaties.”  

Two Rivers emerged weeks after the Obama administration denied a key permit for the Dakota 

Access pipeline, a major victory for the Standing Rock tribe and thousands of indigenous and 

environmental activists who spent months camped in Cannon Ball in hopes of thwarting the 

$3.7bn oil project.  

Though the fight against DAPL is not over – given that Donald Trump is an investor in the 

company and supporter of the project – the temporary win has energized ongoing indigenous 

environmental battles and inspired new ones. 

The campaign against the Trans-Pecos project, which is also owned by Texas-based Energy 

Transfer Partners, has the closest connections to Standing Rock, with activists adopting similar 

tactics, including setting up spiritual camps in the region of construction and planning nonviolent 

“direct actions”.  

“Our hope is that we can create a public pressure crisis,” said Lori Glover, a Big Bend Defense 

Coalition spokeswoman who owns the land in Texas where the camps are expanding. “I hope 

this helps us stop the pipeline long enough to get the government and Energy Transfer Partners’ 

attention and push them to do the right thing.” 

Vicki Granado, ETP spokeswoman, said the Trans-Pecos pipeline is nearly 90% complete and 

defended the project in an en email, claiming that “underground pipelines provide the most 

environmentally safe and the most efficient means to transport natural gas, crude oil or other 

carbon-based energy products that are critical to Americans’ daily lives, and to our economy”. 

Standing Rock garnered support from hundreds of indigenous tribes in a collaboration that some 

said was unprecedented, and Yolanda Blue Horse, a Native American activist in Texas, said she 

hoped Trans-Pecos would attract a similarly diverse and unified group.  

Reports of intense police brutality and mistreatment in North Dakota have also inspired people to 

fight back, said Blue Horse, a member of the Rosebud Sioux tribe.  

“What happened up there could very well happen to any of our communities if big money gets 

involved. That’s a scary thing.”  

The protests escalated in Texas the same week that the US department of justice filed a motion 

against ETP to dismiss the company’s lawsuit challenging DAPL construction delays – the latest 

sign that Obama is working to impede the pipeline in his final days in office. 

Some DAPL demonstrators are now on their way to Texas, according to Orona. 

Outside of Texas, indigenous activists involved with Standing Rock have also recently turned 

their attention to environmental battles in a number of states, including Minnesota, Florida, 

Hawaii, Washington and Wyoming. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/04/dakota-access-pipeline-permit-denied-standing-rock
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/04/dakota-access-pipeline-permit-denied-standing-rock
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/03/north-dakota-access-oil-pipeline-protests-explainer
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/03/north-dakota-access-oil-pipeline-protests-explainer
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/29/standing-rock-activists-dakota-access-pipeline-delay
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/26/donald-trump-dakota-access-pipeline-investment-energy-transfer-partners
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/02/donald-trump-dakota-access-pipeline-support-investment
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/texas
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/06/standing-rock-protesters-asked-to-go-home-by-sioux-leader
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/29/standing-rock-protest-north-dakota-shutdown-evacuation
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/31/dakota-access-pipeline-protest-investigation-human-rights-abuses
http://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/SRST-Memo-ISO-Mtn-for-SJ.pdf
http://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/Govt-MTD.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/nov/15/dakota-access-oil-pipeline-construction-delay-court
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/11/standing-rock-dakota-pipeline-indigenous-environment-causes
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/dec/11/standing-rock-dakota-pipeline-indigenous-environment-causes
http://www.honorearth.org/sandpiper_line_3_corridor
http://www.gainesville.com/news/20161104/protesters-gather-to-try-and-block-sabal-trail-pipeline-project
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jun/26/hawaii-protesters-telescope-construction-bail-blockade
http://www.wweek.com/news/2016/11/09/its-not-just-standing-rock-native-american-tribes-are-fighting-environmental-battles-all-along-the-columbia-river/
https://psmag.com/the-buffalos-burden-fa0d64b55aa4#.cq6a206ew


Elliott Moffett, a Nez Perce tribe member from Idaho, who has been fighting for the removal of 

dams to save wild salmon from going extinct, said the international attention on Standing Rock 

has helped the public better understand the intersection of indigenous rights and environmental 

activism.  

“We’ve been here for thousands of years. We’ve had to deal with sustainability issues,” said 

Moffett, whose group Nimiipuu Protecting the Environment argues that dams in the Snake river 

impede tribal treaty rights.  

In New Mexico, Native American groups have been fighting for stronger fracking restrictions 

after an oil field explosion affected a Navajo community. And after indigenous activists 

protested a proposed oil pipeline, which some had labeled “New Mexico’s DAPL”, the operator 

withdrew plans.  

Lori Goodman, a Navajo activist and treasurer of Diné Citizens Against Ruining Environment, 

attributed the withdrawal to fears of a North Dakota-style protest. 

“Standing Rock has really opened eyes. Now there’s no going back,” she said. “Enough is 

enough.”  

After Standing Rock, some Native American activists said they hoped there would be broader 

support for protecting indigenous sites, even when there aren’t high-profile oil projects 

threatening the land.  

“We’re still in a very perilous position regarding sacred places,” said Klee Benally, a Diné 

activist based in Arizona. “There is an awakening for indigenous resistance. It’s about cultural 

survival.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/09/trans-pecos-pipeline-texas-protest-two-

rivers-standing-rock 
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Utah’s new national monument marks big win for the protection of Indigenous cultural sites 

By permanently protecting an area rich in indigenous cultural history, Obama has shown that 

some things are worth more than money. 

By Jacqueline Keeler 

Nation of Change 

On Dec. 28, with only 22 days left in office, President Obama set aside nearly 1.35 million acres 

in southeastern Utah’s San Juan County as the Bears Ears National Monument. The 

announcement capped several years of work by a unique tribal coalition that proposed this first-

in-the-nation monument to be comanaged by tribes and the federal government. Obama also 

http://earthjustice.org/advocacy-campaigns/save-wild-salmon
http://earthjustice.org/advocacy-campaigns/save-wild-salmon
http://www.nimiipuuprotecting.org/petition-to-save-salmon
http://www.nimiipuuprotecting.org/
https://mic.com/articles/161327/the-next-standing-rock-style-protest-could-be-this-navajo-oil-battle-in-new-mexico#.2xl6OZIvp
https://thinkprogress.org/fire-from-new-mexico-fracking-site-explosion-keeps-burning-three-days-later-984d644f5f5#.g0293pgi0
http://www.cortezjournal.com/article/20161227/NEWS01/161229901/0/FRONTPAGE/New-Mexico%E2%80%99s-DAPL-is-dead
http://www.cortezjournal.com/article/20161227/NEWS01/161229901/0/FRONTPAGE/New-Mexico%E2%80%99s-DAPL-is-dead
http://www.daily-times.com/story/news/local/new-mexico/2016/12/19/blm-receives-withdrawal-pipeline-project/95623166/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/09/trans-pecos-pipeline-texas-protest-two-rivers-standing-rock
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jan/09/trans-pecos-pipeline-texas-protest-two-rivers-standing-rock
https://www.blm.gov/sites/blm.gov/files/documents/files/2016bearsears.prc_.rel_.pdf


designated 300,000 acres at Gold Butte in Nevada, homelands of the Paiute people, ironically, 

near militant rancher Cliven Bundy’s cattle operation. 

The national monument – proposed by the Bears Ears Inter-tribal Coalition, which includes the 

Navajo Nation, the Pueblo of Zuni, the Ute Mountain Ute, Ute tribe, and Hopi tribe – will 

preserve an area rich in biodiversity and human history amid one of the country’s most iconic 

landscapes. It, and the political battle that continues to stem from it, also raises a greater question 

for a nation at odds with itself: What is the value of land? 

This is at the heart of land disputes from the Malheur Wildlife Refuge in Oregon to the Standing 

Rock Sioux Reservation in North Dakota. Does the value of unspoiled wildness, the cultural 

heritage of indigenous people, and their ancestral connection to the land outweigh the 

exploitation of oil, coal, timber, grassland, and water to create wealth? 

“Every time I hear something new and great, like the rediscovery of a bean species or something 

our ancestors learned to grow during a great drought historically, [I know] we wouldn’t make 

those discoveries if it all gets destroyed and thrown in a pile of rubbish,” said Regina Lopez-

Whiteskunk, Ute Mountain Ute tribal councilwoman and coalition chairwoman. “It takes a page 

out of our history,” she said. 

The name Bears Ears – called the same in the languages of each of the regional tribes – refers to 

a pair of red sandstone buttes that rise 2,000 feet above juniper-covered Cedar Mesa. The 

surrounding area encompasses some 100,000 culturally significant sites, including cliff 

dwellings, burial sites, and ancient roads that span thousands of years of human history. 

Like the Fertile Crescent of the Middle East, Bears Ears has served as a nursery for many 

cultures in the Southwest and holds ancient remains dating back as much as 13,000 years. 

Examples include the stunning House on Fire and Moon House, built by Ancestral Puebloans 

around 800 years ago. These stone towers and multilevel cliff houses, as well as the more 

humble remains of early Navajo hogans, display the incredible ingenuity that this unique 

landscape has fostered. For Navajo people, Bears Ears also holds significance as the birthplace of 

the great 19th century Navajo leader Chief Manuelito, who led a resistance against the forced 

removal of his people. 

Today, these sites are under threat of looting and destruction. Global positioning systems and 

social media sharing have made visible places that were previously only known to a few. All of 

the 1.35 million acres now protected were previously public lands owned by the American 

people and managed by the Bureau of Land Management. However, without the national 

monument designation, the BLM could afford only two law enforcement officers to patrol it. 

Under so little oversight, entire petroglyphs had been cut from canyon walls and trucked away. 

In 2014, San Juan County Commissioner Phil Lyman joined forces with Ryan Bundy, son of 

Nevada rancher Cliven Bundy, to conduct an illegal, armed ATV ride over an ancient Puebloan 

village in Recapture Canyon, now within the monument’s boundaries. The rally, about which 

Lyman expressed last minute apprehension to the gathered crowd of sagebrush militia and local 

media, was staged to protest the government’s closure of a road to protect ancient artifacts and 



graves. Lyman was later convicted of two federal misdemeanors, fined, and sentenced to 10 days 

in jail. 

But in San Juan County, hostility toward Native Americans has not been isolated to historical 

sites. In early 2016, the Navajo Nation sued the county for violations of the Voting Rights Act. A 

U.S. district court sided with the Navajo, finding that “the county had race-based motives” in 

how it gerrymandered Navajo voters into a single district to prevent them from asserting 

influence over the county. The lawsuit included statements made by Lyman telling Navajos they 

had “lost the war” and had no right to comment on public land management. 

In July, U.S. Reps. Rob Bishop, R-Utah, and Jason Chaffetz, R-Utah, introduced to Congress the 

Public Lands Initiative Bill as an alternative to the Inter-Tribal Coalition’s national monument 

proposal. Their bill not only proposed removing protections of 18 million acres of federal land in 

Utah, but also sought to take 100,000 acres of land from the Ute tribe and open it up to oil and 

mining companies without tribal consultation. 

Ute leaders including Lopez-Whiteskunk said that Bishop and Chaffetz never mentioned this 

audacious land grab, written into a bill designed to protect Bears Ears, to the tribes. This 

disrespect is echoed at not only the county level of Utah government but also at the state. 

“I was very, very shocked by the way I was treated by the Utah Legislature,” Lopez-Whiteskunk 

said. “I felt belittled and disrespected because the legislature, the committee cut me off … I 

didn’t respond back in a negative manner. But it left me feeling very disrespected as a tribal 

leader.” 

This lack of respect at the local level forced the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition to turn to 

Obama and seek national monument designation for lands that hold both historical and future 

potential for the five tribes. 

“What we are seeking to do with the Bears Ears National Monument is to stabilize our 

community and to bring the youth back to the reality of the natural world,” said Willie Grey 

Eyes, Diné elder, president of the Utah Diné Bikeyah, and former tribal councilman. “We want 

to teach them how to utilize these resources in a way that not only benefits them in their pocket, 

but spirituality … This circle of relationships continues a cycle where the youth know how to 

protect these natural resources and how to utilize it in a sustainable way.” 

This desire for harmony – called Hózho in Navajo – has been met with threats of violence. In an 

interview with the Washington Post in June, Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, warned, “I would hope 

that my fellow Utahans would not use violence, but there are some deeply held positions that 

cannot just be ignored.” 

And yet, contrary to how Hatch may characterize his constituents, a clear majority of Utah voters 

supported protecting Bears Ears as a national monument in a 2016 survey commissioned by the 

Pew Charitable Trusts. 

http://www.utahpli.com/
http://www.utahpli.com/


Despite this, newly minted Utah Attorney General Sean Rayes said he plans to file a lawsuit to 

fight what some view as an overreach of presidential power. Echoing this concern, a crowd of 

hundreds gathered in Monticello on Dec. 29 to protest the designation, calling on President-elect 

Trump to undo the decision. Previous courts, however, have upheld the Antiquities Act. 

A glance west across the Colorado River may offer some insight into how these battles have 

played out previously. The Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument was controversial 

when it was designated under the same authority by then-President Bill Clinton in 1996. By 

2008, job opportunities in the surrounding counties had grown by 38 percent, per capita income 

by 30 percent; Utahans now consider the designation to be a good thing for the state by a margin 

of more than 2 to 1. 

Had Escalante’s 1.8 million acres of unspoiled natural beauty been rolled over for resource 

extraction, scientists may not have discovered the tens of thousands of dinosaur fossils, 46 

previously unidentified species of bees, or the ancient Anasazi sites that it holds. 

“We’re here to take care of it. We’re here to look after it. We’re here to preserve it,” said Jonah 

Yellowman, a Navajo elder. “If you take care of it and look after it – it’s going to take care of 

you, you’re going to get healed from it, and you’re going to heal the land, too.” 

This is at the heart of the unique monument proposal brought forward by five Native American 

nations, indigenous grassroots community members, and environmentalists. What worth does the 

past hold? Is there more value in mining, a quick dollar, and the right to ride an ATV 

unbounded? 

This is the question Obama heard at Bears Ears and Gold Butte. Although Native Americans are 

still waiting to hear what will happen at Standing Rock and face the prospect of a combative 

Trump presidency, in this moment we can see an America where the future, the past, and the 

land are in harmony. 

http://www.nationofchange.org/2017/01/10/utahs-new-national-monument-marks-big-win-

protection-indigenous-cultural-sites/ 
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Face to face with Pope Francis: A reminder of why we must fight inequality and injustice 

everywhere 

By Fred Krupp 

Environmental Defense Fund 

 

It was one of those rare moments in life that crystallize your sense of purpose, at a most critical 

time. 

http://www.nationofchange.org/2017/01/10/utahs-new-national-monument-marks-big-win-protection-indigenous-cultural-sites/
http://www.nationofchange.org/2017/01/10/utahs-new-national-monument-marks-big-win-protection-indigenous-cultural-sites/


We were in Rome at the Fortune-Time Global Forum, a gathering of business leaders tasked 

with brainstorming ways to help the world’s poor. My job had been to lead a discussion about 

concrete actions companies can take to expand affordable clean energy and to shield 

impoverished communities from the worst impacts of climate change – and now I was in the 

Vatican, in line to meet with Pope Francis himself. 

I felt humbled to be in his presence. People greeted him in different ways; I just clasped his hand 

with both of mine and thanked him for his leadership on climate change. It’s clear the issue 

moves him greatly, and his global platform championing solutions has been invaluable. 

I had seen from afar how the pope is able to move people toward a greater awareness of our 

common bonds, and toward a deeper resolve to confront inequality, injustice and suffering. Now, 

in his presence, that is exactly where he moved me. 

The human dimension of clean air and water 

Our presence in the room was a sign of hope, he told forum participants, because “it shows that 

you recognize the issues before us and the imperative to act decisively.” 

In the context of my work at Environmental Defense Fund, this means trying to improve the 

human condition by standing up for cleaner air and water, public health, a stable climate, and 

sustainable stewardship of the resources on which all life depends. 

At a time when a new White House administration is threatening to withdraw from global 

climate action and dismantle environmental protections that benefit all lives, including the poor, 

we will approach the human dimension and moral underpinning of our work with renewed 

purpose. 

We have an obligation, as human beings, to meet the challenge of climate change and avert 

catastrophic impacts that will disproportionately affect those least able to protect themselves. 

It’s why we’re: 

 fighting to replace the lead pipes in Flint and beyond that deliver water and pose potential 

health risks to up to 10 million homes nationwide. 

 pushing sharp reductions in dangerous pollution around our nation’s ports. 

 creating innovative solutions to bring new, cleaner equipment and smarter technologies to 

the Port of Houston and other ports around the country. 

 using cutting-edge sensor technology to measure and address localized air pollution. 

These and other efforts are focused on communities that have suffered painful legacies of 

environmental injustice, a reality that is unacceptable regardless of where one lives. As Dr. 

Martin Luther King said, injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere. 

https://www.edf.org/climate/climate-changes-effects-plunder-planet
https://www.edf.org/blog/2015/09/15/rev-sally-bingham-pope-francis-climate-message-speaks-all-faiths
https://www.edf.org/blog/2016/12/22/well-protect-and-defend-environment-2017-or-without-president-trump
https://www.edf.org/blog/2016/03/17/flint-water-crisis-shines-spotlight-our-national-lead-problem
https://www.edf.org/climate/making-clean-ports-reality-across-country
https://www.edf.org/card/7-ways-sensor-technology-can-solve-environmental-problems


How we get results 

At EDF, we’re committed to being as diverse and vibrant – in our people, our values and our 

work – as the communities we serve. We must recognize that being a force for good in the world 

also means heeding the pope’s admonition to listen to, learn from and include the people we seek 

to help. 

Regardless of background or belief, we need to find a way to look people in the eye, to recognize 

their true needs and priorities, and to roll up our sleeves and collaborate. This ethic guides EDF 

towards enduring bipartisan alliances and unique partnerships with diverse organizations, some 

of which don’t fit the conventional mold of an environmental partner. It’s how we get results and 

broaden the conversation. 

As I stood facing Pope Francis on that early December morning, I thought of how critical it is 

that those who seek solutions and a path forward stand together resolutely.  

Listening to the pope, it struck me that his diagnosis of the unrest and inequality in the world 

comes with a hopeful plea that humans be guided by the better angels of our nature – not by the 

dark forces of hatred, discrimination and exclusion.  

His prescription is exactly what the United States and the world needs now: a call for 

benevolence and compassion, and for lifting people up rather than tearing them down. 

It’s why millions of people around the world, including non-Catholics like myself, are drawn to 

and get inspiration from this humble man who is a leader because he’s able to connect the dots 

between economic prosperity and environmental stewardship – and to propel us to act. 

https://www.edf.org/blog/2017/01/10/face-face-pope-francis-reminder-why-we-must-fight-

inequality-and-injustice 
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Eucharistic prayer in the 21st century 

 

By Thomas Reese 

National Catholic Reporter 

 

One of the greatest liturgical challenges of the church in the 21st century is to figure out how to 

do liturgy in a way that is meaningful to people in a post-Darwin, post-Einstein, post-Hubble 

world.   

Traditional liturgical prayer, based on biblical imagery, presumes a pre-scientific worldview 

where Earth is the center of the universe and the world was created quickly and perfectly. 

Everything was wonderful until Adam sinned. 

https://www.edf.org/approach/policy
https://www.edf.org/approach/partnerships
https://www.edf.org/blog/2017/01/10/face-face-pope-francis-reminder-why-we-must-fight-inequality-and-injustice
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In fact, the universe is some 13.8 billion years old, with organic life appearing about 3 billion 

years ago, and humans evolving relatively recently. Rather than appearing in an idyllic paradise, 

humans crawled out of the mud fighting, scratching out an existence in a brutal and highly 

competitive environment. 

Current liturgical worship requires that we park our scientific minds at the church door and enter 

into the pre-scientific world of our ancestors when we pray. This schizophrenic existence is not 

viable in the long run. How do we do liturgy with people having a "quantum-cosmological, 

developmental-evolutionary worldview," asks Jesuit Fr. Robert Daly, who has been thinking 

about this question for a number of years. 

This is no easy task. In truth, it is part of a larger task of theologians trying to figure out how to 

make Christianity intelligible to people in the 21st century. 

Daly finds inspiration for his work in theologians like Elizabeth Johnson (Ask the Beasts: 

Darwin and the God of Love), Dawn Nothwehr (Ecological Footprints: An Essential Franciscan 

Guide for Faith and Sustainable Living), and Dennis Edwards (Partaking of God: Trinity, 

Evolution, and Ecology). 

Here we see theologians grappling with ancient questions of Christology, ecclesiology and 

soteriology in the context of contemporary science. 

These theologians are imitating the great theologians of the past — Augustine and Thomas 

Aquinas — who used the intellectual thought of their times to explain Christianity to their 

contemporaries. Augustine used Neoplatonism and Aquinas used Aristotelianism because these 

represented the intellectual worldviews of their times. Today’s theologians who use science and 

contemporary thought are very traditional; they are simply following in the footsteps of 

Augustine and Aquinas. 

But in some ways, Daly's challenge is even greater because what he wants to do will impact not 

only the thinking of the intellectually curious, but also the lived experience of worship of 

millions of Christians. If you think the translation wars were rough, you ain't seen nothing yet. 

Daly recognizes this challenge and says his "goal has been to formulate prayer/praying in which 

both people comfortable in a pre-modern, pre-critical, pre-scientific worldview and people 

comfortable in a quantum-cosmological, developmental, evolutionary worldview can happily 

pray together." 

He first presented his thinking in a March 2015 article in Worship, "Ecological Euchology." 

Euchology is a book of the Orthodox church containing Eucharistic rites and other liturgical 

matters. 

Included in this article was a first draft of a Eucharistic prayer designed for contemporary 

worship. This draft did not include a "preface." 

http://www.bloomsbury.com/us/ask-the-beasts-darwin-and-the-god-of-love-9781472903747/
http://www.bloomsbury.com/us/ask-the-beasts-darwin-and-the-god-of-love-9781472903747/
https://www.litpress.org/Detail.aspx?ISBN=9780814633748
https://www.litpress.org/Detail.aspx?ISBN=9780814633748
https://www.litpress.org/Products/8252/Partaking-of-God
https://www.litpress.org/Products/8252/Partaking-of-God


Last week, Father Daly presented a revised draft with preface to the Seminar on Eucharistic 

Prayer and Theology of the North American Academy of Liturgy (NAAL) meeting in 

Washington, D.C. Although the prayer has been discussed at the seminar for the last three years, 

he acknowledges that the prayer is still a draft. 

"Its language, imagery and rhythms need to be honed by the praying and proclaimed experience 

of many mouths and communities," he wrote. "It betrays the awkwardness of an early attempt to 

pray in a language that is not only traditionally biblical in its allusiveness, but that is also 

ecologically sensitive." 

It is "at least referentially expressive of the thoughts and feelings of a modern scientist," but at 

the same time not so obtrusive "as to alienate those not fully at home in that world of thought." 

In short, he attempted to write "a poetic, Trinitarian song of praise and thanksgiving expressing 

the feelings and aspirations of a Judaeo-Christian faith that is also comfortable with a quantum-

cosmological, developmental-evolutionary worldview." 

Daly's Eucharistic prayer includes all of the traditional classical elements of a model Eucharistic 

prayer in the Basil/Chrysostom tradition: Introductory dialogue, preface, Sanctus, anamnesis, 

institutional narrative, acclamation, epiclesis, solemn petitions and doxology. 

After the introductory dialogue ("The Lord be with you. …"), he begins with words of praise in 

the preface: 

Father, we praise you, with all your creatures 

great and small, 

from measureless galaxy 

to tiniest particle. 

They all came forth from your hand. 

Filled with your presence, 

they are signs of your undying love: 

Praise be to you! 

A.  Praise be to you! 

From the very first sentence, the Eucharistic prayer goes beyond an Earth-centric and visible 

world to include "measureless galaxy" and "tiniest particle." These are seen as "signs of your 

undying love," and the congregation responds with "Praise be to you!" The congregation gives 

praise not by itself but "with all your creatures." 

With a Trinitarian focus, the prayer goes on to Jesus and the Spirit: 

Word of God, Jesus, we praise you. 

Through you all these things were made 

and have their being. 

And when you took your bodily shape 

in the womb of Mary our mother, 

http://www.naal-liturgy.org/


you entered into the chaos of our lives 

to bring us to the beauty of your love: 

Praise be to you! 

A.  Praise be to you! 

Holy Spirit, we praise you, 

who breathed over the primal chaos, 

spoke to us through the prophets' voices, 

hovered over Mary's womb 

and made us temples of your love: 

Praise be to you! 

A.  Praise be to you! 

The scientifically literate would note references to "chaos theory" in this section of the 

Eucharistic prayer, but not in a way that marginalizes the scientifically illiterate.   

After the Sanctus, the Eucharistic prayer continues with more images from contemporary 

understanding of creation: 

Where once was nothing, your love 

brought matter into being and motion, 

thus creating time itself, 

and countless galaxies, each with its countless stars, 

and, to prepare a home for us, 

delicately circling round a single star, 

this one small globe, our mother earth. 

And on this globe, aeons later, 

you brought forth, infinitely small, but inexorably growing, 

the beginnings of the life we share with all that lives. 

And then, past billions of years, 

past aeons of seemingly random developments, 

past the seeming chaos of countless extinctions 

— but springing from those deaths ever new forms of life — 

your Word breathed not just life but Spirit too 

into man and woman, your image and likeness. 

Thus, the creation of man is put into the context of the creation of not only galaxies and stars but 

matter and time itself. Nor does man appear in some idyllic Eden. 

Past further countless generations you lovingly watched us grow, 

becoming part of the life-death-life 

of all that lives and grows on earth, 

until, at last, you made a rainbow covenant with us 



bringing us to know you more clearly as our Maker 

and ourselves as your people. 

Only then does the Eucharistic prayer connect us to Abraham, the prophets, and ultimately to 

Jesus, "born of the Spirit and of Mary's YES, to enter into the chaos of our earthly lives. …" 

After the institutional narrative, the acclamation is addressed to the Father, rather than to Jesus, 

which allows the congregation to not only remember the death and resurrection of Jesus but also 

to offer to the Father the sacrifice of this Eucharist: 

Remembering his cross and death, 

and mindful of his loving words, 

we give you praise and thanks, O Lord, 

and offer you this bread and cup, 

while offering ourselves, 

until he comes again. 

The prayer continues with calling down the Spirit in the epiclesis: 

Mindful, then, of your loving gift, 

and in awesome praise of the chaos-beauty 

of the constant death-into-life 

of this your garden globe, 

and mindful too of your mandate to bless and keep it 

with the same loving care with which 

You bless and keep us, we pray: 

Send down on us and on these gifts 

full portions of your Holy Spirit 

who with your Word and before all time 

brought forth the galaxies, 

breathed over the primal waters, 

came upon the prophets 

and hovered over Mary's womb. 

The calling down of the Spirit in this epiclesis is the same Spirit that was present at creation and 

that has been active throughout time. In prayer, the congregation asks that this same Spirit may 

help us to "know our place in this your universe, on this your earth, and in this your Church." All 

of this "so that in and through our living, dying, and rising with your Son we may learn to till and 

keep this earth with the same love with which you till and keep us." 

This Eucharistic prayer is a first attempt to imitate the early fathers of the church who wrote 

similar prayers to fit their historical and cultural contexts. Daley understands that the role of 

liturgists is not simply to learn from the past but also to speak to the present in prayer and song in 

a way that responds to our changed worldview. 



The prayer, as Daly acknowledges, is not perfect. (Click here to read the full prayer.) For 

example, I find it impossible to proclaim the sentence beginning "Where once was nothing. 

…"  One of the seminar participants suggested it be split into shorter sentences. 

Another questioned directing the prayer in the preface and doxology to the Trinity rather than 

only to the Father, as is traditional in Eucharistic prayers from the fifth century on. Most 

Eucharistic prayers are addressed to the Father, through the Son, in the Spirit. Some found 

breaking with that tradition disconcerting. 

The most interesting comments came from members of the NAAL seminar on liturgy and the 

environment who joined the discussion. 

One suggested having the prayer reflect the idea that the incarnation began with the Big Bang 

and using the language of energy when speaking of the Spirit. 

Another suggested that when using the word "we," the prayer might include not only humans but 

all creation. Likewise, the Spirit would be described as inhabiting all nature, not just humans. 

One even suggested that when speaking of the Father sending the patriarchs and prophets to 

teach us, the prayer also recall the sending of locusts, floods and other natural phenomena. 

Another participant suggested that the payer be more explicitly environmental rather than solely 

scientific. In other words, reflect the thinking of environmentalists like John Muir rather than just 

scientists like Darwin. 

Despite the suggestions, all participants agreed this is an admirable attempt to create a 

Eucharistic prayer for the 21st century, a prayer that can resonate with the scientifically literate 

and environmentally sensitive. Members of the seminar also acknowledged that no one prayer 

can include everything without becoming too long and too complicated. Rather than trying to get 

everything in one prayer, it would be better to have a number of prayers. 

Immediately after Vatican II, many celebrants were writing their own Eucharistic prayers with 

little knowledge of what they were doing. In suppressing these excesses, the Vatican also shut 

down more intelligent experimentations. Liturgists concluded that it was a waste of time working 

on new Eucharistic prayers that would never get approved. Creativity continued in Protestant 

churches, but not in Catholicism. 

With the papacy of Pope Francis, perhaps the church is ready for a period of limited 

experimentation by liturgical professionals working with congregations willing to be beta sites 

for new liturgical practices. This would allow for creativity, testing, and adjustments before any 

new practice is let loose on the entire church. 

Meanwhile, liturgical professionals are doing the slow work of thinking about and discussing the 

how to do liturgy in the 21st century. 

[Jesuit Fr. Thomas Reese is a senior analyst for NCR and author of Inside the Vatican: The 

Politics and Organization of the Catholic Church. His email address is treesesj@ncronline.org.] 

https://www.scribd.com/document/336413490/Jesuit-Fr-Robert-Daly-s-Eucharistic-Prayer-for-21st-century
mailto:treesesj@ncronline.org
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Women Are 'Backbone' of Native Actions Against Dakota Pipeline 

 

teleSUR 

 

Several Native American women spoke with teleSUR about their role in the protests against the 

oil project in North Dakota. 

The actions and protests against the Dakota Access pipeline could not have yielded success if it 

had not been for the participation of the Native American women water protectors as they took 

on a leadership role in the months-long protests in North Dakota against the oil project. 

“Our people always believe that the women are the backbone and with our warriors back in the 

day, the women would meet first, then the guys would act on our meeting,” Char bad Cob, a 

member of the Lakota people and a water protector, told teleSUR from the encampment at 

Standing Rock. 

“It is more important than ever that we stay and we stand and prevent the Dakota Access pipeline 

from going through.” Cob said, adding that what pushed her to join the action is half a millennia 

of “oppression and genocide” against the Indigenous people in North America. 

She has been there since the beginning of the protests back in August but when people ask her 

how long she has been in North Dakota she proudly responds, “I've been here for 500 years 

through every ancestor who has suffered. This can't happen no more. Things have got to 

change.” 

For Bernie Lafferty, a Lakota elder, the role of women against the pipeline is just as important as 

it used to be hundreds of years ago. “Like if the men went out and if they didn't come back, then 

the women had to defend your camps, you had to defend your children and the elders. And to 

me, that's how we are here.” 

Women are the foundation of the fight against the Dakota Access pipeline, Catawba water 

protector Linda Black Elk told TeleSUR, echoing Lafferty’s sentiment, and adding that water 

protectors are there to protect the environment for future generations. 

The action against the US$3.8 billion pipeline has attracted more than 300 Native American 

tribes from across the United States in a show of unity that is being called historic. 

They said the project will damage burial sites considered sacred to the Standing Rock Sioux tribe 

and pollute the area's drinking water. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/faith-and-justice/eucharistic-prayer-21st-century


“In our blood memory, when something happens to the earth, when she's being dug into and 

extracted from, we physically feel that pain within our own bodies,” Kendi Mosset, a Lead 

Organizer with the Indigenous Environmental Network, told teleSUR, as protesters brave harsh 

winter conditions. 

“So standing there watching them dig, as they did on Sept. 3 and Sept. 4 when they destroyed 

sacred sites. We couldn't just stand there and watch, we had to break down the fences and run out 

into the fields and stop them.” 

The water protectors scored a victory in December when the Corps of Engineers decided to deny 

the route for the Dakota Access pipeline. 

“I am from Standing Rock. As a child, I used to play along the Missouri River. It is 12,000 years 

old, and 17 million people benefit from it,” Waniya Locke, a Lakota water protector, said 

speaking her native language. “We are standing in opposition to the fossil fuel industry to protect 

the drinking water of 10 million people.” 

After the victory, the Standing Rock Sioux tribe then called on those who are not locals to leave 

because it was hard for the tribe to accommodate the thousands of people who were there. 

However, many worry that President-elect Donald Trump, who takes office in a few days, will 

reverse the decision and push for the completion of the project. The tribe asked people to come 

back after his inauguration in order to keep up the pressure. 

Lafferty concluded by calling on people to keep supporting the Indigenous and native nations in 

their fight. 

“Because we're not gonna give up. We're gonna stay here, even if it comes down to just a few of 

us, we are gonna still be here. And I just would hope everybody out there believes in what we're 

doing and supports us and prays for us, I guess that is all we would ask.” 

http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Women-Are-Backbone-of-Native-Actions-Against-

Dakota-Pipeline-20170116-0028.html 
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American sisters tackling climate care resolve to stay the course 

 

By Elizabeth Eisenstadt Evans 

Global Sisters Report 

For decades — whether they are raising heritage chickens, running an organic farm that provides 

food for local residents as well as their own community, or addressing the impact of climate 

change here and abroad — sisters around the United States have made care of creation a priority, 

incorporating it not only into their prayers but into the fabric of their community strategic plans. 

http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Women-Are-Backbone-of-Native-Actions-Against-Dakota-Pipeline-20170116-0028.html
http://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Women-Are-Backbone-of-Native-Actions-Against-Dakota-Pipeline-20170116-0028.html
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/environment/egg-and-i-dominican-community-celebrates-mother-earth-42956
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/equality/us-food-justice-part-two-sisters-take-action-increase-access-nutrition-43481


Now faced with the presidency of Donald Trump, who has expressed doubts about the very 

underpinnings of environmental activism — threatening to cut clean energy and climate-change 

spending and roll back protections — some sisters say they are prepared to mobilize their 

communities to resist. 

"What we're hearing [from members] is a rising concern," said Sr. Mary Pellegrino, president of 

the Leadership Conference of Women Religious, which represents about 80 percent of the 

approximately 49,000 U.S. women religious. "We have seen some positive things happening to 

protect the climate, so we are concerned about what might happen in the future." 

A Sister of St. Joseph of Baden, Pennsylvania, Pellegrino said that LCWR will continue to 

advocate for care of the environment, and be available to help member congregations seeking to 

do the same. 

It can sometimes be hard to separate issues, Pellegrino said, because so many are so closely tied 

together. One example: "Addressing the climate issue and using sustainable development will 

help address some of the underlying causes of poverty and forced migration," she said. 

Now prioress of the Adrian Dominican community in Michigan, Pat Siemen is also a lawyer and 

founder of the Center for Earth Jurisprudence at Florida's Barry University, where she taught for 

10 years. 

"We have a president-elect who doesn't have a basic understanding of the role the environment 

plays in sustaining all of life and the very ecological and biological foundations of it," she said. 

"Maybe our worst fears will not materialize, but when one looks at his slate of cabinet nominees, 

they are [almost] all white men with a business background. I have nothing against that, but it 

usually comes with a certain business bias, and not necessarily a consideration of all of the needs 

that need to be addressed." 

Jeanne Hagelskamp, a member of the leadership team of the Indiana-based Sisters of Providence 

of St. Mary-of-the-Woods, said her fellow sisters are of the same mind — problems like 

environmental stress, the forced movements of populations, and poverty need to be addressed 

together. 

"We really do believe at the core that these issues are related. The more we can look at these 

relationships the more we can address what's at the core," she said. 

Though for many years the sisters have had an environmental education and retreat hub (the 

White Violet Center for Eco Justice), in July they decided that they would pay particular 

attention to the causes of environmental injustice — with an eye to assessing their current work 

and mobilizing sisters for new activities and partnerships. 

The upcoming change of administration finds them engaged in a series of small-group meetings 

designed to report back to their newly formed Justice Coordinating Commission, said 

Hagelskamp. 

https://lcwr.org/
http://www.adriandominicans.org/
http://www.earthjurist.org/
https://spsmw.org/
https://spsmw.org/
https://spsmw.org/white-violet-center-for-eco-justice/


But the discernment process in which they are engaged hasn't stopped them from looking past 

Inauguration Day, she said. "It's probably going to sound very Pollyannaish, but we're really 

hoping that he will back down on his statements about climate change. In the meantime, we're 

not sitting by passively." The sisters' plans include participating in rallies, continuing their 

partnership with the Catholic Climate Covenant, and sending out petitions. 

"We are taking an active stance, but we want to be nonviolent about it. For us that is key," said 

Hagelskamp. 

Almost 2,000 miles away, nestled among the old-growth forests of Northern California, 

Redwoods Monastery Abbess Kathy DeVico, a Cistercian, echoes that sentiment. She referred to 

Pope Francis' message commemorating the 50th anniversary of the World Day of Peace on Jan. 

1, in which he urged the faithful to be governed by charity and nonviolence in their interactions 

with others. "It is important not to polarize. We need to work with one another on behalf of 

God's creation: one heart, one mind holding before us the needs of our environment," DeVico 

said in an interview. 

"As religious, even more so now, since Pope Francis' encyclical, 'Laudato Si', Care for Our 

Common Home,' we do have a responsibility to pray for the needs of our Earth and to voice our 

concerns in appropriate ways when and where God's creation is being misused and its resources 

being destroyed," she added in an email that followed. 

In addition to growing much of their own food, the nuns at the monastery have a commitment to 

environmental stewardship of the pristine surroundings they inhabit. 

Sr. Anne Curtis, who serves on the Sisters of Mercy's leadership team, said that the congregation 

has pursued an approach that integrates environmental concerns with other commitments, like 

those to nonviolence and health-care access, since a pivotal chapter meet in the 1990s. The North 

American Mercy Institute is part of worldwide organization spanning South and Central America 

as well as Guam and the Philippines. 

Like other religious interviewed for this story, Curtis credited Francis' encyclical on the 

environment with challenging them to "deepen significantly a commitment we have already 

made." 

"We feel an urgency at this point as we look at what's happening with climate change. Our sisters 

in Guam are watching the islands suffer around them," while more locally, religious have 

witnessed the devastation wrought by Hurricanes Sandy and Katrina, said Curtis. 

While remaining grounded in their spiritual tradition, the sisters are likely to take a multitude of 

approaches, including participating in Catholic groups like the Catholic Climate Covenant and 

maintaining relationships with the interfaith organizations in which they participate, she added. 

"Everyone is in a mode of 'What do we do?' There's no clarity about that. We have never 

experienced what we are facing right now. It doesn't seem like business as usual." 

http://www.catholicclimatecovenant.org/
http://www.redwoodsabbey.org/
http://www.sistersofmercy.org/


American political leadership that denies the impact of climate change on human lives and Earth 

causes Siemen and others with whom she has spoken "hesitation, concern and caution." Siemen 

noted that her Adrian Dominican community is pursuing a plan to lessen its dependence on fossil 

fuels, partner with the poor and vulnerable, and seek out new coalitions of those with similar 

concerns. 

In California, the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael recently completed an in-depth study of the 

papal document on the environment directed by the Earth Committee, Sr. Carla Kovack, a 

member of the congregation's leadership team, wrote in an email. The group also partners with 

Interfaith Power and Light (a multistate coalition that promotes conservation and public-policy 

advocacy), as well as other like-minded organizations, she said. 

After consulting with several sisters active on the Earth Committee and with the congregation's 

social justice coordinator, Kovack wrote, the San Rafael Dominican Sisters are taking a cautious, 

wait-and-see approach: "Until we exactly know what the new president actually does, we don't 

know how to resist." 

As executive director of the New Mexico branch of Interfaith Power and Light, Joan Brown, a 

Franciscan from the Rochester, Minnesota, community (and a Global Sisters Report contributor), 

is actively charting the impact of climate change on her state. New Mexico, she said, now 

confronts the impact of continual drought, with snow from the higher elevations prone to run 

downstream fast without sinking in to replenish the soil. 

New Mexico's long history of exploitation by extractive industries like uranium mining, its 

poverty and its colonialist legacy have forced her organization and others like it to be creative, 

said Brown. "We're faith-based and not partisan," she said. "We'll just keep doing our work. We 

believe that things can shift. We're called to keep moving forward and doing what's right." 

For Brown and colleagues around the country, that mean participating in prayer vigils timed 

around the Jan. 20 inauguration as well as support for the Green Climate Fund (an anti-climate-

change initiative supported by 194 countries), and ongoing local initiatives to alleviate air and 

water pollution, she said. 

Whereas some are anxious about the future under a Trump administration, Brown, citing both the 

protests at Standing Rock and increased sensitivity to racial and urban and rural divisions, sees 

both the challenges as well as multiple opportunities to promote positive changes. 

"It feels like we are being called to a moment of transformation of consciousness," she said, 

suggesting that environmental advocates will be more effective if they work across racial, 

geographical and class boundaries. 

Rather than being caught in a reactive and negative mode that fuels clashing perspectives, she 

said, it's important that advocates for creation care make it clear that they are affirming positive 

changes. "We're simply lifting up care of creation and of communities for the common good." 

http://sanrafaelop.org/
http://www.interfaithpowerandlight.org/
http://www.nm-ipl.org/
https://www.rochesterfranciscan.org/
http://globalsistersreport.org/authors/joan-brown
http://www.greenclimate.fund/home


"As a member of a Dominican congregation of women religious," said Siemen, "I think that the 

potential threat to Catholic social teaching and the well-being of people and the planet ... serve as 

impetus to those of us who are members of faith communities to actually become the people we 

are meant to be." 

In this transformational moment, Brown said, it's time to pause, reflect prayerfully "and think 

about how we want to move next. The prophetic view of people of faith is essential. Are we up 

for that challenge?" 

[Elizabeth Eisenstadt Evans is a religion columnist for Lancaster Newspapers, Inc., as well as a 

freelance writer.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/american-sisters-tackling-climate-care-resolve-

stay-course-44466 
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The ecology of burial: Choices reflect beliefs about life after death 

 

By Robert Duncan, Catholic News Service 

National Catholic Reporter 

 

Vatican City - In a craftsman's workshop on the edge of Rome's Campo Verano cemetery, two 

designers are working to revive what they see as a dying art: burial. 

Unlike the masons who make the cemetery's gravestones and memorials, Anna Citelli and Raoul 

Bretzel are fashioning biodegradable burial pods. 

Their prototype is an egg-shaped sarcophagus that can hold a corpse in the fetal position. A 

young tree, chosen ahead of time by the deceased, will be planted over the pod in place of a 

headstone. Citelli and Bretzel imagine a future where "sacred forests" co-exist with cemeteries. 

The burial pods are part of a widespread movement focused on "green burial" practices, which 

use decomposable materials and avoid the use of embalming chemicals. 

A growing number of Catholic cemeteries offer "green burials," but do so emphasizing how the 

practices and the motivations behind such a choice must coincide with Catholic faith. 

"By burying the bodies of the faithful, the church confirms her faith in the resurrection of the 

body and intends to show the great dignity of the human body as an integral part of the human 

person whose body forms part of their identity," said an instruction on burial and cremation 

issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in October. 

The Catholic Church, it said, "cannot, therefore, condone attitudes or permit rites that involve 

erroneous ideas about death, such as considering death as the definitive annihilation of the 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/american-sisters-tackling-climate-care-resolve-stay-course-44466
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/american-sisters-tackling-climate-care-resolve-stay-course-44466
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/vatican-city
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2016/10/25/vatican_issues_new_document_on_christian_burial,_cremation/1267621


person, or the moment of fusion with Mother Nature or the universe, or as a stage in the cycle of 

regeneration, or as the definitive liberation from the 'prison' of the body." 

The Italian pod makers, who named their firm Capsula Mundi (Latin for "earth pod") say the 

burial process should reflect the natural processes of the world with the dying and recycling of 

biological materials by other organisms. 

"We are earth and to earth we will return," said Bretzel, echoing the words from the Book of 

Genesis spoken during the distribution of ashes on Ash Wednesday. Yet Capsula Mundi was 

inspired not by Catholicism or New Age spirituality but a critique of modern culture. 

Consumerism, with the many creature comforts it affords, has led people to think of themselves 

as "outside of nature, of the biological cycle of life," and thus encouraged them to counteract the 

natural process of decay by embalming, Bretzel said.  

"In ancient times, monks were buried in the cloister of their convent; they were wrapped in a 

sheet, but laid in the ground," he said. 

Opus Dei Father Paul O'Callaghan, an expert on church teaching about end-of-life questions and 

a professor at Rome's Pontifical University of the Holy Cross in Rome, said burial methods often 

indicate underlying attitudes about the afterlife. 

Christians recognize, "in all humility, that the body has to go back to where it came from, it goes 

back to the earth," said O'Callaghan, noting that the words "human" and "humility" both come 

from the Latin word "humus," meaning earth. 

"The authentic Christian practice," O'Callaghan said, is burial "followed by natural decay." The 

eventual resurrection of the body promised in the Creed will be the "fruit of divine intervention," 

he said. 

The priest said he understands why Catholics might be motivated to be ecologically aware when 

planning for their death and burial. 

Burial is more ecological than cremation, O'Callaghan argued, because the ground can "just take 

from the body what it wants, rather than the body being burned and heating up the atmosphere" 

where "most of the organic material is actually lost and is turned into CO2." 

But O'Callaghan also cautions Catholics to understand the philosophy undergirding some green 

burial initiatives. 

"When you are promoting something" that deals with death and burial, "normally you have an 

anthropology, you have a view of what human beings are, and how they work, and where they're 

destined," he said. "There is a religious element, whether you like it or not." 



For Citelli, "true immortality is to return to nature. That is where the sharing of and continuity of 

life take place. Because the transformation of the substances, of the organic material, gives life to 

death." 

In the Catholic view, when a person dies, it is not merely that "a part of life has disappeared and 

can now sort of get mixed up in the ground and in the trees and in the plants," O'Callaghan said. 

"This particular person, who lived in this particular body, and who was loved as a person in this 

particular form, is being remembered." 

Because the bodies of Christians have received the Eucharist during their lives, they have been 

carriers of God, the priest said. A corpse should be seen not only as something loved by other 

people, "but also from the religious point of view as something that's sacred." 

Because proposals for ecological burials vary from country to country, bishops and bishops' 

conferences "need to look into the anthropology, the eschatology and the theology behind" these 

diverse initiatives, he said. 

For O'Callaghan, the important questions are: "Is there a real affirmation of the human body" as 

a "carrier of the Holy Spirit?" Is there "a clear element of the name of the person?" Is the 

commemoration not just of nature, but "of the person and the life they lived?" How is the belief 

in the resurrection represented? 

"Very often that is represented by a headstone with a cross, which represents the power and 

salvation won by Jesus Christ," he said. Comparable symbolism, along with the name and dates 

of the individual's birth and death, would have to accompany any Christian form of a green 

burial. 

"There's a very powerful message of concreteness, of that particular person who died in this 

particular situation, and his name and the date. The place is there; the cross is there. There is 

something that speaks to people in that," he said. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/ecology-burial-choices-reflect-beliefs-about-life-

after-death 
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The Spirit of Standing Rock on the Move  

 

People from more than 300 tribes traveled to the North Dakota plains to pray and march in 

solidarity with the Standing Rock Sioux. Back home, each tribe faces its own version of the 

“black snake” and a centuries-old struggle to survive. 

 

By Stephanie Woodard 

YES! Magazine Special Report 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/ecology-burial-choices-reflect-beliefs-about-life-after-death
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Sometime last year, the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in North Dakota became not just a 

physical location but an iconic challenge to the national conscience. Like the Selma civil rights 

marches in 1965 or the Frank’s Landing tribal fishing-rights demonstrations in 1970, Standing 

Rock’s water protectors, as they call themselves, have transformed ideas of advocacy and 

resistance with nonviolent direct action and prayer. They have built coalitions across movements 

for tribal sovereignty, defense of natural resources, resistance to expanding energy infrastructure, 

and cultural survival. They have shown the world a culture grounded in stewardship and 

connection to Earth. 

The resistance that persisted even through the cold and dark of the North Dakota winter, with 

ongoing injuries and arrests, shows how difficult, dangerous, and uncertain it can be to speak 

truth to power. 

Now the spirit of Standing Rock is on the move. 

Its Native-led, youth-driven expertise is extending outward to help other communities protect 

their land and resources. In Texas, Frankie Orona, from the Borrado, Chumash, and Tongva 

people, is leading actions against the Trans-Pecos Pipeline, which will carry fracked gas across 

Texas and into Mexico, if completed. For months, he and others have danced, prayed, and sang 

in the path of the line. Recently, they were arrested after locking themselves to construction 

equipment. In December 2016, after consulting with the Indigenous Environmental Network, 

which was central to organizing the Standing Rock resistance, Orona’s group established a camp 

and built a Native/non-Native support system, similar to Standing Rock’s, with backing from 

local environmentalists and ranchers. One rancher is hosting the camp on her property. 

Standing Rock has also been evoked in Florida and New Jersey, where Natives and non-Natives 

have united to object to the Sabal and Pilgrim pipelines, respectively. In Florida, four camps 

were recently established to protest the Sabal line, and on January 6, Dallas Goldtooth of the 

Indigenous Environmental Network went live on Facebook to urge Standing Rock water 

protectors to go support these other fights. 

Elsewhere, Native people are standing up for mountains. In Hawai‘i, conflict rages over placing 

another telescope on the holy peak Mauna Kea. Prayer gatherings, blockades, arrests, 

declarations of Native self-determination, and a lawsuit have blocked the project so far. In 

Arizona, longtime protests have also sought to roll back desecration of Mount Graham, where a 

telescope mars the sacred summit, and the San Francisco Peaks, contaminated by wastewater that 

a ski area uses for snow-making. 

Certainly the Standing Rock campaign has inspired wider interest in Native struggles, agrees 

Judith LeBlanc, director of the Native Organizers Alliance and member of the Caddo Nation of 

Oklahoma. “People everywhere are talking about Standing Rock, which has magnified the reality 

of other situations like it,” says LeBlanc. She calls the awareness a “Flint moment” for Indian 

Country. 

And she is optimistic. She notes that tribal struggles are ever more successful: “Stopping drilling 

in the Arctic and a giant coal export terminal in the Northwest, canceling oil and gas leases in a 



Blackfeet cultural landscape—these successes have been Native-led,” LeBlanc says. As 

Shoshone-Bannock professor and pundit Mark Trahant has pointed out in YES!, the end of these 

stories is no longer “inevitable,” with Native communities always losing to outside interests. 

Tribal advocacy has helped protect more places in recent weeks. 

In Colorado, the Piñon Pipeline will not go forward, the company that was planning to build it 

has announced. In the last weeks of President Obama’s term, he protected the ancient spiritual 

places and magnificent scenery in southern Nevada as the nearly-300,000-acre Gold Butte 

National Monument. He did the same for 1.35 million acres in southern Utah, now the Bear Ears 

National Monument. Notably, at Bear Ears indigenous people will contribute to ongoing 

management decisions. Though state and congressional officials have said they will fight both 

monument designations, such actions are difficult to unwind. 

“The United States needs us Native people,” says Wendsler Nosie Sr., a former San Carlos 

Apache tribal chairman and leader of Apache Stronghold, a group formed to protect a sacred 

landscape in Arizona. “Without us taking the lead on these issues, there would be chaos. As a 

country, we have to choose a better way of being.” 

Native-led campaigns take place in courtrooms, legislatures, and other government chambers. 

They also occur during face-offs on the prairie, desert, and tundra. “So far, we haven’t had to 

stand in front of bulldozers,” says Kimberly Williams, Curyung tribal member and director of an 

Alaska Native group seeking to protect the massive Bristol Bay salmon fishery from a proposed 

mine. “But I’m ready to.” 

“What we learned at Standing Rock is the power of unity,” says Orona. “Hundreds of indigenous 

nations from all over the country and the globe stood together, along with supporters, and that 

endures.” 

By the end of November 2016, more than 300 tribes were represented at the Standing Rock 

camps. Back home, each tribe faces its own struggle against government and industry, with 

decades of destruction and injustice behind and years of fighting ahead. 

“An accident waiting to happen” is how Chairman Aaron Payment of the Sault Ste. Marie Tribe 

of Chippewa Indians, in Michigan, described aging, mussel-encrusted pipelines carrying 540,000 

barrels of oil and natural gas daily through the Straits of Mackinac in the Great Lakes. 

“It’s very frightening,” agrees Stella Kay, vice chairwoman of the nearby Little Traverse Bay 

Band of Odawa Indians, in Harbor Springs, Michigan. 

The protests at Standing Rock have called attention to the proliferation of new pipelines, but old 

ones found all over the country are also very dangerous, according to Kay. The resource 

threatened in her area is massive. The five Great Lakes together contain 20 percent of the 

planet’s fresh surface water, providing millions of people with drinking water, supporting a 

vibrant tourism industry, and offering bountiful fisheries. 



Lying on the lake bottom are twin pipelines dating to the 1950s. Called Enbridge Line 5, they are 

part of the system that burst in 2010, dumping 840,000 gallons of oil into Talmadge Creek, 

leading into the Kalamazoo River, in Marshall, Michigan—the nation’s largest inland oil spill so 

far. 

“Half of the pipelines in America predate our current environmental laws and protections,” said 

Payment. He was speaking to federal officials during meetings to discuss improving the 

government’s consultation with tribes on infrastructure projects. 

“Aging pipelines with substandard welds and steel, old coating technology, or non-existent 

coating, and decades of corrosion are not subject to environmental or safety rules,” said Payment 

about Enbridge Line 5. “This is appalling.” 

A leak in the straits would be devastating in good weather, but if it happened in winter and the 

damage were frozen under the ice for weeks or months, the effect on the sensitive environment 

and the regional economy would be unimaginable, says Kay. 

Adding to area tribes’ concerns, figures from the Pipeline and Hazardous Materials Safety 

Administration (PHMSA) show that detection systems and the employees running them do not 

discern most of what the agency calls “significant incidents.” Of the more than 4,000 significant 

incidents reported to PHMSA over six years, detection equipment recognized less than 10 

percent, while the general public and techniques like ground and aerial patrols spotted the rest. 

The Enbridge Line 5 danger impacts the tribes’ court-affirmed treaty right to fish within the 

waters of the Great Lakes, Payment told the federal officials. If natural resources are destroyed, 

that agreement is meaningless, he said: “To exercise the treaty right to fish, there have to be fish 

in the waters, and the fish have to be safe to eat. The U.S. government does not have the right to 

give away our court-affirmed treaty rights to those who threaten them with environmental 

disaster.” 

The damage would be to lifeways as well as to economies, adds Kay. “The treaty rights are at the 

heart of our tribe’s culture.” 

Some may think of treaties as dusty documents that are no longer relevant. Not so, says Indian 

law attorney Rollie Wilson, with Fredericks Peebles & Morgan. They are contracts between 

governments and are enshrined as “the supreme law of the land” in Article 6 of the U.S. 

Constitution. 

“In these contracts, tribes reserved lands, rights, and resources and made agreements with what 

was a fledgling government,” says Wilson. “The tribes did not anticipate that the United States 

would not keep its word and keep coming back for more, or that as the United States gained 

power, it would unilaterally break treaties and impose agreements on tribes.” 

Regardless, treaty rights are legally binding, as has been shown repeatedly in court, says Wilson. 

“Tribes exercise treaty rights every day, and they form the foundation of the government-to-

government relationship between the United States and tribes.” 



Memories of the Kalamazoo River accident are still fresh in the area. When the Michigan 

Petroleum Pipeline Task Force asked for public input for its 2015 report on Enbridge Line 5, the 

consensus was clear. Most respondents said to shut it down. 

Enbridge procedures have changed for the better since 2010, says company spokesperson Ryan 

Duffy: “That event was transformational for us.” According to Duffy, Enbridge Line 5 is now 

monitored 24/7 from an “enhanced” control center that would automatically shut it down, should 

a break occur. That would presumably prevent what happened during the Kalamazoo River 

accident, when an Enbridge employee misread the signals and pumped even more oil through the 

broken Line 5, worsening the spill. 

Duffy describes today’s inspection techniques as high-tech and continual with divers, robotic 

vehicles, and MRI-like scanning devices searching for corrosion and cracks. The company has 

resisted replacing the line. Duffy explains that it was “over-engineered” for its day with 

especially thick, enamel-coated steel. 

The task force report casts doubt on this rosy assessment, noting that Enbridge makes public only 

its inspection conclusions, not its data. As a result, there is no way to verify the company’s 

assertions. Years of mussel-encrustation may have caused corrosion and added damaging weight 

to the pipes, which lacked sufficient anchors to the lake bottom “for an apparently extended 

period,” the report says. 

The state task force is studying alternatives for the line, ranging from no change to replacing it to 

transporting its products by another method altogether. On January 4, 2017, the Bad River Band 

of the Lake Superior Tribe of Chippewa Indians added another obstacle to the continued 

existence of Enbridge Line 5. It decided to no longer grant an easement for the line through its 

reservation in Wisconsin, explaining that “even a minor spill could prove to be disastrous.” Says 

Bad River tribal council member Dylan Jennings, “We are standing firm. We are not prepared to 

leave our future generations to deal with this pipeline and what could be the end of our way of 

life.” 

Enbridge will be “taking some time” to review the Band’s decision before determining its next 

steps, says Duffy. 

As this process inches forward, Kay continues to worry. Every day that Enbridge Line 5 remains 

in use is one day closer to disaster, she says. “It’s about our treaty rights,” she says, “and it’s 

about the water.” 

“Water is the giver of life in all tribes’ prayers,” explains Wendsler Nosie Sr., leader of the 

Apache Stronghold movement. “It is the blood of the world and unifies us all. These teachings 

go back to the beginning and have been passed from generation to generation, from family to 

family. They resonate from truth and are unchangeable.” The Apache Stronghold movement he 

leads is an effort to save Oak Flat, an Apache sacred landscape in Arizona. 

Before Standing Rock, there was Oak Flat. Like Standing Rock, the encampment at Oak Flat is 

remote. Yet members from outside tribes, representatives from national and regional tribal 



coalitions, and non-Native supporters, including members of environmental and religious groups, 

have shown up in droves. The media has been attracted by dramatic supporting events, including 

participation in a Neil Young concert, a flash mob in Times Square, and a demonstration in 

Washington, D.C. “Movie stars, resisters tying themselves to heavy equipment, it all happened 

here,” says Nosie. The press coverage, in turn, has kept alive public interest in protecting the 

sacred place. 

The Oak Flat controversy exploded in December 2014, when the Arizona congressional 

delegation slipped a land swap into the National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 

2015. The measure privatized a 2,400-acre traditional cultural landscape in the Tonto National 

Forest that has been revered by Apaches and other tribes since time immemorial. It then gave the 

tract to Resolution Copper Mining in return for approximately 5,000 acres of company land. 

The British- and Australian-owned corporation plans to develop a giant copper mine that would, 

over its 60-year life span, turn the sacred site into a two-mile-wide hole in the ground, deplete 

and poison the area’s water supply, and produce a massive dump site of toxic mine waste, 

according to tribal and environmental opponents. “The profits will go overseas, and the United 

States will be left with the ugly results,” says Nosie. 

To protect the site, Arizona Representative Raul Grijalva plans to resubmit the Save Oak Flat 

Act in the current congressional session, according to Adam Sarvana, communications director 

for Democrats on the House Natural Resources Committee. The act would strip the land swap 

out of the defense authorization, leaving the rest of the bill intact. (The last Congress did not act 

on the Oak Flat measure, so it must be re-introduced, Grijalva’s office explains.) 

In another step forward, Oak Flat made it onto the National Register of Historic Places in March 

last year. This does not afford permanent protection but adds requirements to an already-detailed 

environmental review that is in the initial stages. 

“We have created obstacles through the system,” says Nosie. But he and his allies are taking no 

chances. “We are also occupying this place. We will not allow the mine to come in.” 

From time immemorial Western Shoshones have hunted, gathered, and participated in 

ceremonies in a rugged landscape in what is now northern Nevada. 

“We arose here,” says medicine man Reggie Sope, of the Duckwater Shoshone Tribe, as he 

describes a careful, frugal lifeway that found bounty in these dry, rolling hills. His people hunted 

deer, rabbits, and other game and gathered wild onions and carrots and additional edibles. When 

the rabbit brush turned yellow in the fall, they trekked to forested mountains to pick pine nuts, a 

dietary staple they would roast and store for later use. 

Called Tosawihi (dose-uh-wee), the place’s name is derived from that of a Western Shoshone 

band known for carrying razor-sharp blades made from the exceptionally hard flint found here. 

The stone has properties that assist traditional healers to this day. 



This life and its seasonal round continued for millennia—until newcomers arrived looking for 

another kind of bounty. In the mid-19th century, silver and other valuable minerals were 

discovered in what, in 1864, would become the state of Nevada. The 1872 General Mining Law 

made it cheap and easy to stake out claims, driving up the population of settlers. To this day, a 

few hundred dollars will establish and hold a claim on public land that can be mined, with no 

royalties due to the federal government, unlike other extractive industries. 

Sope’s people were pushed onto reservations despite an 1863 friendship treaty with the United 

States in which the tribes never ceded any land, including most of what is now the state of 

Nevada. It remains a bone of contention with the federal government. 

The valley where the Western Shoshones are camped seems idyllic and untouched, but a foray 

out of it reveals much damage to the surrounding landscape. A horizontal cut scars the face of a 

hill used for eons for vision quests. The gouge was bulldozed during construction of a power line 

to support increased production at the gold mine that has taken a giant bite out of nearby 

hillsides. The power line also wiped out a centuries-old trail, where an ancestral healer walked, 

sang, and picked medicinal plants. People who needed care would hear his song and follow him. 

Tosawihi sits on federal land administered by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). As such, 

national preservation and environmental laws protect Tosawihi. Western Shoshones have 

invoked these laws, telling courts that Tosawihi is a cultural landscape that is the product of 

many centuries of subtle interlocking practices—hunting, gathering, healing, and other aspects of 

traditional life. Portions of it have been determined eligible for the National Register of Historic 

Places. Tribal members claim that damage to Tosawihi could be avoided or minimized if the 

BLM followed federal law. 

Court documents submitted by the BLM say the tribe is asking too much and call the tribal 

perspective the product of a “different worldview.” The agency has commissioned 

archaeological studies that have identified scattered locations on the landscape that can be 

considered for preservation under the law, while the rest may be subjected to mining-related 

destruction. 

Tribal attorney Rollie Wilson says this reaction is typical and unfortunate. “Every day, tribes 

face federal agencies that do not listen to tribal concerns, do not ‘hear’ or know how to take into 

account what tribes are saying, do not take tribal consultation seriously, or are pressured to 

approve projects anyway.” 

Joseph Holley, former chairman and now councilman of the Battle Mountain Band of the Te-

Moak Tribe of Western Shoshone, learned about protecting tribal resources from watching his 

elders, and now his young grandsons stick close by, watching and learning. 

As Holley walks around Tosawihi with the youngsters, Julius Holley finds an arrowhead made 

by a tribal forebear. He picks it up. “Just like mine!” he says, referring to a small arrow point his 

grandfather helped him shape the day before. A past of deep antiquity is vital and tangible in his 

young life. Intact landscapes, with sacred sites still present, offer these lessons, says Holley: “It 

is how our children learn who we are.” 



For Alaska Natives, tours of Nevada’s gigantic mines helped them learn how to protect their own 

critical resource, Bristol Bay. The Alaska tribal people needed to understand what they were 

facing when a mining consortium proposed placing what would be among the largest copper 

mines in North America, Pebble Mine, in the bay’s watershed. It is home to the world’s largest 

sockeye salmon fishery and one of its most prolific king salmon fisheries, providing thousands of 

jobs and pumping $1.5 billion into the U.S. economy in a year, according to a 2010 University of 

Alaska study. The fishery also supports Alaska Native subsistence lifeways and cultures. 

Kimberly Williams is the Yup’ik director of Nunamta Aulukestai (or “Caretakers of Our Lands” 

in Yup’ik), a tribal coalition in southeast Alaska that focuses on land-use issues. Williams says 

that when opposition to Pebble Mine gathered steam in 2004, tribal members realized they 

needed to learn how to effectively combat the project. 

The environmental nonprofit Earthworks helped Williams and other tribal members reach out to 

Western Shoshones to learn about modern large-scale mining. Groups ranging in size from about 

eight to 15 and representing tribal communities around the bay traveled to Nevada starting in 

2008; in 2012, a group visited Wendsler Nosie Sr. in Oak Flat, says Bonnie Gestring, an 

Earthworks staffer who accompanied the Alaskans. 

In Nevada, the Alaska Natives toured mines and did flyovers. “Flying above large mines let 

people see the landscape-level environmental disturbance,” Gestring says. “And seeing the 

operations close-up on the ground familiarized them with the processes and their terminology, so 

they could understand when companies back home threw around technical language.” 

The Alaska Natives also talked to the area’s indigenous communities, including the Elko Band of 

the Te-Moak Western Shoshone. “They could ask whether promises—about jobs or effects on 

the environment and subsistence lifeways, for example—had been kept,” says Gestring. The 

answer was generally no, she reports. The environmental impacts are crushing, the visitors to 

Nevada learned; moreover, modern-day mining is highly technical, with few jobs for local 

people seeking to break into the industry. 

In early 2014, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) released a report showing that 

building and operating Pebble Mine would likely damage the now-pristine Bristol Bay 

watershed. This would, in turn, reduce salmon habitat and affect additional fish and animal 

populations. The Native, salmon-based subsistence culture would suffer a blow as well, the EPA 

found: “The nutritional, social, and spiritual health of Alaska Natives would decline.” 

In the end, groups and individuals statewide—Native and non-Native—supported a ballot 

measure empowering the legislature to ban mines it determined harmful to wild salmon. This 

was despite opposition from industry groups like the Alaska Miners Association, which claimed 

the measure would politicize the mine-permitting process and stifle Alaska’s economy. 

“The initiative got 66 percent of the vote and won every precinct in Alaska, transcending party 

affiliation,” says Williams. “Everyone got it. Some families who own commercial boats have 

been coming here for 100 years; they get the importance of salmon. Sport fishermen who have 



waited their whole lives to get a 50-pound king salmon understand. We Native people 

understand, of course. The whole state gets it.” 

This community support distinguishes the Bristol Bay movement from the one at Standing Rock, 

where much of the non-Native community does not support the tribe, observes Daniel Cheyette, 

attorney for Bristol Bay Native Corporation, the economic arm of tribes in the region. “Here in 

Alaska, the mining company will have a hard time moving forward, though they are persisting.” 

Northern Dynasty Minerals, the primary corporation behind the mine, has sued the EPA, 

claiming environmental groups improperly influenced the agency’s report. The lawsuit is 

ongoing. 

“Priceless” is how Alannah Hurley, the Yup’ik executive director of United Tribes of Bristol 

Bay, describes the bay and its watershed. “If our environment is destroyed, so are our cultures. 

We are fighting for who we are.” 

“Our challenges,” Cheyette says, “are to keep reminding the public that this issue is not dead yet 

and to make it painfully obvious to the company that it has a long row to hoe on this issue.” 

As at Tosawihi, Standing Rock, and other sites of Native resistance, the struggle involves young 

people working alongside their elders. Tribal members as young as 13 testified before the EPA 

when it was gathering information for its 2014 report, Williams says. “Issues like this keep 

arising, and our children need to be prepared. They may be fighting Pebble Mine or similar 

operations when they’re adults, and they understand that.” 

“This involvement is expected of our young people,” says Hurley. The tribal consortium she 

heads advocates for the protection of the Yup'ik, Dena'ina, and Alutiiq way of life in Bristol Bay. 

“We all see it as part of our responsibility to our people and our lands.” 

The important role Native youth play is evident all around Indian Country, says Nosie, of Oak 

Flat. “They have learned our spiritual teachings and carry them forward in a powerful way.” 

After a devastating U.S. Army Corps of Engineers-induced dam release in 2011, the Missouri 

River flooded the Omaha Tribe's lands and casino, shown here, leaving many poverty-striken 

members homeless and jobless. The Omaha Tribe is based in Macy, Nebraska, but has land on 

both sides of the Missouri River, in Thurston County, Nebraska, and Monona County, Iowa. 

Photo by Tim Hynds/Sioux City Journal 

Leading up to Memorial Day 2011, giant dams along the Missouri River were filled to the brim 

with water produced by torrential rains and higher-than-normal snowmelt. Among the farms, 

towns, and other entities downriver was the small, impoverished Omaha Tribe, where 

unemployment has hovered at about the 80 percent mark and a casino has been a major source of 

both revenue for the tribe and jobs for the few tribal members who have them. 

Since the mid-20th century, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has used dams large and small to 

reengineer the mighty Missouri and its tributaries. At first, the idea was to prevent flooding and 



facilitate navigation while providing electricity. Recent modifications include artificial sandbars 

to slow the river and make it more hospitable to recreation and wildlife. 

In 2011, it was clear that the now-man-made waterway had become a fearsome Franken-river 

that its creator and master, the Corps, could no longer control. On May 27, the Corps told the 

Omaha Tribe it would release the Missouri’s swollen waters, and the tribe should expect the 

river’s level to rise quickly by as many as nine feet. 

“Elders tell me that the river used to flood seasonally, which was not just controllable but a good 

thing, as it deposited new fertile soil along the bottomlands,” says Maurice Johnson, attorney 

general for the tribe. “However, 2011 felt more like a dam break.” 

The damage up and down the river was disastrous. “The [Missouri’s] water no longer moves on 

through,” says Debbie Yarnell, spokesperson for law firm Polsinelli, which has sued the United 

States for the Corps’ decision. The suit was filed on behalf of nearly 400 plaintiffs, including the 

Omaha Tribe and farmers and businesses in five states the Missouri River traverses. “Thanks to 

the work done to slow the river, the water sits longer and does more damage,” says Yarnell. 

Tribes are sovereign nations with government-to-government relationships with the United 

States. By law, federal agencies must consult with them when agency actions and policies would 

likely impact tribal resources. The agencies must then study the impacts and pursue the 

possibility of fixes, called “mitigation.” 

However, agencies are not necessarily cooperative. In May 2011, on the Omaha reservation, the 

Corps’ consultation with the tribe was more along the lines of “ready or not, here it comes,” just 

days before the water hit. Former tribal chairman Vernon Miller reported this tragic lapse to 

federal officials attending one of the meetings the Obama administration called this past fall to 

discuss improving the government’s consultation with tribes. Questions about whether the 

Standing Rock Sioux were properly consulted during decision-making for the Dakota Access 

Pipeline precipitated the gatherings. 

The Corps also failed to meaningfully assist the Omaha Tribe once it was clear they were facing 

a catastrophe. “I asked the Corps to come and help us evaluate what we could do,” recalls 

Omaha Tribe Emergency Management Director Carroll Webster. “They said they could send one 

guy for a few hours.” According to Corps spokesperson Eugene Pawlik, the agency is unable to 

respond to questions or provide comments because of the ongoing litigation. 

Over the next several weeks, the community mobilized, with tribal employees and volunteers 

digging up land from elsewhere on the reservation and creating a berm to try to stem the flood. 

Despite their efforts, their homeland was inundated, including the casino and, with it, a financial 

mainstay. Destruction of farmland leased out for additional income meant more economic 

devastation. 

Tribal members lost homes as well as jobs, but temporary trailer housing couldn’t be set up 

because the land stayed waterlogged for the better part of a year, says Richard Chilton, from the 



Omaha Tribal Historical Research Project. “People doubled up with other families or moved to 

Sioux City and other places until there was someplace here for them.” 

Tradition sustained a blow as well since the flood damaged culturally important places. “We 

have sacred sites and burials throughout our land,” says Dennis Hastings, director of the research 

project. “This makes the whole landscape important to us. Since the flood, our elders go to pray 

at holy places, then leave. That’s all they can do. It hurts.” 

When a community is so vulnerable, recovery takes a long time. With tribal and federal money, a 

new casino has been built on a higher foundation that should keep it above future flooding, 

according to Johnson. However, some land is lost forever as an income generator. “A flood like 

that scours away the topsoil,” says Webster. Five years later, he says, “parts of our reservation 

still can’t be farmed.” 

As tough as the economic losses have been, the devastation of cultural places has been far worse, 

Johnson says. “It is not easy to recover from burials being washed away or sacred sites being 

damaged.” 

Miller implored the federal officials at the consultation meetings to learn from these mistakes. 

Their decisions have huge impacts on tribal communities, he said, and consultations must be 

person-to-person, as well as government-to-government. A phone call or a letter warning of 

impending disaster is not enough, said Miller: Respect for tribal sovereignty demands more from 

the federal consultation process. 

Navajo river guide Markus Buck stands near Bluff, Utah, overlooking the San Juan River in 

2010, several years before the waters ran orange as the result of an upstream EPA-triggered 

waste spill.Photo by Heeb Christian/Alamy 

The San Juan River is one of the nation’s latest Superfund sites. This past fall, it joined the 1,337 

locations now on the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s list of contaminated places. 

Nearly one-quarter of them are on Indian reservations, according to Indian Country Today Media 

Network, meaning that about 1 percent of the U.S. population sustains 25 percent of the 

environmental and related cultural damage. 

The San Juan River, which pours down into the Navajo reservation from the Rocky Mountains, 

turned a ghastly orange on August 5, 2015. This occurred as a result of EPA activities at the 

Gold King Mine in Colorado. The mine is one of many abandoned operations sitting by creeks 

whose waters eventually end up in the San Juan. 

While attempting to draw off contaminated water, EPA-hired construction crews with heavy 

equipment triggered the collapse of a portion of the mine and a three-million-gallon blowout of 

toxic sludge laced with lead, mercury, and other heavy metals. Even worse, the agency didn’t tell 

the Navajo Nation that the poisons were headed for tribal members’ homes and farms until two 

days later. The EPA has taken responsibility for the disaster and has so far spent $29 million to 

clean it up. 



Tribal member Mark Maryboy lives in Montezuma Creek, Utah, a tiny Navajo-reservation 

village on the San Juan River. “We still can’t drink the water or farm more than a year later. The 

spill brought Navajo farming and the area economy to a halt,” says Maryboy, a board member of 

Utah Diné Bikéyah, the grassroots group that in 2010 initiated the process of designating the 

Bear Ears National Monument. 

In August 2016, an infuriated Navajo Nation sued the EPA, claiming that the damage to the river 

had caused anguish “akin to the loss of a loved one.” Tribal members worry about health 

consequences, and ceremonies that use sand and water from the river and pollen from once 

productive cornfields have been interrupted, says the Navajo brief. Tourists have stayed away, 

causing more economic pain. 

In a statement supporting the tribe’s lawsuit, U.S. Representative Ann Kirkpatrick (D-Ariz.) 

declared that for Navajos “water is life.” She reminded the EPA that the federal government 

holds Native lands in trust for tribes and their members and, as the trustee, has obligations to 

protect Native land and natural resources. 

The Justice Department, which will defend the EPA, has not yet responded to the complaint, 

according to attorney Moez Kaba, who is part of the team representing the Navajo Nation. 

Resource extraction is rarely advantageous for anyone outside the corporations that own the 

mines and oil wells, Maryboy says. “Local communities don’t benefit when resources are taken 

out of the ground. We’re just left with the mess.” 

The EPA has announced that the river is greatly improved and “trending” toward its pre-spill 

condition. “Navajo people don’t believe them,” says Maryboy. “We have been exposed to 

dangerous materials before, including uranium from Cold-War era mining in this area, and have 

cancer and other diseases that result from such exposures.” Navajos worked in the mines for four 

decades without safety gear; then, once the mines were closed, it took nearly three decades more 

for the EPA to begin removing the toxins. The agency started with a small program in 2008 and 

recently began a one-billion-dollar cleanup, funded by a settlement with the mine operator. 

“In the minds of many Navajos, agencies like the EPA and corporations are essentially the same, 

and they don’t trust them,” says Maryboy. “Our goal now is to be sure that nothing like this 

happens again.” 

“When the tribes stepped forward to talk about their treaty rights, as well as the human rights 

issues involved with losing water, it was incredibly powerful,” says Julia DeGraw, Northwest 

senior organizer for Food & Water Watch. 

Since 2009, DeGraw and a grassroots group of local landowners, businesspeople, and others 

have been seeking to stop Nestlé Waters North America from “spring shopping” in rural Oregon. 

The corporation has been trying to identify a spring where it could draw off and bottle water that 

would be sold at a premium because of its pristine origins. 



The first place Nestlé tried to set up shop was bucolic Oxbow Spring, in the town of Cascade 

Locks, Oregon. The company claimed it had done hydrological, air quality, and other studies and 

found the project would be sustainable and have little environmental impact. In return, the town 

could get around 50 jobs, Nestlé Waters said. 

After a severe drought heightened local fears about selling off water, residents of the surrounding 

county, including the tribal members, mobilized. They held rallies and wrote a ballot measure 

that would make it illegal to bottle water in the county. They knocked on doors and attended 

events to gather support for the measure. The Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs chimed in, 

decrying the bottling project, saying it had moved forward without proper tribal consultation and 

public review. Warm Springs tribal member Annie Leonard fasted. 

In May 2016, 69 percent of the county voted to approve the measure and nix the Nestlé project. 

The ballot measure wasn’t binding on the town, though, which appeared to be still interested in 

moving forward. 

In a sternly worded letter, the Yakama Nation warned Cascade Locks that drawing off the water 

would “undermine our culture and threaten our treaty-reserved rights.” The tribe explained its 

duty to protect “those resources that cannot speak for themselves, including our water.” The 

letter went on to explain the reciprocity between the tribe, as a caretaker, and the water, which 

nurtures the natural resources the tribe needs for its existence—timber, fish, animals, and more. 

Since then, Nestlé Waters has begun talking to the nearby town of Goldendale, Washington as 

well. “Nestlé has suggested to us that there will be a $50 million bottling plant and jobs, but the 

public has come out with a lot of positions, [both] pro and con,” said City Administrator Larry 

Bellamy. “So we’re going to gather information about what they’re going to do, the amount of 

water they want, what spring they’ll use, and more. No one is signing onto anything. We’re at 

less than square one.” 

The tribes are standing fast. During a November 2016 Goldendale city council meeting, the 

Goldendale Sentinel reported, Yakama general counsel Ethan Jones called threats to tribal water 

rights “genocide” and vowed “we will do whatever it takes” to stop them. 

“All of this is about protecting the earth and focusing on what we value as tribal societies,” says 

Carina Miller, from the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs. Again, youth are important to the 

effort. “In the past, it was so difficult to think that tribes could have a real voice. Now, our 

younger generation is empowered because of all the healing work that has been done and all the 

conversations we have had about the historical trauma that has impacted us generation after 

generation.” 

Miller foresaw additional rallies against the Nestlé project, as well as against any additional 

projects that tribes see as destructive. “We must protect our culture and language any way we 

can.” 

And Native people must safeguard the water, Miller adds, echoing the language that came out of 

Standing Rock and reverberates throughout Indian Country. “Water is the most sacred thing.” 



Stephanie Woodard has covered Indian Country for more than 15 years for Native-owned Indian 

Country Today Media Network, as well as for In These Times and other national publications. 

The Fund for Investigative Journalism and the former George Polk Center for Investigative 

Reporting have supported her work. The Native American Journalists Association, of which she 

is an associate member, has recognized her with its top annual prize, the Richard LaCourse 

Award. 

Read this article online and view photos here: 

 

http://reports.yesmagazine.org/spirit-of-standing-rock/index.html 

 

 

January 25, 2017 

 

Native Americans condemn Trump's executive action on pipeline 

 

By Emily McFarlan Miller, Religion News Service 

National Catholic Reporter 

President Trump's executive orders advancing the construction of pipelines are drawing 

condemnation from the Native American and religious groups that have opposed them. 

The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe issued a statement on Facebook saying the president's order Jan. 

24 regarding the Dakota Access pipeline, to extend from the oil fields of North Dakota to 

Illinois, violated both U.S. law and tribal treaties. 

"Nothing will deter us from our fight for clean water," said Tribal Chairman David Archambault 

II. 

In a similar order on construction of the Keystone XL pipeline, which would bring oil from the 

tar sands of Canada to Texas, Trump said it would create "a lot of jobs, 28,000 jobs, great 

construction jobs." 

The president also ordered all pipes used in pipeline construction in the United States to be 

manufactured domestically, saying it would "put a lot of workers, a lot of steelworkers back to 

work." 

"We'll see if we can't get that pipeline built," he said. 

To many Native Americans and others who have opposed construction of the Dakota Access 

pipeline, the movement was not primarily about jobs, money or energy. It was about protecting 

holy sites and water. 

http://reports.yesmagazine.org/spirit-of-standing-rock/index.html
https://www.facebook.com/402298239798452/photos/a.422881167740159.110630.402298239798452/1516214161740182/?type=3&theater
http://religionnews.com/2016/11/24/sioux-anti-pipeline-action-sustained-by-native-american-spirituality/


Shantha Ready Alonso, executive director of Creation Justice Ministries, a Christian 

organization whose members have joined the camps at Standing Rock, said they were "shocked" 

by the Trump administration's lack of regard for tribal sovereignty. 

"As Christians we are committed to responsible stewardship of the gifts of God’s creation and to 

justice for our indigenous brothers and sisters," Alonso said. "We call on the administration to 

respect indigenous rights and the safety of drinking water for millions." 

Kyle Meyaard-Schaap, national organizer and spokesperson for Young Evangelicals for Climate 

Action, issued a statement saying its members were "deeply disappointed" by the president's 

action, which they believe will damage recent climate gains. 

"As evangelical Christians, we are committed to a vision of the gospel that understands that all 

things are under the Lordship of Jesus Christ, and that the entire creation is being reconciled 

back to God through Jesus. This commitment will always lead us to advocate for the well-being 

of all people and for the protection of God’s good creation," Meyaard-Schaap said. 

"We will continue to stand with those around the world who are made most vulnerable by a 

changing climate. We will continue to stand with Native peoples asserting their right to clean air, 

water, and a stable climate." 

The American Humanist Association, who also had sent members to visit Standing Rock and 

raised funds for the camps there, issued a statement condemning the executive action: 

"It’s clear that the Trump administration’s idea of putting 'America first' doesn’t apply to First 

Americans indigenous to this land. As humanists, we stand in solidarity with the Standing Rock 

Sioux Tribe in their ongoing resistance against dehumanizing environmental and racial 

injustice." 

As many as 8,000 people at one time have gathered in the camps in the hills along the 

Cannonball River in North Dakota in solidarity with the Standing Rock Sioux against the 

pipeline. On Jan. 20 the tribal council had passed a resolution asking people to leave the camps 

in the reservation's Cannonball District, noting the strain on the citizens and resources of the 

Sioux Nation and the work that will be required to clean up before the land thaws and floods. 

And just last month, many had expressed cautious optimism after the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers denied an easement for the $3.8 billion Dakota Access pipeline under President 

Barack Obama. 

Trump said the construction of both pipelines still is "subject to a renegotiation of terms by us." 

The president had owned stock in Energy Transfer Partners, the company building the Dakota 

Access pipeline, through at least mid-2016, according to Reuters. His nominee for U.S. energy 

secretary, Rick Perry, was — until recently — a member of its board, it said. 

Its chief executive, Kelcy Warren, also had donated $100,000 to the Trump campaign. 

http://religionnews.com/2016/12/05/religious-leaders-celebrate-denial-of-easement-for-dakota-access-pipeline/
http://mobile.reuters.com/article/idUSKBN15820N
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The Indigenous Environmental Network Responds to Presidential Memorandum for Approving 

KXL & DAPL 

Native News Online  

WASHINGTON – On Tuesday, January 24, 2017, President Trump signed five executive 

actions, two of which will advance construction of the controversial Keystone XL and Dakota 

Access pipelines. The other three memorandums will serve to expedite environmental reviews 

for high priority projects. 

The following is a statement from Tom BK Goldtooth, the Executive Director of the Indigenous 

Environmental Network: 

“The Indigenous Environmental Network is extremely alarmed with President Donald Trump’s 

announcement of the two Executive Orders setting the stage for approving the dirty energy 

pipeline projects of the TransCanada Keystone XL pipeline and the Dakota Access Pipeline. 

“The Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and other Sioux Tribes, as sovereign Native nations, were never 

consulted by Trump or his Administration on this decision that further violates the treaty rights 

of the Lakota, Nakota, Dakota people. Trump is portraying his true self by joining forces with 

the darkness of the Black Snake pipelines crossing across the culturally and environmentally rich 

landscape of the prairie lands of America. 

“These actions by President Trump are insane and extreme, and nothing short of attacks on our 

ancestral homelands as Indigenous peoples. The actions by the president today demonstrate that 

this Administration is more than willing to violate federal law that is meant to protect Indigenous 

rights, human rights, the environment and the overall safety of communities for the benefit of the 

fossil fuel industry. 

“These attacks will not be ignored, our resistance is stronger now than ever before and we are 

prepared to push back at any reckless decision made by this Administration. If Trump does not 

pull back from implementing these orders, it will only result in more massive mobilization and 

civil disobedience on a scale never seen of a newly seated President of the United States.” 

http://nativenewsonline.net/currents/indigenous-environmental-network-responds-executive-

orders-approving-kxl-dapl/ 
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Compassion in Action: And the Spiritual Ecology of Translating Sky Dragons into Power Grids 

 

By Kyle Lemle 

Spiritual Ecology Fellowship  

 

In the time when the nuns sing before the birds, the sun waits patiently as if it would not come at 

all. Silence given voice in an ocean of sound lapping in all directions - the thick buzz of the 

living, the chanting street dogs, the great crash of becoming one - the sound of the Himalayas 

being born to our North - harmonizing with the great crash of cymbols echoing from inside the 

temple walls where the nuns are busy ushering in the ritual of dawn. 

With the crash, half of me becomes awake, the other half still at home in California, running laps 

around all my creations. And another crash, though I forgot it would come, right on time, the red 

sun rises over the mountains, like a whale breaching from the depths, and all the green turns to 

gold. The nuns raise the flag, and another day is blessed.  

I’m here at the Tilokpur Nunnery for a strange experiment, the meeting of 50 nuns and 11 

Spiritual Ecology Fellows. We are the guests of Khoryug, a network of Buddhist monasteries 

and nunneries across the Himalayas working on environmental protection and mitigation. This is 

the first time Khoryug has hosted a workshop at this nunnery, and the first time a group of 

foreigners have collaborated with Khoryug on a workshop. 

We’ve come together to discuss the desecration of the Himalayas and specific actions the nuns 

can take to better serve the environment at the personal, community and systemic levels. Despite 

the majesty of these mountains, the once seemingly impenetrable frontier, they are now 

undergoing catastrophic changes. Climate change is happening three times faster here than the 

rest of the world. Tigers are being poached for trade. Over 75% of Himalayan forests have been 

destroyed or degraded. 

Forming the cultural spine of the Himalayas, the Tibetan Buddhist community has woken up to 

their responsibility in creating cultures of environmental stewardship in light of the big changes 

underway. Leading the Karma Kagyu lineage response is His Holiness the 17th Karmapa, who 

has said, “Environmental Conservation must be the essence of our spiritual practice.” 

Under His Holiness’ auspices, we gather. The awkwardness is palpable our first morning as we 

enter the temple’s conference hall. The nuns and Fellows naturally sit on opposite sides of the 

room from each other. What common language could we possibly teach one another in? My 

prostrations this morning were abysmal, but I can certainly workshop a workshop, how many 

times have I talked about the ‘lungs of the Earth?’ 

“This is my first time being in a workshop,” many of the nuns share as they introduce themselves 

to the room, cowering away from the microphone. 

To start the workshop the nuns offer a prayer of auspiciousness, and the plenary is offered butter 

tea and sweet rice. We get to work talking about the Earth, its rapid decline, its resilient nature. 

http://www.spiritualecologyfellowship.org/2016-fellows/
http://www.khoryug.com/vision/
http://kagyuoffice.org/environmental-conservation-must-be-the-essence-of-our-spiritual-practice-gyalwang-karmapa/


All of this with the help of five incredible Tibetan interpreters who gracefully translate complex 

science to the nuns and intricate cosmology back to us. 

We talk about the forest: the source of the rest, the mother of rivers, the waste filter of air, the 

cooler of climate, the home of the animals - its disappearance is bound up with ours.   

We talk about water: about our murky past, the water in which we are all born. The mechanized 

separation of water from water. 

We talk about wildlife: about humanity’s relative inexperience on this planet, how the 250,000 

years of human history is a mere 3% of elephant history walking the Earth. 

We talk about waste: about cultures of disposability, how after drinking a bottle of water it takes 

only two seconds to dispense what will take thousands of years to decompose. We arrive at a 

new definition for plastic: the exploitation of the energy of our ancestors for our immediate 

convenience. 

We talk about the the science of the greenhouse effect, a concept which many of the nuns have 

never learned. In return they offer the following interpretation of climate change: the karmic 

dragon born from the spells of the animals who are dying at the hands of humans. 

The internal heat manifesting external heat manifesting internal heat. Our Indian neighbors 

further South in Delhi had nowhere to run from the 50 degree C heat this year. 

After all the problems of the Earth are named, we are asked to come up with solutions, together. 

The nuns know better than us the origins of greed, the fires of delusion, the sacredness of life - 

following the instructions of the Buddha they stay inside the nunnery every year for the duration 

of the monsoon months to avoid stepping on creatures of the rain. Their solutions come first 

from the principle of non-harming. 

And maybe for the first time ever participating in a workshop, I try not to jump to efficient 

conclusions, to blaming, to inciting revolution. Here, I am asked to look at my own mind, the 

same mind that births the problems of our worlds. Turning inward for mere seconds and I can 

find how greedy my activism can be, the same energy that takes down polluting systems also 

makes war. 

All this time we’ve spent trying to paint the boat blue when at the bottom of the boat there is a 

200 year old leak and I am the problem I seek. Ecology is like the Golden Rule but what I do 

unto others I do to myself. Scientists call it climate change, Buddhists calls it Karma. This is why 

the Khenpo of the nunnery implores us “with Karma comes responsibility.” 

The challenge today is to come up with a practical solution for helping Himalayan forests, so the 

nuns, my project partner Kailea, and I put our heads together. The nuns explain that many of the 

trees they planted have died. We discern that they were planted too young, their roots were not 

established enough to withstand drought, weeds, wind, monkeys and cows. 



So we agree to improve resilience through building an on-site nursery to grow larger trees for 

planting later. A scientific solution to young tree loss and a spiritual solution to caring for life in 

our own backyard.   

And after hours of forming our nursery plan, when we are on the verge of designing an 

operational strategy, when asked to come up with our final call to action, the nuns suggest that 

the nursery can happen later; writing a song will be a better use of our time together. I swallow 

my sense of urgency. 

One of the younger nuns in our group, Lobsang Palmo, who was silent for the entire workshop 

finally speaks up. She reminds us that any living thing could have been our mother in a past life 

including the forest dwelling insects, animals and spirits. So we write a song together called 

“Eight Steps How to be a Best Friend to a Tree.” It’s about mothering all things, knowing they 

will care for us when we are old. And just when we think we are getting somewhere with the 

song, the bell rings for tea and biscuits. 

The workshop comes to a close with a great feast and a Karaoke rendition of “My Heart Will Go 

On.” The veil of shyness shown in our initial meeting is lifted, revealing trust - our most precious 

commodity according to our facilitator and mentor Dekila Chungyalpa. The nuns all vy for the 

microphone passing it from one to the other, expressing words and songs of prayer and gratitude. 

And in the morning as we load our vans for departure, the nuns shower us with the traditional 

blessing of white scarves, so many blessings we have no more limbs to wrap them in. 

They brought their study of inner environmental change, we brought our study of outer 

environmental change and we crashed to our mutual confusion, our mutual enlightenment. For 

the nuns compassion is action and sometimes the greatest action is stillness. In ceremony every 

morning from their cushions they shower all beings with wishes of wellness, wishes of freedom. 

Now, we hope they have a few more tools with which to rise from their cushions and tend their 

garden, a few more ideas of where their plastic biscuit wrappers may go after they are offered to 

Buddha, and even a vision of a future in which offerings are made with no plastic at all. 

As for me, I’m still left with the question of what a prayer does. Who listens and how long does 

it last? I even have outcome metrics for chanting, for lighting butter lamps. But like many of my 

colleagues, I often burn out before the lamp, my internal resources become depleted before the 

projects are finished. Perhaps all I can do is show up in peace to my work, without attachment to 

results, to changing the world. For me it will be about flipping the question, not where can I be of 

most service, but how can I create the conditions for service to flow naturally through me? 

It would be more convenient to continue as usual in our respective worlds, it’s hard to translate 

sky dragons into electrical power grids. But on the brink of collapse, we lean in, we learn from 

each other. And maybe one morning after the songs are uttered, the cymbols crash, and the flag 

is raised, the nuns will look out to the mountain side and see the forest they brought into being 

from their own nursery, I will be singing the nun’s forest song with a gospel choir of anxious UN 

bureaucrats, and we will know ourselves enough not to hurt ourselves.  

 

-------- 



Kyle Lemle is a tree planter and community-based natural resource management professional 

with experience working for international and grassroots NGOs from Bhutan to Thailand to 

California. He is an inaugural recipient of the Spiritual Ecology Youth Fellowship and is 

currently working with leading scientists and religious leaders around the world to empower 

diverse moral imperatives for conservation. The Fellowship brought him to India to work with 

Khoryug at a Tibetan Nunnery near Dharmshala and then to Vandana Shiva’s biodiversity farm 

and seed saving institute called “Navdanya” from where he writes to us. He can be reached at 

kyle.lemle@gmail.com  

http://www.spiritualecologyfellowship.org/blog/2017/1/27/compassion-in-action-and-the-

spiritual-ecology-of-translating-sky-dragons-into-power-grids-by-kyle-lemle 
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Tips to sustain ourselves in our stumbling toward sustainability 

 

By Donna Schaper 

National Catholic Reporter 

When exclamatory news alerts like this one appear in our inbox, most of us want out of the box: 

BREAKING NEWS ALERT (Boston Globe, Jan. 18, 2017) 

Marking another milestone for a changing planet, scientists reported on Wednesday that the 

Earth reached its highest temperature on record in 2016 — trouncing a record set only a year 

earlier, which beat one set in 2014. It is the first time in the modern era of global warming data 

that temperatures have blown past the previous record three years in a row. 

We in the realm of environmental concern often have a simultaneous sense of needing to do 

more while knowing we also need to do less. We have used the slogan "Less is More" for so long 

that we are aware of the limits on growth. We know we are stumbling toward sustainability and 

want to walk confidently toward it. 

Fortunately, our yearning for less becoming more in our own behavior, has spawned a small 

industry of continuing ecological education. Here, I name a few of the organizations that are 

helping activists sustain ourselves along this journey toward sustainability. 

 The Windcall Institute supports visionary organizing in communities of color and 

engages participants in open discussions on transformative practices for staying power. 

Topics it discusses include: "How to create space rather than time," "Building habits of 

resilience," "Clearing vicarious trauma" and "Mindful breath/mindful justice." Windcall's 

Staying Power program works at the intersection of a multitude of issues. If climate is 

yours, you will be helped to become more resilient — and less afraid of headlines — by 

working with the wind's call. 

http://www.khoryug.com/vision/
mailto:kyle.lemle@gmail.com
http://www.spiritualecologyfellowship.org/blog/2017/1/27/compassion-in-action-and-the-spiritual-ecology-of-translating-sky-dragons-into-power-grids-by-kyle-lemle
http://www.spiritualecologyfellowship.org/blog/2017/1/27/compassion-in-action-and-the-spiritual-ecology-of-translating-sky-dragons-into-power-grids-by-kyle-lemle
https://www.bostonglobe.com/news/nation/2017/01/18/for-third-straight-time-earth-sets-hottest-year-record/A3TCBHxy4pXgAgBcrSt2uI/story.html
http://www.windcall.org/


 Etsy.com's Good Work Institute encourages spiritual and sustainable entrepreneurship 

where participants learn not just to do less harm but also to do genuine good. The third 

cohort of spiritual entrepreneurs, involving both for-profit and not-for-profit businesses, 

has just begun in the Hudson Valley of New York State. Etsy.org is a child of Etsy.com, 

and its first offspring is the Good Work Institute, which creates a community about and 

around people in start-up businesses who learn how to manage success in socially 

profitable as well as personally profitable ways. 

 Yale University's first Graduate Conference in Religion & Ecology, hosted by a 

collaboration of different campus organizations, will take place April 21. The theme is 

"Ethos, Ethics and the Environment" and invites participants (it is free to the public) to 

consider this question: "How do beliefs about the environment affect the use of and 

engagement with the natural world?" 

 SheEO is a new business model launched in 2015 that seeks to radically transform how 

we support, finance and celebrate female entrepreneurs who are creating a better world. 

Their goal is to recruit 1,000 generous women "Activators" per region to each commit to 

making a $1,000 contribution, of which 90 percent is loaned out interest-free to local 

women-led ventures, paid back over five years, and reinvested perpetually. Their goal for 

2020? One million women in 1,000 cities making loans to 10,000 female entrepreneurs 

— a billion dollars of capital. 

 The justice ministry education program at Auburn Theological Seminary, in New York, 

is a clinical pastoral program, not just for clergy but also for community organizers and 

others who want to dip their toes into advanced education for the 21st century. 

Finally, plain old action-reflection can be very effective. You don't have to register or add to 

your carbon footprint by going somewhere. You don't have to apply for a scholarship or pay 

tuition. Instead, you start where you are and do what you have been doing and add a dimension 

of reflection to it. For every hour you work, you also reflect. For every action you do, you add an 

analysis of it. For every plan you make, you evaluate your achievements, intentionally, at a later 

date, so that you can decide whether you want to do the same thing again. 

Many people say we need to think as much as we act, hour for hour, day for day. I don't know if 

any of us can afford more learning, even though we may all need it. I do know all of us need to 

reflect deeply on what we should be doing next and ongoing. Some of us will need formal 

programs. Others will know how to do it yourself — and create communities of reflection inside 

their own practices. Either way, as we stumble along, we need to learn and re-learn how to stay 

balanced. 

I'd like to put in a good word for that word "stumble." My friend who now spends her days in a 

wheelchair says that her rehab is learning how to walk again. The main teaching, she says, is re-

learning balance. 

The environment that we want to protect requires that we stumble along to balance, as well. Less 

can become more, as we stumble along, either actively or reflectively toward more impact and 

calm. Action reflection is a method not just for more impact and not just for more calm, but each 

acting and reflecting together as part of the same motion. 

http://goodworkinstitute.org/
http://www.centerforearthethics.org/events/graduate-conference-in-religion-ecology-gcre
http://www.sheeo.world/
https://auburnseminary.org/jme/


In acting and reflecting, we experience the way less can become more. 

[Donna Schaper is senior minister of Judson Memorial Church in New York City.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/tips-sustain-ourselves-our-stumbling-toward-
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Severe drought brings starving Kenyans to church doorsteps 

By Fredrick Nzwili 

Religion News Service  

 

MATUU, Kenya (RNS) When her pantry runs dry, Agnes Mwikali walks down a dusty road to 

the local Roman Catholic Church mission. 

There, beyond the metal gate and the church garden where the crops are withering, she steps into 

the administration building and asks for a 4-pound bag of cornmeal. 

In Thatha, her home, about 93 miles northeast of Nairobi, a severe drought has left many 

families without food, water and pasture for their livestock. 

Mwikali, a 40-year-old mother, has watched in consternation, as extreme temperatures have 

destroyed crops, drained water sources and laid grazing fields to waste. 

“We are trying everything,” she said. “There are many of us. Many families don’t have enough 

food.” 

Mwikali has 14 mouths to feed; her children range in age from 23 years old to 3 months. She has 

supported herself by weeding, herding or fetching water. But that kind of work has become 

scarce with the advent of the drought. 

“The rains are our greatest disappointment,” she said. “Every season, we plant our seeds and 

watch the crops germinate, only for the rains to leave before they mature.” 

At the Thatha Roman Catholic Mission, part of the Machakos Diocese, the Rev. Gerard Matolo 

increasingly sees more people seeking help. 

“You can’t tell them that there is nothing,” Matolo said. “As their shepherd, I have to find a way 

to ensure they get something to eat. Sometimes I share my own food.” 

Matolo estimates that nearly 3,000 people in his parish urgently need food aid. About 30,000 are 

at risk. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/tips-sustain-ourselves-our-stumbling-toward-sustainability
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/tips-sustain-ourselves-our-stumbling-toward-sustainability


A bag of cornmeal or a bottle of oil would make a difference for a family, but the priest said 

there is too little to give. 

The last time this region received meaningful rainfall was seven years ago. So Matolo has been 

storing the little food he gets as part of the agricultural tithe that small farmers and others have 

traditionally given the mission. 

But unless things change, Matolo fears, soon cows, goats, sheep and donkeys will start dying. 

East Africa is in the grips of yet another severe drought, largely attributed to climate change. The 

United Nations’ Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts the continent will be 

hardest hit by climate change, in part because 1 in 4 people in the region lives in extreme 

poverty. 

The recurrent droughts have taken a heavy toll on religious leaders, as they move to aid 

communities threatened by starvation. The current drought has hit Kenya, Tanzania, Somalia, 

South Sudan and Ethiopia, disrupting livelihoods for millions of people. 

According to religious leaders, the battles against the drought have been fierce and draining and 

governments are not doing enough. 

Agriculture in Africa is underfunded, although several governments in the African Union 

Maputo Declaration on Agriculture and Food Security committed to spending 10 percent of their 

national budget on agricultural development. Only 13 countries have met that target. 

In Kenya the drought stretches across the coastal, north, northeastern and southern lowlands. 

Even the western region, which has not traditionally experienced severe droughts, is affected. 

Experts warn that the situation may persist for the next six months. 

“The drought is of great concern to us as Muslims,” said Sheikh Hassan Ole Naado, the deputy 

secretary-general of the Supreme Council of Kenya Muslims. “We are praying and we are 

mobilizing.” 

Kenya’s government has been delivering relief food to nearly 1.6 million in arid and semi-arid 

areas. Officials say the number will surpass 2 million by the end of February. 

Last week, President Uhuru Kenyatta ordered the resumption of school feeding programs so that 

children can stay in school. The schools are also required to accept food as school fees. 

In the north and northeastern regions, the Kenya Red Cross has been buying livestock from 

farmers, slaughtering the animals and distributing the meat to the community. 

Meanwhile, Matolo and other many faith leaders in East Africa continue to stress better farming 

methods, the use of quality seeds and increased water harvesting. 

http://www.nepad.org/resource/au-2003-maputo-declaration-agriculture-and-food-security
http://www.nepad.org/resource/au-2003-maputo-declaration-agriculture-and-food-security


“When I see the people starving, I feel desperate. I also feel disappointed that many of the 

promises by government officials to deliver water have not been honored,” said Matolo. 

“If these people can get water for irrigation, the area will become the country’s bread basket. 

They are doing it in Israel, which is a desert. Here, the soils are very fertile and the people are 

not lazy.” 

(Fredrick Nzwili is an RNS correspondent based in Nairobi) 

http://religionnews.com/2017/01/31/severe-drought-brings-starving-kenyans-to-church-

doorsteps/ 
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The Lasting Effects of Pope Francis’ Climate Change Edict 

New research finds thinking about the pontiff changes the way we frame the issue. 

By Tom Jacobs 

Pacific Standard 

Last fall, a study reported that Pope Francis’ much-discussed encyclical on climate change 

largely fell on deaf ears. Researchers from Texas Tech University found the appeal “failed to 

rally any broad support on climate change” among Americans, whether or not they were 

Catholic. 

But newly published research suggests the pontiff’s call for taking care of the Earth has had a 

more subtle impact on American public opinion. It finds brief exposure to a photograph of the 

pope “increased perceptions of climate change as a moral issue.” 

What’s more, this shift in how the issue is perceived was particularly strong among 

Republicans — a group that has traditionally been resistant to acknowledging the fact that 

humans are affecting the Earth’s climate in dangerous ways. 

“The pope’s message may transcend political boundaries and fundamentally reshape how the 

issue is conceptualized among the public,” a research team led by Jonathon Schuldt of Cornell 

University writes in the journal Climatic Change. 

The study utilized an online survey that featured 1,212 American adults. It was conducted in 

May of 2016—11 months after publication of the encyclical, and seven months after his visit to 

the United States. 

Half the participants were shown a photo of Pope Francis and asked how familiar they were with 

his views on climate change. All were then asked three climate-change-related questions: 

http://religionnews.com/2017/01/31/severe-drought-brings-starving-kenyans-to-church-doorsteps/
http://religionnews.com/2017/01/31/severe-drought-brings-starving-kenyans-to-church-doorsteps/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/24/pope-franciss-edict-on-climate-change-has-fallen-on-deaf-ears-study-finds
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 “Do you consider climate change to be a moral or ethical issue?” 

 “Do you feel personally responsible to contributing to the causes of climate change?” 

 “Do you feel personally responsible for helping to reduce climate change?” 

For each, they answered “Yes, definitely,” “Yes, somewhat,” or “No.” 

Among those who had briefly thought about the pope, 51 percent said they viewed climate 

change as a moral issue. For those who had not, that figure was 46 percent. 

This gap was particularly large among Republicans. Thirty-nine percent of those who were 

exposed to the pope’s image said they considered it a moral issue, compared to 30 percent 

among those who were not. That’s a potentially important shift, as pondering about the ethical 

consequences of environmental destruction may shift behavior more effectively than thinking in 

utilitarian terms. 

Similarly, the percentage of people who felt personally responsible for contributing to climate 

change increased from 48 to 52 if they had seen the photo of the pope. On this issue, it was 

Democrats who made the difference: Sixty-four percent of those who were exposed to the pontiff 

expressed responsibility, compared to 56 percent who were not. 

Thinking about the pope did not increase the percentage of Republicans who felt personal 

responsibility for climate change, which stayed steady at 36 percent. 

Nevertheless, the results suggest a reminder of the pope’s views can change the ways members 

of both parties think about the issue. Given the dangers of inertia, that has to be a positive sign. 

https://psmag.com/the-lasting-effects-of-pope-francis-climate-change-edict-

89e5c111159b#.80zshva3i 
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Review of Living Cosmology, by Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim 

 

Ecology & Justice Series. Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 

Books, April 2016. 368 pages. $30.00. Paperback. ISBN 9781626981782. For other formats: 

Link to Publisher's Website.  

 

Review by Jay D. O. Potter  

Reading Religion: A Publication of the American Academy of Religion  

 

Living Cosmology: Christian Responses to ‘Journey of the Universe’ is a diverse and hopeful 

reflection on the work Thomas Berry and his call towards the “Great Work” for an ecologically 

sustainable future. Living Cosmology combines many of the great ecological thinkers within a 

comprehensive range of Christianity. It contains selections ranging from Pope Francis and 

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew to process thought, from ecofeminism to ecopoetics, as well 

https://www.philosophytalk.org/blog/moral-costs-climate-change
https://www.philosophytalk.org/blog/moral-costs-climate-change
http://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2015/03/is-global-warming-a-moral-issue/
https://psmag.com/the-lasting-effects-of-pope-francis-climate-change-edict-89e5c111159b#.80zshva3i
https://psmag.com/the-lasting-effects-of-pope-francis-climate-change-edict-89e5c111159b#.80zshva3i
http://www.orbisbooks.com/living-cosmology.html


as including important topics such as race and class. The connecting thread through this volume 

is that each of the authors finds both hope for the Great Work and a call to particularity for their 

given location within Christianity. 

The ecological crisis facing the world demands the largely silent North American Christian 

church to put into practice its beliefs of creation care. Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, in the 

introduction, say, "if scientific cosmology gives us an understanding of the origins and unfolding 

of the universe, religious and philosophical reflection on scientific cosmology can provide a 

sense of our place and larger purpose in the universe" (4). This text provides the ecumenical 

resources to reimagine the place of the cosmos in Christian theology. 

Considerable work has been done in the study of ecology and human impacts on the earth, and 

many Christian theologians have been writing and teaching on ecotheology, but this has gone 

largely unnoticed by the larger North American church. What Living Cosmology provides for us 

is a place to begin the process of reimagining future theologies and practices with the resources 

that Berry, Brian Thomas Swimme, Tucker, and Grim have been working on for quite some 

time. This book stands as a call to professors, pastors, and engaged laypersons to put theologies 

of ecology to work within the practices of the spiritual life of the church. 

Beyond the need for Christians to work across theological borders, this text also reminds us that 

we need to work with those concerned about the ecological crisis that are outside of the Christian 

tradition. Catherine Keller urges us out of our comfort zone when she says, "I am here supposed 

to be speaking as a representative of Christianity, let me use that voice to declare: God doesn't 

care whether we believe in God—just that we do God. That we enact, that we actualize sacred 

community in its planetary convivencia" (113). Pastors, professors, and committed lay people 

need to, according to Keller, find ways of being a community with one another, across 

ideological lines, so that we have a future to look forward to enjoying together. 

In the forward to the book, Swimme makes a similar point, drawing on the deep relationality of 

the universe. We need relationships to sustain the work set before us, and only through 

relationships can we provide a sustainable future for generations to come. I will leave you with 

his words: “A neutron, if traveling alone through the universe, will disintegrate entirely within 

fifteen minutes. But take that exact same neutron and bring it together with other neutrons and 

protons in a carbon nucleus and it will suddenly discover it has the power to endure for billions 

of years. Relationships open up possibilities for creativity that are absolutely unrealizable by 

solitary individuals” (xiv). 

 

About the Reviewer: Jay D. O. Potter is a doctoral student in Religon-Process Studies at the 

Claremont School of Theology. 

About the Author(s)/Editor(s)/Translator(s): Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim are 

codirectors of the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale. They were students of Thomas Berry 

and have devoted themselves to his legacy by editing his books and producing the Emmy-award-

winning film, Journey of the Universe  with Brian Swimme. They co-edited Thomas Berry: 

Selected Writings on the Earth Community. 
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Divinity School adds new concentrations 

 

By Adelaide Feibel 

Yale Daily News 

With the addition of new concentration programs in Latinx theology and ecology, Yale Divinity 

School is making an effort to bring an age-old discipline into the 21st century. 

Yale Divinity School announced in December the addition of two new concentrations to its 

Master of Arts in Religion Concentrated Program: Latinx and Latin American Christianity and 

religion and ecology. The school’s Concentrated Program is a two-year curriculum that allows 

students to pursue in-depth work in a specific discipline of theological study. These two new 

concentration programs, which debut next academic year, emerged from the school’s efforts to 

increase faculty and student diversity as well as to encourage environmental consciousness 

throughout its campus. 

“These are [master’s of arts in religion] that are relevant to the intellectual desires and goals of 

many young people,” said Dax Crocker DIV ’17, one of the students who has been lobbying for 

a concentration in Latin American Christianity for the past two years. 

Headed by professor of Latino/a Christianity Erika Helgen GRD ’15 and visiting professor 

Benjamin Valentin — two of the seven new faculty appointments at the Divinity School this year 

— the Latinx and Latin American Christianity program focuses on the expanding and 

increasingly diverse forms of Latinx Christianity in Latin America and the United States. 

According to Helgen, the establishment of this program recognizes that Christianity today is 

increasingly centered in the Global South and Latin America. 

Helgen said this specific concentration also intends to promote diversity within the future student 

body. The creation of a diverse faculty and student body has been a major focus of the Divinity 

School, especially in the past year as a result of the five-year, $50 million University-wide 

faculty diversity initiative announced in 2015. Last spring, the Divinity School made seven new 

appointments to their faculty, the majority of whom are from racial or ethnic groups typically 

underrepresented in higher theological studies. Furthermore, 36 percent of the incoming students 

in the 2016-17 school year came from underrepresented groups, the most in the school’s history.  

With the Latinx and Latin American Christianity concentration, the administration hopes to 

attract and recruit more minority students, especially Latinx students. 

“Naturally, there is a group of young Latino and Latina who are looking for graduate studies in 

theology that speaks to their culture, their ethnic roots,” Crocker said. “They want to find God in 

http://yaledailynews.com/blog/2015/11/11/divinity-school-to-boost-faculty-diversity/
http://divinity.yale.edu/news/leading-scholars-join-yale-divinity-school-faculty
http://divinity.yale.edu/news/five-top-storylines-yds-opens-new-academic-year


the color of their skin and the music that their culture celebrates. They want to find God in their 

language.” 

Crocker, who has been involved in both pushing for the school to implement the new program 

and recruiting the new heads, said administration was “open-minded” and “accommodating” to 

students’ requests. It immediately contacted scholars to ask for professional opinions about the 

new concentrations and started a nationwide search for scholars in Latinx studies, Crocker said. 

Part of the impetus for the creation of the religion and ecology concentration also came from 

student interest in the topic, said Peter Wyrsch DIV ’17, secretary of the student government and 

a co-chair of the school’s Faith and Environment Working Group. The group seeks to increase 

awareness within the Divinity School community about new ecological initiatives the school 

could implement, both academically and administratively. 

Wyrsch added that a great deal of the drive for the new concentration came from the work of 

senior lecturers in religion and ecology John Grim and Mary Tucker, who have worked in the 

field for decades and in recent years have collaborated with the School of Forestry and 

Environmental Studies. 

“We have scholars here in liturgical theology who have long been concerned with the nexus of 

religion and ecology and equipping our students to deal with it in churches and NGOs and all the 

places our students go after graduation.” said Carolyn Sharp, acting associate dean of academic 

affairs and professor of Hebrew scriptures. 

According to Sharpe, interest for the new programs has already been growing: the school’s 

admissions office has received applications for these concentrations, and some current master of 

arts in religion students are trying to transfer to one of the new concentrations. 

Since the deadline for applications is Feb. 8, Associate Dean of Admissions and Financial Aid 

Vernice Randall DIV ’11wrote in an email to the News that it is far too early to make any 

quantitative predictions about this application cycle. 

“What we’re working on and what is going to come out of these new concentrations is going to 

be a strengthening of what YDS is good at — really academically sound theological inquiry,” 

Wyrsch said 

Current concentrations in the master of arts in religion program include Asian religions, black 

religion in the African diaspora and ethics. 

http://yaledailynews.com/blog/2017/02/03/divinity-school-adds-new-concentrations/ 
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Religion can make us more environmentally friendly – or not 
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By Niki Rust 

BBC  

Eight out of 10 people around the world consider themselves religious. That figure shows that, 

while in many countries religion is not as dominant as it once was, it still has a huge influence on 

us. 

What does that mean for the environmental movement? Does a belief in God or the supernatural 

make people more or less likely to take care of animals and the environment? 

It is easy to make up stories to answer this question. You might say that many religions push the 

idea that the world will soon come to an end, in which case surely they encourage a "let it burn" 

ethos: what does it matter if the rainforest gets cut down, if the Rapture is next week? But just as 

plausibly, you might point out that many religions are big on kindness, and some such as Jainism 

even forbid killing animals. This should nudge their followers towards caring for the natural 

world. 

But these are just stories. What does the science of human behaviour tell us? 

Let's start with Christianity. Writing in the high-profile journal Science in 1967, historian Lynn 

White proposed that Christian religions undermine wildlife conservation by advocating a 

domination ethic over nature. Because the Bible talks about "dominion" over nature, White 

argued that Christianity teaches its followers that "it is God's will that man exploit nature for his 

proper ends". 

This was, to say the least, controversial. Other historians and theologians have argued that White 

was misreading the Bible, and that the text actually implies that we have a duty of care towards 

nature. Perhaps more to the point, White offered no evidence about the attitudes or behaviours of 

actual Christians. 

In 2013, researchers tackled that question by asking whether there was a relationship between a 

country's main religion and the number of important biodiversity areas it contained. They found 

that Christian countries, particularly Catholic ones, tended to have more areas set aside for nature 

than other countries. 

However, this does not mean White was completely wrong. Other studies suggest that 

conservative Christians really are less environmentally friendly than other denominations. 

In a study published in 1993, priest and sociologist Andrew Greeley looked at how much 

Americans were willing to spend on conserving the environment. He found that Christian 

fundamentalists were less willing, and Catholics more willing, to financially support the 

environment. This suggests that it is not whether a person is Christian, but rather what type of 

Christian they are, that influences their behaviour towards nature. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/jainism/ataglance/glance.shtml
http://dx.doi.org/10.1126/science.155.3767.1203
http://www.theologylived.com/ecology/white_historical_roots.pdf
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It also seems that people's attitudes towards the environment can be affected by the way 

Christianity interacts with other religions. 

In her PhD thesis, undertaken whilst at the University of Kent in Canterbury, UK, Emma 

Shepheard-Walwyn looked at how Kenyans felt about sacred sites. These are places of biological 

and spiritual significance, created and maintained by communities who adhered to a traditional 

faith. 

Shepheard-Walwyn found that "some of the Christian people interviewed felt the forests should 

be destroyed as they are associated with the traditional faith, which they believe to be evil." 

One Christian interviewed said that "tradition is now witchcraft". Others described the sacred 

sites as places associated with demons and superstition. 

This suggests that conflicts between opposing faiths could influence how people feel about 

protected areas. In particular, a shift away from more traditional faiths could be bad for nature. 

In a study published in 2006, Leela Hazzah of Lion Guardians showed that Maasai who had 

converted from a traditional faith to become evangelical Christians had a higher intent to kill 

lions than those that kept their traditional faith. "These converted Protestants did not have very 

positive attitudes towards national parks or wildlife either," says Hazzah. 

Christianity can play a part in how, and indeed whether, we think about nature  

Because the Maasai are not exposed to much television or other media, they look to their pastors 

for information about the world. If a pastor does not include positive stories about nature in their 

sermons, the churchgoers would not get any guidance on how to be environmentally friendly. 

The evangelical churches also ran religious events, sometimes a week long, which pastoralists 

were invited to attend. That meant no one was around back at the homestead to protect the 

livestock from predators. Two pastoralists lost 35 cows during one such event. When Hazzah 

asked them why they left their livestock unattended for so long, one man replied: "There is no 

need to return home when I am in the house of God. He will protect my livestock from danger". 

All this suggests that Christianity can play a part in how, and indeed whether, we think about 

nature.  So how do other religions compare? 

A study published in August 2016 analysed Indian people's attitudes towards large carnivores. It 

found that Buddhists tended to have more positive attitudes towards carnivorous animals than 

Muslims. 

Given Buddhism's reputation for avoiding all harm to animals, this may not come as a surprise. 

However, the findings are not quite as straightforward as they first appear. 

The more often a Buddhist undertook religious activities, the more likely it was that they had a 

more positive attitude towards wolves and snow leopards. In other words, the link between 

https://kar.kent.ac.uk/48959/1/163Emma%20Shepheard-Walwyn%20PhD%20Thesis%20Culture%20and%20Conservation%20in%20the%20Sacred%20Sites.pdf
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Buddhism and pro-environment attitudes was only apparent for the more deeply religious 

Buddhists. 

As with the study of American Christians, the key issue is not whether or not a person is 

religious, but rather the form their religion takes: in this case, how devoted they are to it. 

These findings mean that conservationists must frame their messages differently depending on 

the audience, says lead author Saloni Bhatia of the Nature Conservation Foundation in Mysore, 

India. "We must stress environmental stewardship with Muslim communities and religious 

leaders, while the idea of human-wildlife interdependence would resonate more strongly with the 

Buddhist communities and leaders." 

In other words, conservationists need to integrate their ideas into religious thinking. "Religions, 

and certainly the versions of Islam and Buddhism that we have studied, seem to have well-

developed philosophies towards nature and wildlife," says Bhatia. "Religious practitioners and 

leaders therefore have a potentially important role in conserving nature." 

But instead, conservationists and religious leaders have largely grown apart.  

Shepheard-Walwyn believes conservationists have mostly ignored religion because of "the false 

belief that science and religion don't mix, and that to be a good scientist you cannot engage with 

religion, because they feel religious people apply less rigorous science to their work." 

She also thinks there are problems with the ways conservationists and religious individuals talk 

about nature. The two parties are not, so to speak, singing from the same hymn sheet. 

However, some groups are trying to bridge this divide. 

The Alliance for Religions and Conservation (ARC) is a secular body that helps faith leaders to 

create environmental programs based on their faith's core beliefs and practices. 

One of their most successful projects is based on an island off the coast of Tanzania. Fishermen 

there had been using dynamite as a quick and easy way to bring in the day's catch. But this 

method of fishing is very damaging, destroying coral and killing immature fish and turtles. 

Local conservation organisations tried to educate the fishermen on the harms of dynamite 

fishing, but this fell on deaf ears. The government then banned the practice, but again the 

fishermen took no notice. Then ARC stepped in. 

ARC members realised that all the fishermen were Muslim, and that the local sheikhs had a lot of 

influence in the community. So they showed the sheikhs passages in the Koran that promote pro-

environmental behaviour, and told them that dynamite fishing goes against these teachings. The 

sheikhs spread the information to their community and, as devout Muslims, the fishermen 

listened. 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Saloni_Bhatia
http://www.arcworld.org/
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One local fisherman, interviewed in the Christian Science Monitor in 2007, said: "I've learned 

that the way I fished was destructive to the environment. This side of conservation isn't from the 

mzungu ["white man" in Swahili], it's from the Koran." 

ARC was not the only organisation involved with the fishermen. Another key party was the 

Islamic Foundation for Ecology and Environmental Sciences (IFEES). 

Its founder Fazlun Khalid started the organisation in the 1980s because of his passion for nature. 

After studying theology at university, Khalid concluded that Islam is intrinsically 

environmentalist. 

But he also noticed that Muslims had lost their connection with nature, because like so many 

other people they had become preoccupied with wealth. So he set up IFEES to show Muslims the 

core teachings of the Koran that convey an environmentalist ethic. 

In Indonesia, a country rich in biodiversity but under threat from development, IFEES is working 

with schools to restore the rainforests. 

Similarly, in Tanzania they have created an Islamic eco-village for orphans, where they are 

establishing renewable energy plants and recycling projects. "This eco-village was built based on 

the practices of the prophet on how to manage natural resources," says Khalid. 

Khalid believes that there is a new global religious movement building, which is keen to embrace 

nature. "Faith-based organisations played a key role in the recent climate change negotiations, 

and IFEES were cornerstones in the creation of the Islamic Declaration on Climate Change," he 

says. 

There is some tentative evidence that this sort of approach can work. 

A 2013 study in Indonesia showed that incorporating conservation messages into Islamic 

sermons increased both public awareness and levels of concern. "Since then, Indonesia [has] 

issued its first fatwas [rulings on Islamic law] prohibiting illegal wildlife trafficking and 

poaching," says lead author Jeanne McKay of the University of Kent. 

Beyond that, ARC argues that conservationists can learn a lot from religion about how to engage 

people and build support. After all, religions are famously good at garnering lots of followers all 

devoted to a common cause. 

ARC says that, first and foremost, religions are great at telling compelling stories that can inspire 

and inform. They also tend to celebrate what we already have, rather than focusing on what we 

have lost. Conservationists may want to heed their example. 

When we read stories about the environment, we can be confronted with narratives of doom and 

gloom about how yet another species is closer to extinction or how we have destroyed even more 

wilderness. This is all factually correct, but research suggests that stories with a positive framing 
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are better at motivating people to act than stories with a negative framing. In other words, feel-

good stories can be very powerful. 

"Using faith-based approaches can prove to be a positive way forward, and indeed has the 

potential to gain far-reaching benefits rather than staying confined to a conventionally science-

based approach," says McKay. 

It would be silly to downplay the environmental crisis we are facing. But in order to solve it, 

conservationists may need to harness the power of hope and optimism, just as the world's 

religions do. 

http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20170206-religion-can-make-us-more-environmentally-

friendly-or-not 
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Standing Rock Sioux vow to challenge pipeline in court 

 

By Brian Roewe 

National Catholic Reporter 

A double-back decision by the Army to approve a final, critical permit for the Dakota Access 

Pipeline, while bypassing an environmental review, has led the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe and 

its allies to double down in their near-yearlong opposition to the contentious project they 

maintain endangers tribal water and sacred lands. 

"As Native peoples, we have been knocked down again, but we will get back up," Standing Rock 

Sioux Tribe Chairman David Archambault II said of the order in a statement. "We will rise 

above the greed and corruption that has plagued our peoples since first contact." 

The order from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers granted a 30-year easement, or permission, 

for the pipeline to cross federal land under Lake Oahe, a manmade reservoir of the Missouri 

River in south-central North Dakota. The lake is located roughly a half mile upstream of the 

Standing Rock Sioux reservation. 

Since April, the site has served as the center of the opposition against the pipeline for the 

Standing Rock Sioux and their allies from other Native Americans tribes, as well as the 

environmental and faith communities. Communal prayer has been prominent throughout the 

standoff, which has been called the largest modern gathering of Native tribes, with as many as 

8,000 assembled at one point. 

At other times, the camp near Cannon Ball, N.D., has seen violent clashes between Standing 

Rock allies, who call themselves "water protectors," and local law enforcement and pipeline 

workers. 
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In these complex and difficult times, NCR pledges to publish unrelenting, independent 

journalism. But we can't do it without your support. Subscribe or donate today! 

The Missouri River crossing is the last major piece of the 1,172-mile pipeline to be constructed. 

Once completed, it would carry daily 470,000 to 570,000 barrels of oil across four states from 

North Dakota to Illinois. Dallas-based Energy Transfer Partners, which is building Dakota 

Access, has said it is the safest way to transport the oil and that it has followed all necessary 

review processes for the $3.8 billion project. 

Energy Transfer Partners officially received the easement the evening of Feb. 8. A 

spokeswoman told The Associated Press that construction would resume immediately. The 

company said it would be operational within months. 

Sen. John Hoeven, R-N.D., welcomed the easement's issuing, saying, "We must have a process 

to build safe, efficient and environmentally sound projects like pipelines and power lines." But 

he added that the permitting process needs to be reviewed "to ensure that everyone has an 

opportunity to be heard and that a fair, certain, and legal process has been followed." 

The current route takes the pipeline adjacent to the Standing Rock Sioux reservation, and across 

sacred lands they say are protected under past treaties. At one point, the pipeline was to travel 

near Bismarck, N.D., but was rerouted after concerns a spill could contaminate municipal water 

supplies. 

"It is so concerning that we're not questioning what motivated that decision," said Mercy Sr. 

Aine O'Connor. In her view, it was driven by discrimination and a lack of consideration of 

Native American peoples' rights. 

Virginia Fifield, a Mercy associate and Mohawk, told NCR she would have liked for the Army at 

least require an alternate route: "It would have cost [Energy Transfer Partners] more money, but 

it's money versus people." She said Dakota Access is a civil rights issue for Native Americans, 

and worries that the pipeline's approval of the pipeline could be "the tip of the iceberg" for the 

Trump administration in its interactions with indigenous peoples.  

The Sisters of Mercy of the Americas in a statement said the Army's order represented a 

"morally unacceptable decision" that "ignores the dignity and tribal sovereignty of our Native 

American brothers and sisters." 

"This action is yet another chapter in the U.S. government's history of injustice to tribal nations 

and people," they said. 

The Franciscan Action Network pointed back to its statement opposing President Donald 

Trump's executive orders on the Dakota Access and Keystone XL pipelines, stating about the 

former, "Building a pipeline through indigenous people's sacred land is a violation of their 

religious freedom just the same as if President Trump gave permission to tear down St. Patrick's 

Cathedral in New York to build an oil refinery on the site." 
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Franciscan Sr. Karla Kloft of Dubuque, Iowa, who visited the Standing Rock camp in November, 

said the Army order sickened her and represented "another instance where big money and big 

companies oppress people." 

The Army's decision feels "like such a step backwards," said Kristin Juarez, a junior at Loras 

College in Dubuque studying theology and international studies who also made the trek to the 

Standing Rock camp. 

"It is completely disrespectful to the people whose land it is, who have no voice in the matter. It 

is disheartening that we put emphasis on fossil fuels instead of seeking new sources of energy," 

she told NCR. 

O'Connor, who joined an interfaith solidarity witness in November, said that it was 

"irresponsible and reckless" for the Army Corps to grant the easement without completing the 

environmental impact statement and without full consultation of the Standing Rock Sioux. She 

referred to Pope Francis in "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home," when he said, 

If objective information suggests that serious and irreversible damage may result, a project 

should be halted or modified, even in the absence of indisputable proof. Here the burden of proof 

is effectively reversed, since in such cases objective and conclusive demonstrations will have to 

be brought forward to demonstrate that the proposed activity will not cause serious harm to the 

environment or to those who inhabit it. 

"I think that we have failed to exercise a precautionary or a critical approach," O'Connor said. 

The order said it was complying with Trump's Jan. 24 memorandum that instructed the Army to 

expedite approval of Dakota Access "to the extent permitted by law," and consider withdrawing 

a prior directive for an environmental impact statement on the project, which the order also did. 

The environmental impact statement was requested by the Army in December, and was to 

include an examination of alternate routes and the risk of oil spills. 

In the statement Feb. 7, the tribe vowed to challenge the order in court and continue to push for 

the completion of the environmental impact statement. 

"We are a sovereign nation and we will fight to protect our water and sacred places from the 

brazen private interests trying to push this pipeline through to benefit a few wealthy Americans 

with financial ties to the Trump administration," Archambault said. 

He asked that instead of returning to Standing Rock that supporters instead head to "exercise 

your First Amendment rights and take this fight to your respective state capitols." He also asked 

people to join them and other tribes March 10 for the Native Nations March on Washington. 

The tribe added that if the pipeline is completed, it will seek to shut operations down. 

The Feb. 7 order "is not the end of the fight — it is the new beginning," Tom Goldtooth, 

executive director of the Indigenous Environmental Network, said in a separate statement. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/native-americans-condemn-trumps-executive-action-pipeline


He said granting of the easement goes against protocol and legal process, disregards more than 

100,000 comments already submitted for the environmental review process, and "goes against 

the treaty rights of the entire Seven Councils Fires of the Sioux Nations." 

He added that Trump has not met with the leadership of the Native Nations. Archambault said he 

flew to Washington Feb. 7 to meet with Trump administration officials, but canceled the meeting 

upon hearing as he landed the decision about the easement. 

The tribal chairman called disrespectful Trump's "complete disregard for Native Nations and our 

treaty rights," and spoke of his "brazen conflict of interest to the pipeline" — an apparent 

reference to Trump holding investments in Energy Transfer Partners. A campaign spokeswoman 

told The Washington Post that he sold off his shares during the summer. 

Responses to the easement approval began Feb. 8, with protests held outside the White House 

and elsewhere around the country. 

Earlier in the day, Trump had said, "I haven't had one call from anybody" complaining about his 

memorandum. He added, "I don't even think it was controversial." 

In response, the Sierra Club and other environmental groups urged people to sound off their 

opposition to the pipeline on Trump's personal and presidential Twitter accounts, and by calling 

the White House or the numerous golf courses and hotels bearing his name. 

O'Connor said she and other Mercy sisters plan to join the Native Nations March and will call on 

their representatives in Congress to support a letter sent the evening of Feb. 7 from Democratic 

members of the Senate and House natural resources committees that calls on the president "to 

immediately reverse this decision and follow the appropriate procedures required for tribal 

consultation, environmental law, and due process." 

"If anything," O'Connor said, "it causes us to join together in solidarity, as we have been doing 

over the last several weeks. ... Our sense of Gospel work and Gospel hope tells us that we have 

to keep showing up and to keep resisting." 

Fifield, the Mercy associate, said that Standing Rock represents the beginning of a movement, 

one by which Native Americans "have finally found our voice."  

"Indigenous people around the world have found their voice, and we will not be pushed, we will 

not be silenced. It’s gone on long enough," she said.  

A week before the judge's order, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe said it would "vigorously pursue 

legal action" to ensure an environmental review occurs. 

"To abandon the [environmental impact statement] would amount to a wholly unexplained and 

arbitrary change based on the President's personal views and, potentially, personal investments. 

We stand ready to fight this battle against corporate interest superseding government procedure 

and the health and wellbeing of millions of Americans," the tribe said in a statement. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2016/11/23/trump-dumped-his-stock-in-dakota-access-pipeline-owner-over-the-summer/?utm_term=.9ab6c331a279


Throughout the protests, the tribe has insisted it does not oppose infrastructure or energy projects 

but that it was intent on making sure that decisions on such projects are made with input from 

and consideration of indigenous peoples, and do not pose a threat to the land. 

Trump has promised to cut back environmental regulations that he said harms businesses, and to 

expedite the environmental review process. 

"I'm a very big person when it comes to the environment. I've received awards on the 

environment, but some of that stuff makes it impossible to get anything built," he said during a 

meeting with business leaders Jan. 23. 

"We can't have that. If somebody wants to put up a factory, it's going to be expedited. You have 

to go through the process, but it's going to be expedited, and we're going to take care of the 

environment, we're going to take care of safety and all the other things we have to take care of," 

Trump said. 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him on 

Twitter: @BrianRoewe. Freelancer Jeannine M. Pitas contributed to this report.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/standing-rock-sioux-vow-challenge-pipeline-court 

 

 

February 9, 2017 

 

Catholics supporting #NoDAPL movement see call to protect creation 

 

By Jeannine M. Pitas 

National Catholic Reporter  

Dubuque, Iowa -- In one of Donald Trump's first acts as president, he signed executive orders 

expressing support for two controversial pipelines: the Keystone XL transnational pipeline and 

the Dakota Access Pipeline. 

The latter project has seen thousands of people in the past year gather in solidarity with the 

Standing Rock Sioux Tribe of North Dakota in a sustained, mostly nonviolent resistance to the 

pipeline. 

For the Standing Rock Sioux and their allies, the main concern with Dakota Access, approved 

for construction in March, is that its projected route goes under the Missouri River, half a mile 

upstream from the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation. They contend a possible oil spill would 

contaminate their water and threaten sacred burial sites. The pipeline's route takes it through four 

states: North Dakota, South Dakota, Iowa and Illinois. 

The project was temporarily halted Dec. 5 by the Army Corps of Engineers in order to allow 

further review and to complete an environmental impact assessment. On Tuesday, the Army 

changed course, informing Congress that it will grant permission for an easement — a special 

mailto:broewe@ncronline.org
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permit allowing a company to cross private or federal land — and complete the project, without 

finishing the environmental review. 

Advocates for the 1,172-mile, $3.8 billion pipeline, which is all but complete outside the 1-mile 

stretch under the river, argue it will create jobs and other economic opportunities, while also 

promoting energy independence for the United States. Sen. Heidi Heitkamp, D-N.D., said that 

Army's decision brings "certainty and clarity" to the conflict. 

In these complex and difficult times, NCR pledges to publish unrelenting, independent 

journalism. But we can't do it without your support. Subscribe or donate today! 

Opponents contend that, in addition the risks it poses to the Standing Rock Sioux, the pipeline 

will encourage the use of more fossil fuels, which are a major contributor to climate change. 

They also cite human rights abuses, noting the nearly 700 people who have been arrested since 

the standoff began in April, including 76 people earlier this month. While the Standing Rock 

Sioux have insisted on prayerful, peaceful opposition, violence has broken out numerous times 

between pipeline opponents, who call themselves "water protectors," and local law enforcement. 

Throughout the past several months, many Catholics, including some in Dubuque, Iowa, have 

felt called to stand with the Standing Rock Sioux, whether by contacting elected officials about 

the issue, divesting funds from banks that support the pipeline, or in some cases traveling to the 

site itself to show solidarity with the native peoples who are fighting to protect their water. 

Franciscan Sr. Karla Kloft of Dubuque felt drawn to the #NoDAPL movement in part due to her 

religious order's charism. 

"St. Francis was so steeped in creation. The sun was his brother; the moon was his sister," she 

said. "Francis also had a profound conversion experience with a leper, which led him to abandon 

his wealthy way of life and live in solidarity with the poor and marginalized. 

"I want to ask, who are the lepers in our society today?" she said. "What we as a country have 

done to native people is atrocious. We need to reach out to them as brothers and sisters." 

When Kloft visited Standing Rock in November, she was touched by the reverence she saw that 

all people showed for the Earth and by the non-hierarchical way that they related to one another. 

"Every action started and ended with prayer," she said. "It made me angry at the media coverage, 

which sought to portray the water protectors as violent. Drugs, alcohol and weapons were not 

allowed in camp, and everything was done with a sense of reverence. People are being treated as 

so-called terrorists for doing nonviolent protests, being arrested and charged for doing nothing 

wrong." 

In Pope Francis' encyclical on the environment, "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home," 

he asserts that many Catholics need an "ecological conversion," whereby their encounter with 

Jesus becomes "evident in their relationship with the world around them." 
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"Living our vocation to be protectors of God's handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; it is not 

optional or a secondary aspect of our Christian experience," Francis stated in his encyclical. 

Some Catholics who visited Standing Rock believe they were engaged directly in this call to 

protect God's creation, and that they intend to hold to that in spite of the Army's greenlighting of 

Dakota Access. Kristin Juarez, a junior studying theology and international studies at Loras 

College in Dubuque, also found the experience to be moving and transformative. 

"In Catholic social teaching, we hear of the dignity of every person," Juarez said. "We toss this 

term around without knowing what it means. Standing Rock was a prayerful setting where 

solidarity meant taking a step back from my own agenda, hearing the pain of what people were 

going through." 

Juarez said that when one man asked her why she was at the camp, she replied, "To stand with 

you." 

"He paused and responded, 'Thank you.' We need to make sure that we are standing with people, 

not standing up for them," she said. 

Other activists have felt that their call to stand with Standing Rock is likewise grounded in 

Catholic social teaching. Dominican Sr. Peggy Ryan, who currently works with Latino/a 

populations in Lake County, Ill., felt compelled to leave her ministry for a weekend and make 

the pilgrimage. 

"Stewardship, common good and solidarity are the principles of Catholic social teaching that 

guide me," she told NCR. "The main Vatican II document, Gaudium et Spes, says that we need to 

change our human action in order to take care of everyone. The universe is meant equally for all 

people." 

According to Mark Schmidt, who directs the social justice and respect life office for the 

Dubuque archdiocese, Catholic social teaching offers guiding principles for people to follow 

according to their well-formed conscience. 

"The church would not necessarily say all pipeline construction is bad," he said. "The church 

urges us to switch to renewable energy sources as quickly as possible, but for now, our economy 

is still based on fossil fuels. Stopping all construction would further burden the current aging 

pipeline infrastructure, leading to more leaks and endangering life and creation. It would also 

make the product more expensive for low-income people who do not have the money to transfer 

to renewable energy." 

Schmidt continued: "However, if a pipeline is to be built, legitimate concerns from all 

stakeholders must be addressed. With the Dakota Access Pipeline in particular, many of those 

voicing opposition seem to have such concerns. Have indigenous people been true stakeholders 

in the decisions that will affect them, and have their rights been respected? Does the pipeline 

serve the common good and respect human dignity? There are also documented instances of 

contractors not following their permits, damaging the soil and destroying biodiversity." 



Brenna Cussen Anglada, a co-founder of the St. Isidore Catholic Worker Farm in Cuba City, 

Wis., said that if we are truly to respond to Francis' call to care for creation, as outlined in 

Laudato Si', we must listen to the voices of indigenous people. She believes the effort to oppose 

the pipeline project can help the church and its members correct mistakes of the colonial era — 

an opportunity that the U.S. government has not taken. 

"The Earth that God has given us is precious. We are wasting this chance in this country to repair 

our relationship with indigenous communities. A great opportunity was given to reverse the 

damage and make things right. This decision is a slap in the face to the Earth," she said. 

Despite the Army's approval of the Dakota Access Pipeline, the Standing Rock Sioux are not 

giving up the fight. New lawsuits are likely to come, and a Native Nations March on Washington 

is scheduled for March 10. 

"I am in awe of the resilience and stamina the Sioux have shown," Cussen Anglada said. "I have 

so much respect for them standing up for what they believe in the face of the violent punishment 

they are facing, and I hope that many people will respond to their call for continued support." 

"People from all over the world are watching this movement," Kloft said. "It is giving people the 

courage and energy to fight against these multibillion-dollar corporations. It is offering a little 

light." 

Each of the people who went to Standing Rock expressed a desire to take what they have learned 

and translate it into their daily lives, by working to protect local watersheds, becoming more 

engaged in the concerns of indigenous peoples, and further educating others about Dakota 

Access and other environmental issues. 

Juarez, the Loras College student, is doing just that with her fellow students on campus. In light 

of the Army order, she is determined to maintain hope. By standing with Standing Rock, she 

said, water protectors and their allies have drawn attention back to the need to care for the Earth. 

"I hope that this will refuel people's fire of concern," she said. "We may be back to square one, 

but Mr. Trump does not speak for all of us. It is back to square one. We have faced this before, 

and we will stay strong." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-supporting-nodapl-movement-see-call-
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To Fight Urban Heat, Louisville Is Appealing to a Higher Power 

 

By Laura Bliss 

The Atlantic: CityLab 
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In the country’s fastest-warming urban heat island, places of worship are banding together to 

cool down. 

Louisville, Kentucky, is the nation’s fastest warming “urban heat island.” Local temperatures in 

the center of this city of 600,000* are significantly warmer than in surrounding rural areas, 

thanks to a uniquely sparse—and rapidly diminishing—urban tree canopy. Cars, parking lots, 

buildings, and heat-trapping construction materials don’t help, either. The effects of UHI vary 

from neighborhood to neighborhood; some spots can be as much as 10 degrees warmer than 

others within city limits. For the most vulnerable locals, the effect can be lethal: an analysis of 

the scorching summer of 2012 showed 53 people in the Louisville area alone died from causes 

likely related to human-amplified temperatures. Climate change is making things worse. 

But the Derby City also has unique strengths to play on. For one, America’s “city of 

compassion” is home to a growing diversity of religious communities, celebrated every year with 

the internationally recognized, week-long Festival of Faiths. Now, environmental and spiritual 

leaders are teaming up to help some of Louisville’s heat-fighting strategies take root in 

vulnerable neighborhoods—and to better align preaching and teaching with the city’s 

environmental needs. 

“This is about talking to folks we’re not used to talking to,” says Chris Chandler, the director of 

the Nature Conservancy’s urban conservation program. The Conservancy has partnered with the 

city of Louisville to help it deploy science-backed cooling strategies. “It’s about creating allies 

and working across different communities in inclusive way with new people.” 

The need for such outreach reflects the often-fractious relationship between the faith community 

and the secular one on climate issues: Surveys show that certain religious groups in the U.S. 

show less concern than others about environmental issues; many reject the influence of climate 

scientists and advocates like those at the Nature Conservancy. But a growing contingent of 

religious groups—including Evangelical Protestants, a group that represents the majority of 

believers in the Louisville area—are squaring their faith with science’s climate warnings. Some 

call it “creation care.” 

A vast body of research shows keeping urban canopies healthy and robust is one of the best 

guards against UHI. According to pioneering 2015 study commissioned by Louisville, a 40 

percent increase in urban tree cover in U.S. cities was found to decrease air temperatures by up 

to 10 degrees. More than 20 percent of annual heat-related deaths in Louisville could be avoided 

through city-led actions like robust tree-planting, according to Brian Stone, a UHI expert at 

Georgia Tech and the author of the 2015 study. 

But getting local property owners on board with tree-planting, especially in the neighborhoods 

that need shade most, is another question, Chandler says. The areas with the smallest share of 

canopy cover—and the hardest-hit by UHI—often have a lot other problems to contend with: 

racial and economic disparities, plus years of chronic neglect by the city. Planting and tending 

trees takes money and time. Yet the cooling benefits of healthy trees only accrue when entire 

neighborhoods invest in the effort. 
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If his organization was going to help Louisville, it needed to tap heavy influencers within its 

communities, Chandler realized, to see if they were willing to be models of environmental care. 

After attending a Festival of Faiths a few years ago, it hit him: houses of worship are bedrocks of 

community life in Louisville, and many of the city’s churches, mosques, and temples are already 

connected through the festival. So the Conservancy approached the Center for Interfaith 

Relations (CIR), the group that organizes the festival and promotes other expressions of 

interfaith action, to develop a landscape “audit” designed especially for religious communities. 

CIR leapt at the opportunity. 

“Talking about the environment wasn’t a random subject for us,” says Sarah Reed Harris, the 

managing director of CIR. Every mainline religion teaches the concept of planetary 

“stewardship” in one way or another, and green issues have been a frequent topic of conversation 

at the festival. The scope of threats to life on earth has clearly grown, she says. “What is new is 

the practice. It’s how to express stewardship in a contemporary context.” 

After a series of focus groups, the CIR recruited participants from an all-boys Catholic high 

school, an Episcopal church, and a mosque—all located in particularly hot spots around 

Louisville—to pilot a four-part landscape audit this past fall. The groups are now planning to 

overhaul their landscaping practices. But as a first step, they took an inventory of all the trees on 

their properties using the Conservancy’s Healthy Trees, Healthy Cities App. That app shows the 

environmental, economic, and health benefits of individual tree species, which helps users 

understand how landscaping choices can serve them or not. 

Second, the auditors mapped parts of their properties that best support wildlife and pollinators 

with another online tool. This doesn’t directly assist with cooling down landscapes, exactly, but 

birds and butterflies are a very effective way to draw people to nature. Next, the participants 

analyzed their landscape maintenance practices, looking for energy-reducing improvements. 

These three steps could serve any kind of property owner, religious or secular. It’s the last part of 

the audit sets it apart. Here, participants answered a series of questions that probed how the 

environment is woven into their faiths. Are there local wildflowers on altars and centerpieces? 

Are religious leaders holding services outdoors? Are sermons and teachings infused with 

observations about the local environment? “This is really about creating a change we can’t 

measure,” says Halida Hatic, CIR’s director of community relations and development. “It’s 

about reaching a broad base of people, and hopefully changing their own connection between 

faith and the outdoors.” 

Sikander Chowhan, chief strategic officer at Muslim Americans for Compassion and former 

board member at the River Road Mosque, served as the point of contact for the mosque’s 

auditing work. Prior to the audit, Chowhan says, his mosque had never appreciated how an 

overgrown wooded expanse in the back of its property could tie into Islamic teachings. Now, 

armed with scientific knowledge on how to put that tangle of trees to better service, Chowhan is 

spearheading plans to clear a small nature trail and plant a wildflower garden. The very act of 

revamping the landscape will serve as a conversation-starter among congregants, and maybe 

even a topic at services. He quotes the Quran: “And do good as Allah has been good to you. And 

do not seek to cause corruption in the earth.” 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/healthy-trees-healthy-cities/id960041669?mt=8
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“Faith-based organizations are the places people look for direction,” he says. “So hopefully we’ll 

get folks seeing what we’re doing to make things more beneficial, and becoming more aware of 

their own properties.” 

That’s the hope of the Nature Conservancy. At the very least, perhaps the intentions and goals of 

audit will trickle down to congregants. Meanwhile, feedback from the Louisville pilot is guiding 

the Conservancy as it packages the four-step audit into a ready-made, online handbook that any 

faith-based organization can use, accessible on the Conservancy’s website and that of 

GreenFaith, an organization specializing in connecting religious groups to conservation 

practices. 

The faith-based landscape audit is one small heat-fighting action among many others in 

Louisville. Following the recommendations of the 2015 study, Mayor Greg Fischer has set a goal 

of attaining a 45 percent tree canopy coverage citywide. The city is rounding out incentive 

programs to encourage all kinds of property owners to revamp rooftops and lawns to deflect 

more heat, and it’s revising its land-use plan to include trees and other natural infrastructure 

options to cool cities. 

These actions can serve as models for other places battling UHI—which is to say, nearly every 

city. Engaging communities through their places of worship seems a particularly promising 

approach. Progressive proponents of environmental causes often forget that nearly 90 percent of 

American adults say they believe in God with at least some level of certainty. With the global 

climate forecast growing increasingly apocalyptic, it may be the time for climate advocates to 

make a leap of faith. 
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Wasting water: Waiting for true wake-up call 

 

By Kari Pohl 

Global Sisters Report 

I recently returned to live in the United States after six years in Nicaragua, where I had become 

accustomed to irregular water service — or rather, the regular stoppages in water service. During 

the dry season and much of the rainy season, our water would go out in the morning and stay out 

until sometime in the afternoon. We'd considered ourselves fortunate, though — other barrios in 

the nation's capital only had water service for a couple of hours in the middle of the night. 

Meanwhile, in many rural communities, wells had gone completely dry. 

I watch what's happening with Earth's water, and I alternate between wanting to cry in sorrow 

and scream in rage. Bolivia lost its second largest lake last year when Lago Poopó completely 

dried up, taking with it the fish, birds and other wildlife the Uru-Murato people used to depend 
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on for their own survival. What does a traditional fishing culture do when there are no fish, when 

there's not even water? 

I hear about Flint, Michigan, and Valle de Siria, Honduras, where the water itself — the very 

thing that it supposed to give life — has become a poison, sickening thousands and causing 

damage that will reach into the next generation. 

I follow reports on the disappearance of the Aral Sea in Uzbekistan — which only a few decades 

ago was the world's fourth largest inland body of water and is now practically gone due to the 

avarice of just a handful of people insistent on cultivating cotton in a part of the world whose 

climate was never suitable for such a thirsty crop. How can such a miniscule group cause so 

much destruction? 

I read about Lake Turkana in Kenya — the world's largest desert lake, which is as risk of drying 

up due to the construction of a massive hydroelectric dam 100 miles upstream. I can't even wrap 

my mind around bodies of water of that size simply disappearing. 

I pray with Laudato Sí, and find myself drawn over and over again to paragraph 14, which, in 

English, states, "Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis 

have proved ineffective, not only because of powerful opposition but also because of a more 

general lack of interest." 

In the Spanish version, the same paragraph says, "Lamentablemente, muchos esfuerzos para 

buscar soluciones concretas a la crisis ambiental suelen ser frustrados no sólo por el rechazo de 

los poderosos, sino también por la falta de interés de los demás." (Translated: "Regrettably, 

many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis are usually frustrated, not 

only because of rejection by the powerful, but also because of a lack of interest among the rest.") 

The Spanish version is closer to my truth (and I like to think that it's closer to what Pope Francis 

intended to say): efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis haven't "proved 

ineffective" — they've been frustrated; and they haven't been frustrated by some vague 

"powerful opposition" — they've been frustrated by the powerful themselves. Efforts have been 

frustrated by bottling companies who buy entire aquifers right out from under municipalities; 

they've been frustrated by the mining/extraction and petrochemical industries, which show no 

motivation whatsoever in developing new techniques for accessing and processing raw materials 

that don't involve contaminating millions of gallons of ground water and/or dumping toxic 

residue into the nearest stream or river; they've been frustrated by the owners and managers of 

mega-farms who continue to use what limited water remains to grow cotton, sugarcane, tobacco, 

alfalfa, and other water-intensive crops in parts of the world whose climate is no longer (or never 

has been) able to support them; they've been frustrated by energy corporations who have no 

qualms about building massive ecosystem-destroying dams. 

Unlike in either version of Laudato Sí, however, I don't see a "lack of interest" — in me or in 

anyone else. What I see and experience is a sense of powerlessness, a feeling of being 

overwhelmed, a fear of being swallowed alive by forces far beyond what the average person can 

control. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-35376517
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/legacy-mining-operation-lingers-honduras-long-after-closure-41641
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-a0c4856e-1019-4937-96fd-8714d70a48f7
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/7959563.stm


Where do we go with this? Where do I go with this? 

We live in a world where money is power and where the accumulated wealth of 67 individuals is 

greater than the assets of 3.5 billion other people combined; where the laws are made by the 

powerful, for the powerful; where politicians are bought and sold; where lethal force is all-too-

often an acceptable tool to use against protesters, environmentalists, human rights workers or 

anyone who has the audacity to question the status quo. 

Where do we go with this? Where do I go with this? 

I think the main challenge isn't getting people (or me, for that matter) to care — it's to convince 

us that what we do really does make a difference. It's hard to persuade a poor farmer to fix her 

leaky faucet when the mega-producer down the road is also wasting water — not by the drop, but 

by the millions (billions? trillions?) of gallons because it costs less money to drain an entire 

water table and dig a new well than it does to revamp the system and introduce more efficient 

irrigation techniques. 

I've been inspired by the Standing Rock Sioux Nation, the Guardians of Yaoska in Nicaragua, 

and the Rak Chiang Khong group in Thailand and continue to look to them for guidance — 

individuals and groups of people who are willing to risk everything to protect and defend their 

water sources. I pray that I may someday be "there" — that I may be willing to put myself on the 

front line to protect the very thing that keeps us all alive, to protect the right of all of us to at least 

survive, and to protect the holy gift that God has given us. 

[Kari Pohl is a Sister of St. Joseph of Baden, Pennsylvania, who had been serving in Nicaragua 

until December 2016 in the fields of community health education and pastoral ministry.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/environment/wasting-water-waiting-true-

wake-call-44911 

 

 

February 15, 2017 

 

Native Americans opposing Dakota Access get a boost from Pope Francis 

 

By Steven Mufson  

Washington Post 

Two Native American tribes are fighting the Dakota Access oil pipeline in a federal court, but on 

Wednesday they appeared to get support from a higher authority — Pope Francis. 

Pope Francis, a longtime defender of indigenous rights, said that the need to reconcile 

development with those rights was “especially clear when planning economic activities that may 

interfere with indigenous cultures and their ancestral relationship to the Earth,” according to a 

report by Reuters. 

http://www.forbes.com/sites/forbesinsights/2014/03/25/the-67-people-as-wealthy-as-the-worlds-poorest-3-5-billion/#207df32590ab
http://www.latimes.com/nation/la-na-standing-rock-numbers-20161101-story.html
http://www.envio.org.ni/articulo/4931
https://www.mekongeye.com/2016/02/17/thai-communities-vow-to-appeal-against-laos-dam/
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/environment/wasting-water-waiting-true-wake-call-44911
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/environment/wasting-water-waiting-true-wake-call-44911


Although he did not mention the Dakota Access pipeline by name, the Vatican City press 

suggested Francis appeared to have that project in mind. “Do not allow those that destroy the 

Earth, which destroy the environment and the ecological balance, and which end up destroying 

the wisdom of peoples,” the pope said, according to Reuters. 

 

This was not the first time the pope has indirectly commented on U.S. issues. Earlier he 

criticized Donald Trump’s plan to build a wall on the border with Mexico. “In the social and 

civil context as well, I appeal not to create walls, but to build bridges,” Francis said, according to 

the AP. “To not respond to evil with evil. To defeat evil with good, the offense with forgiveness. 

A Christian would never say ‘you will pay for that.’ Never.” 

Building and burying an oil pipeline across four states is a question of earthly legal intricacies, 

not the views of the pope. 

Yet the tribes have appealed on religious grounds, saying the pipeline interferes with the exercise 

of beliefs. The Standing Rock Sioux and Cheyenne River Sioux tribes had asked in a filing last 

week that a D.C. federal judge halt construction of the Dakota Access pipeline because it would 

endanger what they called sacred waters of the Missouri River. 

“The waters of the Missouri are also sacred to the tribe and are central to the tribe’s practice of 

religion,” they said. They argued that the very presence of a pipeline below the river and Lake 

Oahe would “unbalance and desecrate the water.” 

The U.S. District judge, James Boasberg, declined to stop construction, but he scheduled an 

additional hearing on the matter for Feb. 27. 

“In this regard, the right to prior and informed consent (of native peoples) should always 

prevail,” the pope said on Wednesday, citing the 1997 U.N. Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. The pope, who spoke in Spanish, was addressing the Indigenous Peoples 

Forum in Rome. 

The tribes on Tuesday filed a new motion asking that construction be halted, alleging that the 

Army Corps of Engineers had violated the Administrative Procedures Act and the National 

Environmental Policy Act. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/02/15/native-americans-

opposing-dakota-access-get-a-boost-from-pope-francis/?utm_term=.b748470a63c7 
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Mapting: New photo-sharing app to popularize Sustainable Development Goals - Earth Charter 

 

By Dino De Francesco and Sarah Dobson 

Earth Charter Initiative  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/02/15/native-americans-opposing-dakota-access-get-a-boost-from-pope-francis/?utm_term=.b748470a63c7
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/02/15/native-americans-opposing-dakota-access-get-a-boost-from-pope-francis/?utm_term=.b748470a63c7


Discovering the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Earth Charter Principles while 

spreading a positive message about the future of our planet through picture and video sharing —

this is the idea behind Mapting, a new mobile app developed by Earth Charter International in 

collaboration with Soka Gakkai International (SGI). 

Mapting is a free tool that invites users to look for everyday actions that people take which help 

to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Then it´s as simple as snapping a photo 

or video and sharing it on a world map. 

Beyond a photo and video sharing app created to map positive actions worldwide, Mapting is 

also a learning tool. It was designed in such a way that each step, from the home page to the 

photo sharing process, offers an opportunity for its users to learn more about the 17 Goals and 

the principles of the Earth Charter. The app combines these two complementary frameworks, the 

SDGs and the Earth Charter, to build connections between the targets, or where we need to go 

(SDGs), and the fundamental shared values that we need to get there (the Earth Charter). 

Mapting was officially launched at an event called “Youth boosting the promotion and 

implementation of the SDGs” held at the United Nations Headquarters in New York on 10 

November 2016. Mapting received enthusiastic support from participants and NGOs. The app 

quickly had users from Mexico, Japan, Brazil, Switzerland and the US with more people joining 

every day. 

Mapting was created based on the belief that individuals, specifically young individuals, have 

power to initiate change. This app is a simple, entertaining way to discover and engage around 

the Global Goals and the Earth Charter with the potential to popularize and expand the 

movement for sustainable development. 

Download Mapting now for free at www.mapting.org to join people around the world who Snap 

& Map everyday acts that contribute to the SDGs. 

Authors: Dino De Francesco, Digital Communications Specialist and Sarah Dobson, Youth 

Projects Coordinator at Earth Charter International 

http://earthcharter.org/news-post/mapting-new-photo-sharing-app-popularize-sustainable-

development-goals/ 
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Pope Francis to activists: Stand with migrants, do not deny climate science, there is no such thing 

as ‘Islamic terrorism’ 

 

By Michael J. O'Loughlin  

America: The Jesuit Review 

http://www.mapting.org/
http://www.mapting.org/
http://earthcharter.org/news-post/mapting-new-photo-sharing-app-popularize-sustainable-development-goals/
http://earthcharter.org/news-post/mapting-new-photo-sharing-app-popularize-sustainable-development-goals/


In a letter written to a leaders of grassroots organizations and social movements meeting this 

week in California, Pope Francis said Christians must resist the temptation to demonize others, 

protect the earth and fight against “the invisible tyranny of money that only guarantees the 

privileges of a few.” 

Writing that the world is in the midst of an “historic turning point,” Francis said the “worsening 

crisis” presents both danger and opportunity, using language sure to recall tensions between 

some Catholic leaders and the fledgling Trump administration. 

“The grave danger is to disown our neighbors. When we do so, we deny their humanity and our 

own humanity without realizing it; we deny ourselves, and we deny the most important 

Commandments of Jesus,” Francis wrote in the letter, which was dated Feb. 10 and published in 

Spanish. 

Cardinal Peter Turkson, head of the Vatican’s department for Integral Human Development, read 

the pope’s letter on Feb. 16 to participants at the opening of the U.S. Regional World Meeting of 

Popular Movements meeting in Modesto, a new event based on similar international meetings 

previously held in Rome and in Bolivia. The California gathering includes participants from a 

dozen countries. 

“I know that you have committed yourselves to fight for social justice, to defend our Sister 

Mother Earth and to stand alongside migrants. I want to reaffirm your choice,” the pope’s letter 

read. 

In his letter, Francis condemned what he dubbed a global “hypocritical attitude” toward suffering 

and he called for more action to address a range of social ills. 

“Sooner or later, the moral blindness of this indifference comes to light, like when a mirage 

dissipates,” he wrote. “The wounds are there, they are a reality. The unemployment is real, the 

violence is real, the corruption is real, the identity crisis is real, the gutting of democracies is 

real.” 

Francis condemned leaders who rely on “fear, insecurity, quarrels, and even people’s justified 

indignation, in order to shift the responsibility for all these ills onto a ‘non-neighbor.’” 

Though he wrote in the letter that he was not speaking about any particular leaders but of “a 

social and political process that flourishes in many parts of the world” that “poses a grave danger 

for humanity,” the letter, delivered in a border state with a large Hispanic population, is sure to 

suggest tensions between church leaders and U.S. President Donald J. Trump. 

Last year, the pope said political leaders who propose building border walls were not Christian, a 

statement interpreted by the Trump campaign as a slight against the candidate. 

More recently, Catholic bishops in the United States have condemned several executive orders 

signed by Mr. Trump placing restrictions on immigration and refugee resettlement, including an 

executive order to move forward with plans to build a border wall. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/19/world/americas/pope-francis-donald-trump-christian.html
http://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2017/01/30/responding-trumps-ban-top-catholic-bishops-pledge-solidarity-muslim


Rather than looking to political leaders as models to solve the world’s various crises, the pope 

said in his letter that “Jesus teaches us a different path.” 

“Do not classify others in order to see who is a neighbor and who is not,” he wrote. “You can 

become neighbor to whomever you meet in need, and you will do so if you have compassion in 

your heart.” 

Francis also repeated his warning against describing terrorism as Islamic, another major theme of 

Mr. Trump’s campaign. 

“Christian terrorism does not exist, Jewish terrorism does not exist, and Muslim terrorism does 

not exist. They do not exist,” Francis wrote. 

“There are fundamentalist and violent individuals in all peoples and religions—and with 

intolerant generalizations they become stronger because they feed on hate and xenophobia,” he 

continued. 

Mr. Trump repeatedly criticized his predecessor for refusing to label acts of terror committed by 

Muslims “radical Islamic terrorism,” a phrase he has used often since his election. 

“By confronting terror with love, we work for peace,” the pope wrote. 

Finally, the pope reiterated his plea for believers to defend creation against exploitation, issuing a 

subtle warning against those who deny challenges facing the environment. 

The “ecological crisis is real,” the pope wrote, and though conceding that science “is not the only 

form of knowledge,” he said, “we also know what happens when we deny science and disregard 

the voice of Nature.” 

Mr. Trump has called climate change a hoax and vowed to loosen federal regulations designed to 

protect the environment in order to support business. 

For his part, the pope said the time to act to protect the environment is at hand. 

“Let us not fall into denial. Time is running out,” he warned. “Let us act. I ask you again—all of 

you, people of all backgrounds including native people, pastors, political leaders—to defend 

Creation.” 

http://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2017/02/17/pope-francis-activists-stand-

migrants-do-not-deny-climate-science-there 
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Pope says indigenous people must have final say about their land 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/2017/live-updates/politics/live-coverage-of-trumps-inauguration/trump-vows-to-eradicate-radical-islamic-terrorism/?utm_term=.834c1ddca555
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/11/us/politics/donald-trump-climate-change.html
http://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2017/02/17/pope-francis-activists-stand-migrants-do-not-deny-climate-science-there
http://www.americamagazine.org/politics-society/2017/02/17/pope-francis-activists-stand-migrants-do-not-deny-climate-science-there


 

By David Hill 

The Guardian  

In the 15th century papal bulls promoted and provided legal justification for the conquest and 

theft of indigenous peoples’ lands and resources worldwide - the consequences of which are still 

being felt today. The right to conquest in one such bull, the Romanus Pontifex, issued in the 

1450s when Nicholas V was the Pope, was granted in perpetuity. 

How times have changed. Last week, over 560 years later, Francis, the first Pope from Latin 

America, struck a rather different note - for indigenous peoples around the world, for land rights, 

for better environmental stewardship. He said publicly that indigenous peoples have the right to 

“prior and informed consent.” In other words, nothing should happen on - or impact - their land, 

territories and resources unless they agree to it. 

“I believe that the central issue is how to reconcile the right to development, both social and 

cultural, with the protection of the particular characteristics of indigenous peoples and their 

territories,” said Francis, according to an English version of his speech released by the Vatican’s 

press office. 

“This is especially clear when planning economic activities which may interfere with indigenous 

cultures and their ancestral relationship to the earth,” Francis went on. “In this regard, the right to 

prior and informed consent should always prevail, as foreseen in Article 32 of the [UN] 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Only then is it possible to guarantee peaceful 

cooperation between governing authorities and indigenous peoples, overcoming confrontation 

and conflict.” 

Francis was speaking to numerous indigenous representatives in Rome at the conclusion of the 

third Indigenous Peoples’ Forum held by the UN’s International Fund for Agricultural 

Development. 

The UN’s Declaration - non-legally-binding - was adopted 10 years ago. Article 32 says “states 

shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peoples concerned through their 

own representative institutions in order to obtain their free and informed consent prior to the 

approval of any project affecting their lands or territories and other resources, particularly in 

connection with the development, utilization or exploitation of mineral, water or other 

resources.”  

Francis also told his audience “humanity is committing a grave sin in not caring for the earth”, 

and urged them to resist new technologies which “destroy the earth, which destroy the 

environment and the ecological balance, and which end up destroying the wisdom of peoples.” 

He called on governments to enable indigenous peoples to fully participate in developing 

“guidelines and projects”, both locally and nationally.  

Various mainstream media including the BBC, The Independent and the Washington Post 

interpreted Francis’s speech as a comment, or an apparent comment, on the current Dakota 

http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2017/02/15/170215a.html
http://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2017/02/15/170215a.html
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/IPeoples/Pages/Declaration.aspx
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/dakota-access-pipeline


Access Pipeline conflict in the US - almost as if that was the only conflict over indigenous 

peoples’ land they were aware of. But what about everyone and everywhere else? Such 

interpretations were swiftly rejected by a Vatican spokesperson, who was reported as saying 

“there’s no element in his words that would give us a clue to know if he was talking about any 

specific cases.” 

So what do some of those who were with Francis that day think of his speech? How significant 

was it? 

Myrna Cunningham, a Miskita activist from Nicaragua and former Chairperson of the UN’s 

Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, says the Pope was sending several main messages. 

These included the “need to reconcile the right to development with indigenous peoples’ spiritual 

and cultural specificities and territories”, and the importance of the UN Declaration and consent 

which was, she says, “in a way a response to indigenous demands.” 

“I expected a strong message but his position exceeded my expectations,” Cunningham told the 

Guardian. “He is truly clear about the struggles of our people and an important voice to make our 

demands be heard.” 

Elifuraha Laltaika, from the Association for Law and Advocacy for Pastoralists in Tanzania, says 

it was a “timely wake-up call to governments.” 

“[His comments] come at time when, instead of scaling up, governments increasingly violate and 

look with suspicion at the minimum standards in the UN Declaration,” he told the Guardian. 

“Without heeding Pope Francis’s call, life would undoubtedly become more miserable for 

indigenous peoples than ever before. Greed towards extraction of hydrocarbons and minerals 

will open up additional fault-lines, heightening indigenous peoples’ poverty and inability to deal 

with impacts of climate change and a myriad of other challenges.”  

For Alvaro Pop, a Maya Q’eqchi man from Guatemala, Francis’s remarks demonstrate his 

ongoing commitment to indigenous peoples’ rights. 

“Indigenous peoples have been the guardians of their resources for centuries,” says Pop, another 

former Chairperson of the UN’s Permanent Forum. “Free, prior and informed consent is one of 

the most important issues of the 21st century. The Pope’s comments are truly significant.” 

Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, a Kankanaey Igorot woman from the Philippines and now the UN’s 

Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, says Francis’s comments illustrate his 

“understanding of the importance” of implementing the UN Declaration. 

“His view that a bigger chance of overcoming confrontation and conflict between indigenous 

peoples and governing authorities can be achieved if prior and informed consent is respected 

echoes what many indigenous peoples have always stated,” Tauli-Corpuz told the Guardian.  

Les Malezer, from Australia, describes it as “gratifying” that the Pope took such a “strong 

stance” on the need to respect indigenous peoples’ rights, and says he took the opportunity to 



raise with him the “Doctrine of Discovery” - the international legal concept grounded in the 15th 

century papal bulls. 

“Each person in our audience had the opportunity to say a very few words to the Pope as he 

came around the room,” Malezer, from Queensland, told the Guardian. “I asked the Pope to 

continue to review the Doctrine of Discovery which was followed by many instances of genocide 

of indigenous peoples and the taking of their lands. Also I requested the Catholic Church seek to 

raise awareness worldwide of the situation and rights of indigenous peoples.” 

In asserting indigenous peoples’ right to consent, Francis was echoing - and giving sustenance to 

- a growing body of international law and jurisprudence binding on governments, and guidelines, 

principles or operating procedures adopted by some financial institutions, UN agencies and 

private sector groups. According to a 2013 report by UN-REDD on the international legal basis 

for what is known as “FPIC” - free, prior and informed consent - “More than 200 States have 

ratified numerous international and regional treaties and covenants that expressly provide for, or 

are now interpreted to recognise, a State duty and obligation to obtain FPIC where the 

circumstances so warrant.”  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/feb/20/pope-indigenous-

people-final-say-land 
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The Indigenous Environment Network Responds to Forced Evacuation of DAPL Resistance 

Camps 

 

By Jade Begay and Nina Smith 

Common Dreams 

CANNON BALL, ND - At  2 pm CT on February 22, 2017, water protectors at the Oceti 

Sakowin camp were evicted by the Army Corps of Engineers. Despite efforts from camp leaders 

requesting more time to clean up the camp, the Army Corp remained firm with its plans to vacate 

the camp. The Army Corp claims jurisdiction of the land that the camp is located on even though 

the land is within the unceded Fort Laramie Treaty land and territories. 

  

Individuals who voluntarily left camp prior to 2 o’clock had the choice to take a bus to be 

transported to an evacuation center, or relocate to other campsites outside of the eviction zone. 

Water protectors remaining in the camp now face risk of arrest. 

  

There are three other campsites in the area for water protectors to relocate to: Sacred Stone, 

Cheyenne River, and 7th Generation camps. 

  

Various law enforcement jurisdictions were on site including Morton County Sheriff's, North 

Dakota State Highway Patrol and the North Dakota National Guard and National Park Service 

Rangers. The Bureau of Indian Affairs Law Enforcement established a traffic checkpoint and 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/feb/20/pope-indigenous-people-final-say-land
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/feb/20/pope-indigenous-people-final-say-land


barricade on Standing Rock Sioux Tribe reservation land, on Highway 1806, to the south of the 

Cannonball River bridge. 

  

The following is a statement by Tom Goldtooth, the Executive Director of the Indigenous 

Environmental Network:  

 "We are appalled by today’s forced evacuations of indigenous people at the Camp at Standing 

Rock, they are a violent and unnecessary infringement on the constitutional right of water 

protectors to peacefully protest and exercise their freedom of speech. It hinders the camp cleanup 

process and creates confusion and chaos that puts the Missouri River at risk of pollution from 

construction and camping debris.  

 “Today’s expulsion is a continuation of a centuries old practice, where the U.S. Government 

forcefully removes Indigenous people from our lands and territories. We urge supporters of the 

water protectors to continue to resist this travesty by organizing mass mobilizations, distributed 

actions, speaking out against the violations of the Treaty rights of the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 

and the Seven Council Fires of the Great Sioux Nation, and continuing to source up the capacity 

for litigation and grassroots organizing against the Dakota Access pipeline.  

 “Our hearts are not defeated. The closing of the camp is not the end of a movement or fight, it is 

a new beginning. They cannot extinguish the fire that Standing Rock started. It burns within each 

of us. We will rise, we will resist, and we will thrive. We are sending loving thoughts to the 

water protectors along the banks of the Cannonball River, today. May everyone be as safe as can 

be. #noDAPL”  

 

Indigenous Environment Network 

Contact:  

Jade Begay, jade@ienearth.org, 505-699-4791  

Nina Smith, nina@megaphonestrategies.com, 301-717-9006 

http://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/02/23/indigenous-environment-network-

responds-forced-evacuation-dapl-resistance-camps 

 

February 25, 2017  

‘Great world war for water’ may be looming, Pope Francis says 

RT 

Water scarcity may cause conflict and the whole globe may be on its way to a great world war 

over water, Pope Francis has warned, adding that the situation is very “urgent.”  

“The right to water is essential for the survival of persons and decisive for the future of 

humanity,” Pope Francis said during a meeting with international experts participating in a 

http://report.mynewsletterbuilder.com/t.js?s=58af2ebab8d95bbb7f002489&u=37767508&v=3&key=2146&skey=8432e38122&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.facebook.com%2Fhashtag%2Fnodapl%3Fsource%3Dfeed_text%26story_id%3D10106372940258443
http://www.ienearth.org/
mailto:jade@ienearth.org
mailto:nina@megaphonestrategies.com
http://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/02/23/indigenous-environment-network-responds-forced-evacuation-dapl-resistance-camps
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‘Dialogue on Water’ at the Pontifical Academy of Sciences on February 24, as cited by 

americamagazine.org.  

“All people have a right to safe drinking water,” he said, adding “I ask [myself] if in this 

piecemeal third world war that we are living through, are we not going toward a great world 

war for water?” 

Pope Francis said that the figures on water published by the United Nations cannot leave the 

world indifferent. 

“Every day, a thousand children die of illness linked to water and contaminated water is 

consumed by millions of people every day… This situation must be stopped and reversed. 

Fortunately, this is not impossible, but it is urgent,” the pontiff said, as cited by ANSA news 

agency. 

A February 2017 report from the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) states that 

“groundwater sources are being depleted rapidly,” citing “water scarcities” as one of the major 

problems.   

“Mankind's future ability to feed itself is in jeopardy due to intensifying pressures on natural 

resources, mounting inequality, and the fallout from a changing climate,” it said. 

In 2016, UN Water released a report saying that about 663 million people “lack ready access to 

improved sources of drinking water, while the number of people without reliable access to water 

of good enough quality to be safe for human consumption is at least 1.8 billion.”   

Since Catholic cardinals elected him as pope in March 2013, Pope Francis has become known 

for his liberal approach and emotional, caring statements that reach out to the poor and sexual 

minorities. 

In 2015, Pope Francis warned that those harming the environment and the “powerful of the 

earth” will face the wrath of God of they don’t protect the environment and make sure everyone 

has enough to eat. 

During a UN summit in 2015, he stated that helping the poor and excluded is part of saving the 

planet. 

Without referring to any specific countries or individuals, the pontiff blasted a “selfish and 

boundless thirst for power and material prosperity,” leading to “both to the misuse of available 

natural resources and to the exclusion of the weak and disadvantaged.” 

https://www.rt.com/news/378581-pope-francis-water-war/ 
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Pope goes electric, sets example for world leaders  

 

By Julia Travers 

NationofChange 

“Humanity is called to recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production and consumption, 

in order to combat this warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it.” 

Pope Francis, long known for his commitment to environmental stewardship, has taken his call 

for climate action one step further. He now owns an electric car, a Nissan LEAF. 

The LEAF was given to the Pope in late February by German asset manager and mathematician 

Jochen Wermuth. The Pope’s Nissan LEAF can travel up to 107 miles with a 30 kilowatt-hour 

battery. Wermuth tried to give the Pope a Tesla Model S electric limousine but the Pope 

preferred a smaller vehicle. The two men took a small test drive through the Vatican. Wermuth 

drove and the Pope sat next to him in the front seat. 

Pope Francis is “the last superstar of mankind,” Wermuth said. He also described the Pope as an 

example for other heads of state as well as every man on Earth. 

Wermuth’s connection with the Vatican extends beyond this eco-friendly gift. Wermuth’s asset 

management firm is working with the Vatican to update the Holy See’s investment strategy in 

line with the Pope’s climate views. They are using his 2015 encyclical, Laudato si’: On Care for 

Our Common Home, as a guide. 

“Humanity is called to recognize the need for changes of lifestyle, production and consumption, 

in order to combat this warming or at least the human causes which produce or aggravate it,” the 

Pope said in his encyclical. 

Wermuth is known for giving the largest donation ever to the Greens, Germany’s environmental 

party. The 47-year-old Protestant supported the Greens’ election campaigns in Berlin, Baden-

Württemberg and Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, donating around $630,000. Wermuth worked for 

Deutsche Bank in Russia in the 90s and is now a proponent of divesting from fossil fuels, 

Spiegel Online reported. 

http://www.nationofchange.org/2017/03/03/pope-goes-electric-sets-example-world-leaders/ 
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As the Asia-Oceania Meeting of Religious XVII wrapped up March 3 in Yangon, Myanmar, 

participants said they would carry with them a renewed commitment to their responsibility as 

eco-citizens, the message of environmental care to their congregations and beyond, and an 

affirmation of the meeting's importance in strengthening the work of religious in the region. 

The conference's theme, "A Call for Global Ecological Conversion," used Pope Francis' 

encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home" and his papal bull, Misericordia 

Vultus, which introduced the Holy Year of Mercy, as spiritual frameworks in exploring issues 

related to the environment and climate change. 

Participants said the message of caring for the Earth, countering climate change and helping 

communities that global warming affects most will continue beyond the five-day Asia-Oceania 

Meeting of Religious, known by its acronym, AMOR. 

"By doing this, we have done something for the whole Catholic church and the church in 

Myanmar," Sr. Margaret Maung, president of the Catholic Religious Conference of Myanmar, 

a Sister of Our Lady of the Missions and chairwoman of the 19-member working committee, 

said in an interview. "By the presentations and the table sharing and interacting, we came to 

know each other and the reality of the church, and that we are one with the Earth and the 

strengths and weaknesses of the environment and climate change." 

A keynote address by Yangon Cardinal Charles Bo on the first day, Feb. 27, set the tone for the 

gathering of 132 participants from 21 countries. Country reports from Bangladesh, India, Korea, 

New Zealand and others showed the effects of climate change and pollution, as well as specific 

concerns, such as use of nuclear power in Japan in the wake of the 2011 Fukushima nuclear 

disaster. 

In subsequent days, participants explored more deeply the meaning of eco-spirituality and the 

inherent Asian spirituality that celebrates "contemplative consciousness" and "ecological 

consciousness understood as awareness and sensitivity to the interconnectedness of all beings 

and things on Earth," as Claretian Fr. Samuel Canilang, director of the Institute for Consecrated 

Life in Asia, said in his presentation. 

"Asians don't need anyone to tell us the environment is sacred," he said. "It is natural to us." 

Not long ago, Canilang said, Asians may have felt self-conscious focusing such attention on the 

spirituality of the natural world, lest others accuse them of being pantheistic. But Laudato Si' is 

liberating Asians to speak of their relationship with nature, he said. 

Moreover, the Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life and Societies of Apostolic Life in 

its document "Contemplate" reminds consecrated men and women of the call to ecological 

conversion, he said. 

"The new relationship with the natural environment, which the congregation describes as 

'relational circularity,' calls for a new spirituality, one that is ecological and contemplative," 

Canilang said. 
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Among other presentations, participants listened to best-selling Myanmar author Sayama 

Ju, whose novels and writings often focus on ecological themes. They heard from Caritas 

Myanmar about its work with ethnic populations and small farmers in encouraging sustainable 

crops and agricultural methods, as well as the organization's continued recovery for the 

thousands affected by a 2008 tropical cyclone. 

They visited a government-run agricultural research center that focuses in part on the 

development and use of organic fertilizers and seeds. 

In his homily during closing Mass, Bo said participants should not fear taking on corporate 

giants and governments that would harm the environment. 

"You are like David," he said. "You face the Goliath of governments, cronies, business interests 

who would like to mutilate our Earth, our mother, our sister. But be armed with conviction." 

In a follow-up interview with GSR, Bo said in urging religious women and men to take on 

corporate and government interests, the needs of people who live in poverty and ethnic 

communities caught in the middle of conflicts over natural resources have to be a key concern. 

He hoped the AMOR conference would serve as inspiration for women and men religious to "be 

more outspoken regarding ecological issues and destruction of natural resources and 

deforestation, especially connected with armed groups and ethnic groups and military armed 

groups," he said. "More and more, we are trying to speak out, especially the religious as well as 

some of the bishops, for ecological justice and economic justice. These two things are linked 

together." 

Yet amid the need for strategic planning, fundraising and other aspects of undertaking missions, 

he cautioned religious communities about losing their spiritual dimension and encouraged them 

to focus on people who live in poverty. 

"Our biggest temptation today is to become an NGO," he said in his homily, underlining Francis' 

message for all religious "to return to simplicity." 

Many participants took heart particularly that the conference was in Myanmar, itself a country 

emerging from 60 years of military rule and isolation. 

"We are coming from the area where we had war for many years and always feeling like we 

were the people who suffered," said Sr. Christa Mariathas of the Holy Family province in Sri 

Lanka, a country that endured a 25-year civil war that ended in 2009. "Sometimes we become 

furious because we didn't have opportunities, but [Myanmar] is opening once again to be with 

other countries. We feel that we are the same and we can come out of our boundaries just to 

embrace all nature." 

Several sisters told GSR that they were going to adopt practical means of furthering the recycling 

and ecological efforts of their communities. 

http://www.caritas.org/2008/11/myanmar-cyclone-crisis/
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Sr. Angelina Ng, a contemplative Carmelite nun from Singapore, said her community has been 

doing a renovation project, and workers have strewn trash around the worksite. She said she 

would get recycling bins and start recycling materials from the site. 

Others mentioned expanding gardens, using more organic fertilizers and undertaking more 

awareness-building at parishes and schools on the need to reduce, reuse and recycle. 

Many say the meeting was important not only for the ecological message but for the opportunity 

to connect with women religious from other countries. 

"I love AMOR," said Sr. Maria Vianney Hoang Thi Diep, an Our Lady of the Missions sister in 

Vietnam. "I love the way we put energy together to find ways to become ecological citizens. 

That is new for me, to become an ecological citizen." 

She said she plans to tell her sisters to be more aware of ecological sensitivities and raise 

awareness with those they work with. 

"I also like the connection between contemplation, communion and mission," which was a focus 

of the meeting, she said. 

"When you contemplate, you are one with God, and you feel God's love for oneself, and you can 

see the love of God is present in nature," she said. "When you have deeper communion with 

God, you can have deeper communion with self, with another and with nature. And then it links 

to mission to do something to care for others and do something to care for our Earth." 

AMOR began in 1972 as a forum for women religious in Asia to meet every two to four years to 

focus on particular themes. This year, men for the first time were invited to attend, as a 

recognition of the broadness of the topic. Women religious will continue to organize AMOR, but 

men will continue to be invited to participate in future sessions. The next gathering will be in 

Indonesia or Bangladesh in 2021. 

Sisters from different congregations and countries networked during meals and tea breaks. 

During an evening of entertainment, some performed impromptu songs from their countries, and 

all sang a united rendition of "Lord, We Thank You" in English. 

The event and the participation pleased AMOR organizers. 

"We became close with each other and shared how we are doing with our ministries, to share 

resources, share materials and whatever we come across in congregations," Maung told GSR. 

Sr. Eden Panganiban, one of the event's facilitators, said she hadn't participated in previous 

AMOR gatherings and said she found the networking and interaction valuable. Yet follow-

through is important so connections continue, she said. 

"Part of the reawakening or rebirth would be that AMOR is to really take up a mission for Asia-

Pacific on how consecrated women with the support of men could be a voice in the region," she 

http://www.ocd.pcn.net/ocd/n3_singap.htm


said. "AMOR would have its own particular mission for that and become even a prophetic voice 

within the church structure." 

A statement summarizing the theme and goals of the meeting was drafted and discussed. 

Participants received this version March 5: 

 

https://www.scribd.com/document/341326224/Asia-Oceania-Meeting-of-Religious-XVII-

statement  

[Gail DeGeorge is editor of Global Sisters Report. Her email address 

is gdegeorge@ncronline.org. Follow her on Twitter: @GailDeGeorge.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/asia-oceania-meeting-religious-inspires-eco-

citizens-45421 
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Native Americans march to the White House in spiritual battle against pipeline 

 

By Lilly Fowler  

Religion News Service      

 

Washington - On a cold rainy morning, members of the American Indian tribes shouted "Water 

is sacred" and "Keep it in the soil; can’t drink oil" as they marched toward the White House. 

The March 10 protest against the Dakota Access pipeline included hundreds of Native 

Americans, some dressed in traditional feather headbands and ponchos. 

They beat drums and danced as they made their way through the streets. 

The march came after a federal judge on Tuesday denied a request by the Standing Rock Sioux 

and Cheyenne River tribes to halt construction of the pipeline. 

American Indian tribes have long argued that the $3.8 billion underground pipeline — 

which would run nearly 1,200 miles from oil fields in North Dakota to an existing pipeline in 

Illinois — endangers cultural sites and drinking water that comes from the Missouri River. The 

pipeline's path would come within a half-mile of the Sioux reservation. 

The government had intended to further study the environmental effects of the Dakota Access 

pipeline, but President Trump directed an expedited approval process after assuming office. 

The protest, which began at the Army Corps of Engineers office, included a stop in front of 

Trump International Hotel in downtown D.C. 
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Faith leaders and members of various religious denominations featured prominently among 

protesters. 

Colin Douglas, 32, a pastor of Nixa Christian Church in Springfield, Mo., said eight Disciples of 

Christ ministers traveled to participate in the event, dubbed "Native Nations Rise." 

"This is a personal fight for me," Douglas said, noting that his family has Native American roots. 

"I also believe water is a gift from God. Whenever we endanger it, we sin." 

Muslims, too, stood alongside the American Indian tribes. 

Yasmin Rizvi, 52, a retired schoolteacher, and her daughter Hena Rizvi, 25, a sales 

representative, traveled from Pennsylvania. As Shiite Muslims, they said, they could identify 

with the threat Native Americans face because history tells them other Muslims have confronted 

similar obstacles. 

"Water is the basic need of life," Yasmin said. 

The Rev. Jakob Thibault of Providence, R.I., said he believes "there’s kind of a blindness to 

indigenous issues" in much of the country. 

But he said Christianity teaches him "that we don’t accept the status quo." 

https://religionnews.com/2017/03/10/native-americans-march-to-the-white-house-in-spiritual-

battle-against-pipeline/ 
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Pope receives electric car, as studies for an all-renewables Vatican underway 

 

By Brian Roewe   

National Catholic Reporter  

El Papa's got a brand new car. And it's electric. 

In December, Pope Francis received a Nissan Leaf electric car as a birthday present from Jochen 

Wermuth of Wermuth Asset Management, a German investment firm focused on sustainability. 

The gift was made public in late February. 

Later this year, the firm itself plans to make an additional 10 electric vehicles accessible for a 

three-month period as part of a Vatican electricity mobility pilot project. 

In addition, Wermuth Asset Management has pledged to prepare for the pope four studies that 

aim to make the Holy See one of the first nation-states in the world to be completely emissions-

https://religionnews.com/2017/03/10/native-americans-march-to-the-white-house-in-spiritual-battle-against-pipeline/
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free and run entirely on renewable energy. Specifically, the studies will examine how the Vatican 

can: 

 run on 100-percent renewable power; 

 move to 100-percent emissions-free mobility; 

 use electric vehicle batteries for power storage; 

 align its capital with the goals of Francis' encyclical on the environment and human 

ecology "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home." 

Taken together, the studies hope to show that such sustainable steps are not just good for the 

environment but can be done by any group today in a way that's ultimately profitable, said 

Wermuth, the firm's chief investment officer, in a press release. 

As for Francis' new ride, he said that the pope using an all-electric car "is great news for the 

world" and sets an example for other heads of state, and all people, to follow. 

"Today it is no longer just morally right, it is also cheaper to own an electric car compared to a 

combustion engine car," Wermuth said. "The Pope is moving from sharing his views on the 

world via his encyclical Laudato Si' … to implementing the Laudato Si'." 

In his June 2015 encyclical, Francis said, "There is an urgent need to develop policies so that, in 

the next few years, the emission of carbon dioxide and other highly polluting gases can be 

drastically reduced, for example, substituting for fossil fuels and developing sources of 

renewable energy." 

The pope later in the document stressed "the use of high polluting fossil fuels … needs to be 

progressively replaced without delay," but also recognized that there currently is minimal access 

in the world to clean and renewable energy. While some countries have made progress, Francis 

said, "There is still a need to develop adequate storage technologies" for renewable energy more 

widely. 

"Investments have also been made," he noted, "in means of production and transportation which 

consume less energy and require fewer raw materials, as well as in methods of construction and 

renovating buildings which improve their energy efficiency. But these good practices are still far 

from widespread." 

A global effort, Francis said, is essential to addressing environmental and social problems. 

"Interdependence obliges us to think of one world with a common plan," he wrote in the 

encyclical. 

The pope reiterated that message ahead of the two United Nations climate summits that followed 

the encyclical's release. 

Before COP 21 — which resulted in the Paris Agreement among 195 nations to hold average 

global temperature rise between 1.5 degrees and 2 degrees Celsius — Francis said at a U.N. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/global/pope-calls-eliminating-carbon-use-says-failure-paris-would-be-catastrophic


office in Nairobi that the meeting must develop a new global energy system based on minimal 

fossil fuel use, energy efficiency and "use of energy sources with little or no carbon content." 

Ahead of COP22, he stressed that individual or national action "is not enough" to address a 

complex issue like climate change, but, quoting Laudato Si', "instead it is necessary to 

implement a responsible collective response truly intended to 'work together in building our 

common home.'" 

At COP22, held in November in Marrakech, Morocco, the Climate Vulnerable Forum — 

consisting of 48 developing countries most vulnerable to climate change — pledged to meet 100-

percent domestic renewable production "as rapidly as possible," and by no later than 2050. 

Along with Germany and Mexico, the United States also submitted a long-term low-emissions 

strategy that sought to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 80 percent below 2005 levels by 

2050. That plan, introduced under former President Barack Obama, was viewed as "somewhat 

wishful" at the time, and now is unlikely to be acted upon by the Trump administration, which 

has promised to increase fossil fuel production and cut environmental regulations. 

Francis is not the first pope to drive electric. In 2012, French carmaker Renault donated two 

electric vehicles to Pope Benedict XVI, himself nicknamed the "green pope" for his own writings 

on ecology and creation care, as well as overseeing the installation of a solar array atop the Paul 

VI audience hall and plans for $660 million solar power plant. In 2011, an auto contest sought 

designs for an "eco-friendly" popemobile. 

Before the Nissan Leaf, Francis was driven around Rome in a compact Ford Focus, which he 

swapped in lieu of a Mercedes limo. During his U.S. visit in September 2015, he was ushered 

around in a tiny Fiat 500L. According to the German newspaper Der Spiegel, Francis was first 

offered a Tesla Model S but declined, opting for the more modest Leaf. 

"A car is necessary to do a lot of work, but please, choose a more humble one. If you like the 

fancy one, just think about how many children are dying of hunger in the world," Francis told a 

group of young priests in July 2013, adding "It hurts me when I see a priest or a nun with the 

latest model car." 

A goal of the Wermuth EV pilot project is to show that electric mobility can be both good for the 

environment as well as profitable for the Vatican or any community when compared to 

combustion-engine cars. 

During a conference in January on Laudato Si', Catholic investing and clean energy, Wermuth 

argued that electric vehicles have reached a level where they're economical alternatives to 

combustion-engine cars, which he linked to a bevy of health conditions, beyond climate change, 

that are exacerbated by the burning of fossil fuels: among them, cancer, asthma and allergies. 

"It is economic nonsense today, when a Nissan Leaf costs Euro 20,000 and consumes only one-

third the energy," he said of combustion-engine vehicles. 
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Wermuth, who is Protestant, added later in an interview with NCR at the conference that "A 

green industrial revolution is under way because renewable power and electric cars are now 

competitive. 

"This means that the goals of Laudato Si' can now be profitably implemented while serving the 

poor. Anyone staying invested in fossil fuels risks losing its capital in addition to causing cancer 

and climate change," he said. 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him on 

Twitter: @BrianRoewe. Marie Venner contributed to this report.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/pope-receives-electric-car-studies-explore-all-

renewables-vatican-underway 
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Strengthened by Standing Rock, Native Americans march on D.C. What's next for the 

movement? 

 

By Elizabeth Flock and Iman Smith 

PBS  

 

Despite bitter cold, wind, rain and hail, hundreds of members of Native American tribes and 

supporters from around the country turned out Friday to march on the White House, in an effort 

to turn the momentum of the Standing Rock protests into a more sustained movement for native 

rights. 

The march and a rally in Lafayette Square across from the White House came after four days of 

protest, prayer and lobbying on Capitol Hill, where Native communities called for the protection 

of natural resources and demanded the new administration honor treaties with indigenous 

peoples.  

Those issues were drawn into sharp focus last year during the months-long fight over the Dakota 

Access Pipeline at the Standing Rock reservation. Oil is set to flow as early as next week through 

the pipeline, a $3.8 billion, 1,172-mile project running from North Dakota to Illinois.  

“Since the very beginning, we understood that Dakota Access was just one part of a greater fight 

for indigenous rights and indigenous sovereignty,” said Dallas Goldtooth of the Indigenous 

Environmental Network, one of the more active groups behind the Dakota Access protests at 

Standing Rock. 

Last July, the Standing Rock Sioux and Cheyenne River Sioux Tribes filed a lawsuit to stop the 

pipeline’s construction, sparking months of protests. In court filings, they said the pipeline 

“threatens the Tribe’s environmental and economic well-being and would damage and destroy 

sites of great historic, religious and cultural significance.”  
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On his fifth day in office, President Donald Trump gave the green light to the Dakota Access 

Pipeline, as well as the Keystone XL pipeline, which indigenous groups have also protested. The 

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which issues permits for all water crossings, granted a final 

easement required to complete for the Dakota Access Pipeline last month. 

The executive order and Army Corps decision was a blow for opponents of the pipeline. But 

Goldtooth said the momentum from the fight signaled the start of a larger movement.  

“That resistance is growing,” he said. “The fire of Standing Rock burns brightly in countless 

communities across the country, native and non-native.” 

On Friday, indigenous groups were joined by Democratic Rep. Tulsi Gabbard of Hawaii, along 

with celebrities, environmental groups, peace activists, veterans, college students and nonprofits 

working on First Amendment and LGBT rights.  

Logan Betts, a student at George Washington University, decided to come to the march after 

following the protests at Standing Rock — including reports of violent confrontations between 

law enforcement officials and protesters in November — for months in the news.  

“Today, if they can stand out in the cold, then we can come out and support them,” Betts said.  

Veterans for Peace, a nonprofit that promotes alternatives to war, said members of the group 

from Arizona, New York, Michigan, North Carolina and Mexico traveled to Washington to 

participate.  

Douglas Ryder, 70, a veteran from Durham, N.C. who attended the march, said he was 

concerned that President Trump was too focused on strengthening the military instead of 

providing more federal funding for issues like environmental protection. 

“I’m here to speak for those who have no voice: the water, the children, the seven generations 

coming down the road,” Ryder said. “Our policies are taking away resources from essential 

issues.” 

Before taking office, Trump’s transition team met twice with tribal leaders from around the 

country, according to reports from Politico and the Indian Country Media Network. But the 

community remains wary. The White House did not respond to NewsHour’s request for 

comment on its relationship with the Native American community. 

Four Arrows, an indigenous member of Veterans for Peace, said the country’s hawkish foreign 

policy and approach to energy development began negatively impacting indigenous people and 

the environment long before Trump got elected. Still, he said, he appreciated that people were 

becoming aware of the issues. 

“When Trump was elected we had a lot of non-Indians supporting us, almost 15,000 people at 

Standing Rock, crying and mad, and the Indian people, we were all just sort of smiling,” said 

Four Arrows, a former dean of education at Oglala Lakota College. “And finally one Lakota 
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woman went over to a lady … and said, ‘Honey welcome to our world.’ Because we’ve been 

living with this for 200 years.” 

“This is in your face now. Americans are waking up.” 

The good news, he added, “is this is in your face now. Americans are waking up, and starting to 

realize what we’ve done in killing the indigenous worldview [and] the biodiversity of the 

planet.” 

Though the battle over the Dakota Access Pipeline may be lost, indigenous advocates on Friday 

said they are seeking to use that battle — and the tactics they learned there — as a segue to 

launch a broader fight over other pipelines.  

One of the targets is the 148-mile Trans-Pecos Pipeline, which will carry natural gas to Mexico, 

passing through the Big Bend region’s Chihuahuan Desert, one of the most biologically diverse 

areas in the country. The Society of Native Nations has erected a camp there to help stop the 

pipeline, in collaboration with local communities. 

The Trans-Pecos pipeline is being constructed by Texas-based Energy Transfer Partners — the 

same company building the Dakota Access Pipeline.  

Vicki Granado, a spokeswoman for the company, wrote in an email that while “we respect that 

there are a number of opinions on our country’s need for more infrastructure,” domestic demand 

for oil, gas and other fossil fuel-based products “is only increasing, not decreasing.”  

Trans-Pecos isn’t the only pipeline indigenous groups plan to protest this year. Others include 

the Bayou Bridge Pipeline, which would transport oil to refineries in Louisiana and cut across 

the Atchafalaya Basin, the country’s largest swamp and a natural heritage area; and the Sabal 

Trail Pipeline, which would carry natural gas from Alabama to central Florida. 

Environmentalists say the Sabal Trail Pipeline could damage the Floridan aquifer system, which 

provides drinking water to millions of people in the region. Protests over the Sabal Trail Pipeline 

have already led to dozens of arrests. 

The march on Friday was about more than just pipelines, however.  

Krissy White, 22, and Steven Thompson-Oakes, 26 –members of the Mohawk tribe who came to 

Friday’s event from Akwesasne, New York — said they opposed the continued contamination of 

water from old power plants near their reservation. According to NOAA, Alcoa and General 

Motors plants dumped toxic pollutants into the Grasse and St. Lawrence rivers around 

Akwesasne over several decades. 

Thompson-Oakes said the showdown at Standing Rock encouraged him and White to fight back 

in their community.  

http://transpecospipelinefacts.com/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/new-pipeline-clashes-call-standing-rock-playbook/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/new-pipeline-clashes-call-standing-rock-playbook/
http://www.miaminewtimes.com/news/sabal-trail-pipeline-will-be-an-environmental-and-economic-disaster-critics-warn-9188468
http://www.miaminewtimes.com/news/video-cops-arrest-sabal-trail-protesters-handcuffed-to-pipeline-9068203
http://response.restoration.noaa.gov/about/media/alcoa-aluminum-factories-settle-194-million-pollution-st-lawrence-river-watershed-most-w


“We’ve got cancer in our reservation in Akwesasne to this day, and our women can’t even breast 

feed because of the chemicals,” he said. “And so now, we’re just hoping we get the community 

support, to [say] to the government: This is your mess, you need to clean this up.” 

In a speech near the White House on Friday, Standing Rock Sioux Chairman David Archambault 

II urged protesters to remain active even if they didn’t see immediate results. 

“During the last year, people around the world have sacrificed and traveled and stood with us as 

Standing Rock,” Archambault said. “We face a lot of obstacles and we face a lot of setbacks, but 

we’re not defeated.”  

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/strengthened-standing-rock-native-americans-march-d-c-

whats-next-movement/ 
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Vatican investment conference explores clean energy 'for our common home' 

 

By Marie Venner   

National Catholic Reporter  

 

Vatican City - In late January, I had the opportunity to attend a small conference at the Pontifical 

Lateran University on Catholic actions, financial and otherwise, to resolve the climate crisis.  

The tagline for the Jan. 27 conference — titled “Laudato Si’ & Catholic Investing: Clean Energy 

for our Common Home” — came by way of the October 2015 statement issued by the heads of 

Catholic continental bishops’ conferences ahead of the COP 21 international climate change 

summit in Paris: “Put an end to the fossil fuel era, phasing out fossil fuel emissions and 

providing affordable, reliable and safe renewable energy access for all.” 

Among the leaders who spoke were Cardinal Peter Turkson, head of the Vatican’s new dicastery 

for the Promotion of Integral Human Development, and Christina Figueres, the former executive 

secretary for the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, along with: 

 Mark Campanale, founder of the Carbon Tracker Initiative; 

 Franciscan Sr. Sheila Kinsey, executive co-secretary for justice, peace and integrity of 

creation commission of the International Union of Superiors General; 

 Lutheran Rev. Henrik Grape of Sweden from the World Council of Churches; 

 Papua New Guinea Cardinal John Ribat, president of the Federation of Catholic Bishops’ 

Conferences of Oceania. 

The experience of attending as a participant left me feeling surprised to see how far we have 

come in a few years, in our understanding and willingness to speak to the grave urgency of the 

climate crisis. Figueres was definitive on the need to ween the world off fossil fuels in the next 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/strengthened-standing-rock-native-americans-march-d-c-whats-next-movement/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/strengthened-standing-rock-native-americans-march-d-c-whats-next-movement/
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/vatican-city
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/worlds-bishops-appeal-cop-21-delegates-just-and-legally-binding-climate-deal
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/worlds-bishops-appeal-cop-21-delegates-just-and-legally-binding-climate-deal


few years. Though not often seen first as a Catholic, her call to metanoia was the sharpest and 

clearest of any of the speakers. 

“This is a moral responsibility that we all share,” she said. “That moral responsibility, how are 

we going to ensure that it is achieved before it is too late for the most vulnerable? We need to 

align our moral compass … we need to be clear that fossil fuels kill.” 

Other speakers were also compelling with their words. 

Cardinal Ribat said those on Pacific islands are facing rising seas on all sides. They are helpless 

in the face of this challenge, so even while they switch to renewable energy sources in their own 

lands, this effort must be taken up by us all, without delay, to protect all life. 

Some of us at the meeting spoke about what it would take to bring clean renewable energy to 

those still without electricity and truly take responsibility for our brothers and sisters. 

The discussion reminded me of something Veerabhadran Ramanathan, a climate scientist at the 

University of California-San Diego and member of the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, said 

during a Global Catholic Climate Movement webinar last summer marking the Laudato Si’ one-

year anniversary. Ramanthan argued that if the top 1 billion people in the world each paid $150, 

those funds would cover the electricity needs of those who lack it (1 to 1.2 billion) or have 

intermittent energy (about 800 million). 

Closer to home, one idea we came up with was advocating our local energy systems to quickly 

shift toward renewables sources. That level of engagement can often offer more impact than 

contacting state or federal representatives. A friend of mine who’s worked in this area said that 

just 15 minutes a week can make a real difference. I’ve contemplated making this a Lenten 

practice. 

The work of Campanale and the Carbon Tracker Initiative has been critical in comprehending the 

situation. In his presentation, he said that while fossil fuel companies are projecting increases in 

fossil fuel usage in the next two decades, those forecasts don’t align with current energy demand, 

the increasing role of renewables and looming changes in energy. Studies show that to keep 

global warming below 2 degrees Celsius, only a third of existing fossil fuel reserves can be 

burned — and even less to keep average global temperature rise below 1.5 degrees, which was 

deemed necessary to protect those people on Pacific islands from losing their homes entirely to 

rising seas. 

Campanale added that fossil fuel companies “need to wind down or be wound down in an 

orderly fashion,” but that we shouldn’t wait for them to talk about the future. 

It became apparent that we need to turn off the spigot to avoid surpassing what our atmosphere 

and oceans can absorb. Roughly 20 percent of carbon dioxide remains in the atmosphere for 

1,000 years, so what we put in the atmosphere now will remain there for generations to come. 

And every year we wait makes the year-on-year reductions sharper, deeper and more difficult — 

but it doesn’t have to be that way. The difficulty comes with continuing to delay. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/laudato-si-week-renews-awareness-energy-ahead-encyclical-anniversary
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/laudato-si-week-renews-awareness-energy-ahead-encyclical-anniversary


Cardinal Turkson called attention to paragraph 165 of Pope Francis’ encyclical “Laudato Si’, on 

Care for Our Common Home,” in which the pope stated “We know that technology based on the 

use of highly polluting fossil fuels – especially coal, but also oil and, to a lesser degree, gas – 

needs to be progressively replaced without delay.” 

The message was clear — it’s a moral issue — and was reinforced recently after German 

sustainable investment firm Wermuth Asset Management announced it would provide the 

Vatican a series of studies on how it can shift toward the use of 100-percent renewable energy — 

and along with it, zero emissions. 

Rev. Grape of the Church of Sweden reminded us: “Our action must be driven by our belief that 

another world is possible … We must have a vision, that is fed and nurtured by faith 

communities, transforming to a low-carbon society as an earth community, beyond borders.” 

He continued: “Justice and equity are part of the spiritual vision that faith communities can 

bring, along with hope. Hope is a first step in walking the path of transformation. Hope has two 

beautiful daughters: anger and courage. Courage to start the transformation is so needed.” 

Figueres, who recently launched the Mission 2020 project focusing on global development in 

response to climate change, said that “Laudato Si’ must be put starkly into numbers. We must 

bend the curve [of fossil fuel emissions and carbon in the atmosphere] by 2020.” She pointed out 

that "temperatures are on a rapid upward curve,” with average global temperatures now having 

broken the roof on records the past three years.  

Figueres focused her remarks through the church’s and Francis’ mission to assist refugees. The 

number of refugees and displaced people eclipsed 60 million for the first time in 2015, the 

highest point since the agency began record-keeping. Figueres estimated as many as 100 million 

to 300 million people displaced in some way if the world doesn’t address climate change. 

Further, she said, we’ll be “condemning the 1 billion still in extreme poverty to perpetual, 

extreme poverty. The impacts of climate change will grow exponentially both in intensity and in 

frequency, and that requires investing very scarce resources into rebuilding very basic, scarce 

infrastructure that then won’t get to devote that to health, education and well-being.” By 

directing investments away from fossil fuels and toward renewables would also allow those 

poorest people energy access while also improving health, increasing food security and creating 

new jobs. 

In closing, Figueres said, “We must achieve the bending of emissions — work together, act 

together, decide together, show that the arc of compassion, the arc of solidarity, the arc of love is 

not broken. We have to keep our own moral call awake.” 

Asked often what keeps her up at night, she said there are seven little pairs of brown eyes, which 

she understands now represent seven generations in the future. “They are asking, ‘What did you 

do? What did you decide and what action did you take to prevent disaster?’ We must 

answer: ‘We collectively did not what we thought was possible but what was necessary.’” 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/pope-receives-electric-car-studies-explore-all-renewables-vatican-underway
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/pope-receives-electric-car-studies-explore-all-renewables-vatican-underway
http://www.mission2020.global/
https://www.nasa.gov/press-release/nasa-noaa-data-show-2016-warmest-year-on-record-globally


I couldn’t agree more.   

[Marie Venner is chair of the National Academies’ Transportation Research Board subcommittee 

on Climate Change, Energy, and Sustainability and former co-chair of the Risk and Resilience 

Planning and Analysis subcommittee. She is also on the Steering Committee of the Global 

Catholic Climate Movement.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vatican-investment-conference-explores-clean-

energy-our-common-home 

 

 

March 15, 2017  

 

Have faith in religion’s ability to bridge the political divide 

 

By Robyn Purchia 

SF Examiner   

Since the George H.W. Bush administration, Mustafa Ali has worked to reduce the violence that 

pollution and climate change wreak on marginalized, struggling communities. But last week, 

after 24 years at the Environmental Protection Agency’s Office on Environmental Justice, he 

resigned. Ali said proposed deep budget cuts to EPA programs would dismantle his office, 

eliminate key grant programs and harm the people he serves. 

“Each new administration has an opportunity to share what their priorities and values are,” Ali 

told Mother Jones. If the proposed cuts are an indication, the Trump administration and GOP-led 

Congress don’t value the safety of minority, poor and indigenous neighborhoods.  

It feels hypocritical. Republican leaders tout their pro-life values, but want to kill off the Clean 

Water Rule that keeps children healthy. They call themselves Christians while attacking climate 

programs that attempt to reduce risks vulnerable populations face from extreme heat, flooding 

and air pollution. They prioritize pipelines above our water, our history and our livelihoods. 

It’s hard to imagine Jesus putting the profits of a few above the needs of many. Why isn’t Ali’s 

work valued universally? How can environmentalism breach the political divide? 

“I think conservation has largely failed to really capture the public imagination and to get 

underneath politics to something deeper,” said David Kurz, a Christian and Ph.D. student at UC 

Berkeley, to an audience at the Religion and Ecology Summit last Friday in San Francisco. 

Kurz later told me he feels like he lives in two worlds: a world of academia and a world of faith. 

Some of his environmental friends won’t set foot in church. Some of his Christian friends don’t 

understand his environmental work. There’s very little overlap in the things they discuss. 

“I just rub against these broader, national political gridlock things,” he told me. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vatican-investment-conference-explores-clean-energy-our-common-home
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vatican-investment-conference-explores-clean-energy-our-common-home
http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2017/03/epa-environmental-justice-head-resigns-move-backwards-made-no-sense
http://www.ciis.edu/


Kurz believes rooting environmentalism in Christian traditions can help breach this divide. He 

described the gospel’s power to transform movements. Christian social leaders, like William 

Wilberforce and Martin Luther King Jr., invoked this power to abolish the United Kingdom’s 

participation in the slave trade and promote civil rights in the United States. Linking the 

environmental movement to Christian tradition might give it wings. 

But Christian groups and religious leaders, like Pope Francis, already advocate for climate 

change policies, clean air and water. Almost two decades ago, Rev. Sally Bingham founded what 

would become the environmental nonprofit Interfaith Power and Light in San Francisco. 

Catholics and evangelicals strongly opposed the Dakota Access pipeline. If rooting 

environmentalism in Christian traditions were the only answer, Ali would still be at the EPA. 

Dr. Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, a theological and social ethics professor, presented another idea at the 

summit. Speaking specifically about climate change, she also proposed reframing public 

discourse. But instead of tailoring the issue to specific groups, she advocated exposing the brutal 

realities of social inequality.  

“The race and class dimensions are stark,” Moe-Lobeda told the audience. “Caused 

overwhelmingly by the world’s high-consuming people, climate change is wreaking death and 

destruction first and foremost on impoverished people who are, disproportionately, people of 

color.” 

Moe-Lobeda urged us all — Trump supporters and liberal activists — to look at the way our 

consumption, choices and climate mitigation schemes hurt communities. She pointed to the 

crucial role religion plays in both exposing this truth and “igniting and sustaining hope in the 

face of unbearable realities that truth telling may reveal.” We need a slap in the face and a soft 

pillow to cry on. 

But the slap doesn’t need to be hard or delivered by someone in the religious community. Simply 

by walking away, Ali conveyed a broader message underlying both Kurz and Moe-Lobeda’s 

talks. Environmentalism isn’t only about the science and burdensome regulations many 

Republicans distrust and hate. It’s also about children, families and neighborhoods. 

Religion can certainly help the movement capture a wider audience. But environmentalists 

should emphasize this simple, unifying message again and again: We want to empower people. 

Robyn Purchia is an environmental attorney, environmental blogger and environmental activist 

who hikes, gardens and tree hugs in her spare time. Check her out at robynpurchia.com. 

http://www.sfexaminer.com/faith-religions-ability-bridge-political-divide/ 
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New Zealand river granted same legal rights as human being 
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By Eleanor Ainge Roy 

The Guardian 

In a world-first a New Zealand river has been granted the same legal rights as a human being. 

The local Māori tribe of Whanganui in the North Island has fought for the recognition of their 

river – the third-largest in New Zealand – as an ancestor for 140 years. 

On Wednesday, hundreds of tribal representatives wept with joy when their bid to have their kin 

awarded legal status as a living entity was passed into law. 

“The reason we have taken this approach is because we consider the river an ancestor and always 

have,” said Gerrard Albert, the lead negotiator for the Whanganui iwi [tribe]. 

“We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that from our 

perspective treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach it, as in indivisible 

whole, instead of the traditional model for the last 100 years of treating it from a perspective of 

ownership and management.” 

The new status of the river means if someone abused or harmed it the law now sees no 

differentiation between harming the tribe or harming the river because they are one and the same. 

Chris Finlayson, the minister for the treaty of Waitangi negotiations, said the decision brought 

the longest-running litigation in New Zealand’s history to an end. “Te Awa Tupua will have its 

own legal identity with all the corresponding rights, duties and liabilities of a legal person,” said 

Finlayson in a statement. 

“The approach of granting legal personality to a river is unique ... it responds to the view of the 

iwi of the Whanganui river which has long recognised Te Awa Tupua through its traditions, 

customs and practice.” 

Two guardians will be appointed to act on behalf of the Whanganui river, one from the crown 

and one from the Whanganui iwi. 

Albert said all Māori tribes regarded themselves as part of the universe, at one with and equal to 

the mountains, the rivers and the seas. 

The new law now honoured and reflected their worldview, he said, and could set a precedent for 

other Māori tribes in New Zealand to follow in Whanganui’s footsteps.  

“We can trace our genealogy to the origins of the universe,” said Albert. “And therefore rather 

than us being masters of the natural world, we are part of it. We want to live like that as our 

starting point. And that is not an anti-development, or anti-economic use of the river but to begin 

with the view that it is a living being, and then consider its future from that central belief.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/newzealand


Financial redress of NZ$80m is included in the settlement, as well as an additional NZ$1m 

contribution towards establishing the legal framework for the river. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-

as-human-being 
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Tribes March in DC for Water and for Mother Earth  

 

By Ethan Goffman 

E – The Environmental Magazine 

On February 22, police removed Native American protestors outside the Standing Rock Sioux 

reservation. The protestors were trying to stop the Dakota Access Pipeline, which crosses sacred 

tribal ground and threatens to pollute their drinking water. With final approval at the onset of the 

Donald Trump presidency, the pipeline seemed inevitable. 

“A lot of people were sad to see us forcibly removed at gunpoint,” says Kandi Mosset of the 

Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara nations. “We wanted to make sure fight didn’t end [so] we said 

we’ll go to DC,” adds Mosset, a spokeswoman for the Indigenous Environmental Network. Thus 

was born the Native Nations March on Washington. 

The march itself took place on March 10 beneath an eerie snow that turned to water at our feet, 

like some deity weeping frozen tears. Following a beautiful spring day, this weird weather 

seemed part of a changing climate. 

Beginning at the Army Corps of Engineers, which gave the pipeline’s final go-ahead, the march 

encompassed a vast column, snaking through the heart of DC. There was much whooping and 

beating of drums, punctuated by chants of “Water is life,” “Honor treaty rights,” and “You can’t 

eat oil / keep it in the soil.” Banners of various tribes, of Mother Earth, and proclaiming “I stand 

with Standing Rock,” punctuated the scene. 

The Dakota Access Pipeline is one of a host of issues highlighted by the march, although it has 

been in the public eye since August 2016. That was the start of an unprecedented gathering to 

block the pipeline, eventually swelling to over a hundred tribes, as well as supporters including 

U.S. military veterans. Such a gathering “hadn’t been seen in living memory,” says Dallas 

Goldtooth, an organizer for the Indigenous Environmental Network. 

The Dakota Access Pipeline is essentially complete and could be in operation “as early as next 

week,” says Mosset. However, she adds that “Standing Rock is still in court.” Therefore, “even if 

oil is flowing through the pipeline” it will stop if the tribe wins a motion for summary judgment. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being


The Dakota Access Pipeline has come to represent environmental encroachment on tribal land 

that has gone on for decades. Goldtooth explains, “Standing Rock is only the tip of spear.” The 

protests will “elevate issues beyond Standing Rock.” 

The overarching issue is tribal sovereignty. Environmental projects that affect tribes often pay 

only lip service to consultation. The tribal goal is embodied in the slogan “consent, not 

consultation.” Full tribal participation, as well as environmental review, is needed for every 

pipeline or coal mine that will affect indigenous territory. 

The legacy of exclusion and broken promises stretches through 500 years of European contact 

with the Americas. Mosset points out that, of over 450 treaties signed between different tribes 

and the United States, “out of all, not one has been upheld. Right now the U.S. is in violation of 

its own constitution.” In the case of the Standing Rock Sioux, this applies to a pair of treaties 

signed at Fort Laramie in 1851 and 1868. 

Native nations continue to oppose fracking, drilling, and mining on a slew of fronts, particularly 

in the west, including the Bakken formation, Choctaw Canyon, and the Powder River Basin. 

“Native communities are fighting the extrajudicial leasing of federal lands to oil and gas 

interests,” says Goldtooth. 

Climate change is also at the forefront of the united tribes’ consensus. The protests are “about the 

fossil fuel industry all over the world, the regime that really controls government,” says Mosset. 

An array of speeches in front of the White House to conclude the march hammered home respect 

for the environment and the dangers of corporate greed. “At the beginning of time, the creator 

called a special and strong people to Turtle Island, the four corners of this nation,” proclaimed 

Fawn Sharp, President of the Quinault Indian Nation before a cheering, fist-pumping crowd. 

“They instructed, protect Mother Earth as you would protect your birth mother.” 

The speakers extolled a special duty both to one’s ancestors and to future generations, held 

together by environmental stewardship. “All are bound in the great web of life” said 

Tulsi Gabbard, representative of Hawaii and of Samoan heritage, heralding “the 

fight for clean water, the life blood of the planet.” 

Gabbard added that “Native American governance . . . was there from the beginning of Western 

democracy.” Indeed, some historians credit the Iroquois Confederation as the root of U.S. 

democracy. Gabbard explained that “before beginning deliberations” a tribal council would 

“express gratitude to cousins, the earth, pools, lakes, medicinal herbs, trees, the great creator.” 

The Native Nations March, however, is occurring amid gloom regarding democracy and 

environmental stewardship. While the Obama administration handed native activists key 

victories on the Keystone XL and Dakota Access pipelines, the Trump administration has 

reversed these. The Environmental Protection Agency, under the leadership of Scott Pruitt, is on 

the verge of disbanding rules protecting against climate change and ensuring clean air and water. 



In the face of this, says Goldtooth, it is important to “mobilize the masses to apply political 

pressure,” including through nonviolent civil disobedience. The Native Nations March is just one 

part of a long struggle. 

The resurgent native coalition is not acting alone. The Women’s March was just a month ago, 

and April will see the March for Science and the People’s Climate March in protest of Trump 

policies. “The struggle for women’s rights is directly connected to our struggle to protect Mother 

Earth,” exclaims Goldtooth. “You have to have native people involved.” Decrying corporate 

greed, materialism, and environmental exploitation, he emphasizes that “the same ideologies 

perpetuate violence upon women and upon the Earth.” 

https://emagazine.com/native-nations-march/ 
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India court gives sacred Ganges and Yamuna rivers human status 

 

BBC News 

 

A court in northern Indian has given the Ganges and Yamuna rivers the status of "living human 

entities". 

The high court in the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand said this would help in the "preservation 

and conservation" of the highly polluted rivers. 

It added that the "legal status" ensures that polluting the rivers would now amount to harming a 

human being.  

Both rivers are considered sacred in India and are considered goddesses by the majority Hindu 

population. 

The ruling comes a week after the Whanganui River in New Zealand became the first in the 

world to be granted the same legal rights as a person. 

 NZ river given legal human status 

 India's dying mother Ganges 

 Indian Ganges floods break records 

 India offers holy water by post 

The court said in its ruling that Hindus had "deep faith" in the two rivers and they "collectively 

connect with them". 

"The rivers are central to the existence of half of the Indian population and their health and well 

being. They have provided both physical and spiritual sustenance to all of us from time 

immemorial," it added. 

https://emagazine.com/native-nations-march/
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-39282918
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-aad46fca-734a-45f9-8721-61404cc12a39
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-37217679
http://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-news-from-elsewhere-36782742


It went on to add that both rivers had become heavily polluted due to industrialisation and rapid 

urbanisation. 

Two top state officials have been appointed as the "legal guardians" of the rivers and will 

represent their rights. 

Activists say the order is likely to fast track efforts to clean the rivers. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-39336284 
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Ganges and Yamuna rivers granted same legal rights as human beings 

 

By Michael Safi 

The Guardian 

The Ganges river, considered sacred by more than 1 billion Indians, has become the first non-

human entity in India to be granted the same legal rights as people. 

A court in the northern Indian state of Uttarakhand ordered on Monday that the Ganges and its 

main tributary, the Yamuna, be accorded the status of living human entities. 

The decision, which was welcomed by environmentalists, means that polluting or damaging the 

rivers will be legally equivalent to harming a person. 

Ambitious scheme to channel water from regions with a surplus to drought-prone areas could 

begin in days, but Bangladesh has raised concerns  

The judges cited the example of the Whanganui river, revered by the indigenous Māori people, 

which was declared a living entity with full legal rights by the New Zealand government last 

week. 

Judges Rajeev Sharma and Alok Singh said the Ganges and Yamuna rivers and their tributaries 

would be “legal and living entities having the status of a legal person with all corresponding 

rights, duties and liabilities”. 

The court in the Himalayan resort town of Nainital appointed three officials to act as legal 

custodians responsible for conserving and protecting the rivers and their tributaries. It ordered 

that a management board be established within three months. 

After 140 years of negotiation, Māori tribe wins recognition for Whanganui river, meaning it 

must be treated as a living entity  

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-39336284
https://www.theguardian.com/world/india
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being


The case arose after officials complained that the state governments of Uttarakhand and 

neighbouring Uttar Pradesh were not cooperating with federal government efforts to set up a 

panel to protect the Ganges. 

Himanshu Thakkar, an engineer who coordinates the South Asia Network on Dams, Rivers and 

People, said the practical implications of the decision were not clear. 

“There are already 1.5bn litres of untreated sewage entering the river each day, and 500m litres 

of industrial waste,” he said. 

“All of this will become illegal with immediate effect, but you can’t stop the discharge 

immediately. So how this decision pans out in terms of practical reality is very unclear.” 

Indian courts have been critical of three decades of government efforts to clean up the Ganges, a 

2,500km waterway named after the Hindu goddess Ganga. The latest cleanup initiative has set 

2018 as its deadline, one that water ministry officials have reportedly conceded is unlikely to be 

met.  

Thakkar said Monday’s decision could be an effort by courts to broaden their scope for 

intervention in the river’s management. “[The] government has been trying to clean up the river 

by spending a lot of money, putting in a lot of infrastructure and technology, but they aren’t 

looking at the governance of the river,” he said. 

He gave the example of the Yamuna, which is monitored by 22 sewage treatment plants in Delhi. 

“But none of them are functioning according to their design in terms of quantity and quality, and 

we don’t know the reason,” he said. 

“You need a simple management system for each of the plants and give independent people the 

mandate to inspect them, question the officials and have them write daily and quarterly reports so 

that lessons are actually learned.” 

Environmental activists say many rivers in India have become dirtier as the economy has 

developed, with city sewage, farming pesticides and industrial effluents freely flowing into 

waterways despite laws against polluting. 

The Yamuna is the main tributary of the Ganges that officials say is tainted with sewage and 

industrial pollution. In some places, the river has stagnated to the point that it no longer supports 

life. Water from the Yamuna is treated chemically before being supplied to Delhi’s nearly 19 

million residents as drinking water. 

In New Zealand, the local Māori iwi, or tribe, of Whanganui in the North Island had fought for 

the recognition of their river – the third largest in New Zealand – as an ancestor for 140 years. 

Last Wednesday, hundreds of tribal representatives wept with joy when their attempt to have 

their kin awarded legal status as a living entity was passed into law. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/rivers
http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/energy-and-environment/river-ganga-unlikely-to-be-cleaned-up-by-2018/article17390253.ece


“We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that, from our 

perspective, treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach it, as an indivisible 

whole, instead of the traditional model for the last 100 years of treating it from a perspective of 

ownership and management,” said Gerrard Albert, the lead negotiator for the iwi. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-

legal-rights-as-human-beings 
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On World Water Day, African church leaders highlight shortages 

 

By Fredrick Nzwili 

Religion News Service 

NAIROBI, Kenya (RNS) As she drives her family’s donkeys to a new borehole at the base of the 

Uuni Hills in eastern Kenya, Eunice Wambua says the water it provides is much cleaner than 

what she used to get from a dam several miles away. 

“It was dirty water and we believed it colored our teeth brown,” she recalled. 

Wambua, 17, used to have to skip church services to walk to the dam, where in the dry season, 

many from her village would scoop the sand on a nearby riverbed to get water because the level 

had dropped so much. 

The borehole, which community leaders said was drilled with help from World Vision, also 

helped her recover part of her life. 

“This water is clean. It’s a blessing,” she said. “Now I have more time for schoolwork and 

church activities.” 

On a continent where people spend long hours trekking and queuing for water that is not always 

clean, such projects, initiated by church groups and NGOs, improve the livelihoods of women 

and children. 

But they don’t solve the problem of water shortages, and amid drought conditions the aquifers 

that the boreholes tap are also under threat. 

The World Health Organization has designated March 22 as World Water Day. The U.N. agency 

estimates that there are more than 663 million people “living without a safe water supply close to 

home, spending countless hours queuing or trekking to distant sources, and coping with the 

health impacts of using contaminated water.” 

This year’s theme is “Why waste water?,” with an emphasis on reducing, treating and reusing 

wastewater. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
http://www.who.int/water_sanitation_health/news-events/world-water-day-2017/en/


The drought in the Sahel — a region that forms a dry belt across northern Africa — has left 

millions without any water to drink and is being linked to three deaths in recent days in Kenya 

due to consumption of unsafe water. 

“There are no drops to reduce, recycle or reuse,” said professor Jesse Mugambi of the University 

of Nairobi, who added that many in the region are spending World Water Day “praying for drops 

of rain to quench their thirst and that of their livestock.” 

In Machakos, a county about 40 miles southeast of Nairobi, Anglican Bishop Joseph Mutie 

Kanuku said people in his diocese walk as many as 10 miles or more to find water. 

“The people — many women and children — are suffering serious shortages. The journey they 

take also slows down development and church work,” he said. 

Evangelical pastor Mutua Munyaka of the nearby Kavunyu Africa Inland Church said his church 

can only do so much. 

“We have drilled boreholes, built community dams and surface dams across streams, but still the 

demand is much higher,” Kanuku said. “The church’s help can go far, but the government must 

shoulder the bigger responsibility.” 

Kanuku blamed climate change for much of the problem and said more trees and sand dams are 

needed to keep water from flowing out to the Indian Ocean. 

He fears that drilling more boreholes — a common practice at the moment — will worsen the 

water crisis in regions. 

“By drilling, we are not adding water to the ground. Within a few years, the water table will sink 

further,” he said. 

(Fredrick Nzwili is an RNS correspondent based in Nairobi) 

http://religionnews.com/2017/03/22/on-world-water-day-african-church-leaders-highlight-

shortages/ 
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A wall in their river: Flooded Ngäbe communities continue to fight dam 

 

By Tracy L. Barnett 

Global Sisters Report 

Kiad, Ngäbe-Buglé Comarca, Panama - "Bulu Bagama is my positive name. Luis Jiménez, my 

negative one," the Ngäbe elder began, standing on an expanse of cracked mud that covered what 

http://religionnews.com/2017/03/22/on-world-water-day-african-church-leaders-highlight-shortages/
http://religionnews.com/2017/03/22/on-world-water-day-african-church-leaders-highlight-shortages/


for generations was his family patrimony. A tumbledown shell of a house lay in ruins, and a few 

dead leaves clinging to one remaining tree provided scant shade from the sweltering midday sun. 

The words, referring to his indigenous name and the one imposed by the dominant Spanish 

culture, summed up the feelings of betrayal from a people that has fought bitterly for nearly two 

decades to stop the Barro Blanco dam, a hydroelectric project that to local communities and 

environmentalists has become a symbol of everything that's wrong with the current model of 

development in Panama. 

Bulu and his wife, Adelaida González, stood in the mud and recalled that terrible night last 

August when they awoke to find the waters of their sacred Tabasará River seeping into their 

home. They scrambled to collect their children and as many of their possessions as possible. 

Neighbors weren't so lucky; their houses were completely washed downstream. A child narrowly 

escaped drowning in those harrowing hours. 

They had been given no warning, he said, and since negotiations with the government and dam 

builder were ongoing, the family had thought they were safe. The affected communities of Kiad, 

Nuevo Palomar, Quebrada de Caña and Quebrada de Plata weren't consulted about the flooding 

of their lands, they say, which directly affects around 500 people but also has an important 

impact on the entire Ngäbe-Buglé Comarca, an autonomous territory that is home to more than 

150,000 individuals of the Ngäbe and Buglé indigenous groups. The Tabasará River in itself is 

sacred for them, as is the ceremonial site that is now submerged. 

Despite the years of fierce resistance, the dam was built downstream, and last May the reservoir 

began to fill. Now the residents of the flooded communities are just asking that the water level be 

brought down to the boundary of their territory, consistent with the law. 

Kiad is an important cultural and ceremonial center for the Ngäbe; there along the river lay two 

sets of ancient petroglyphs that contain the clues to the wisdom of their ancestors. The boulders 

are now completely submerged, cutting off their connection to their past. 

The Honduras-based company Genisa said it was conducting a "test flooding" of an area that, 

according to its environmental impact statement, was uninhabited. Just another deception, 

opponents claim, in a long line of them, including carbon-credit certification under the Clean 

Development Mechanism (CDM), a program designed under the Kyoto Protocols to allow 

industrialized countries to "offset" their greenhouse gas emissions by supporting sustainable 

development projects in less-developed countries. 

International human rights and environmental groups have maintained that Barro Blanco was 

anything but sustainable, and that the history of human rights violations associated with the dam 

project should make it ineligible. Finally, the Panamanian government withdrew the CDM 

registration last November — a first for the CDM program. 

"The tactics this company used were pretty much what all companies have used — falsifying 

studies, not doing interviews or doing them far from the affected communities," said Fr. Joe 

http://carbonmarketwatch.org/panama-urged-to-suspend-hydro-dam-flooding-amid-growing-concerns-over-human-rights-violations/
http://carbonmarketwatch.org/press-statement-in-landmark-decision-panama-withdraws-un-registration-for-barro-blanco-hydrodam-project/
http://chiriquinatural.blogspot.mx/search?q=impacto+ambiental
http://chiriquinatural.blogspot.mx/search?q=impacto+ambiental
https://www.internationalrivers.org/chronology-of-events-for-barro-blanco-dam-panama


Fitzgerald, a member of the Vincentian community of Soloy who has ministered to the Ngäbe 

people in the region for 12 years. 

"Genisa has been horrible in their whole treatment of the situation." 

The project was temporarily suspended in part for noncompliance with the environmental impact 

assessment, but the suspension was eventually withdrawn and the project continued. 

Genisa, contacted by telephone and Twitter, has not responded to requests for an interview. 

The flooding was a bitter anticlimax to a battle that has incited thousands across the country to 

take to the streets, and the government to go to extreme measures to ensure the dam's 

completion. 

Barro Blanco is just one of more than 30 dams that have been built, with dozens more proposed 

or underway in Panama, and it is far from the largest, at a generating capacity of just 28 kilowatts 

and an affected territory of fewer than 18 hectares. Severe police repression against the mostly 

indigenous protesters has drawn fire from the international community, and on March 17 the 

case was one of several heard by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in 

Washington, D.C. (See related story.) 

"They know it's a minor project," said Osvaldo Jordán, executive director of the Panamanian 

nonprofit Alianza para Conservación y Desarrollo (Alliance for Conservation and Development), 

one of the groups that requested the hearing. "If there was a functioning rule of law in this 

country, it would have been canceled long ago. However, there is a symbolic element that the 

government did not want to allow to happen ... which is that a group of people would take a firm 

position without major resources and make a project like this go down." 

A sister's role  

At its peak in 2011, and again in 2012, the battle to stop the dam effectively shut down 

commerce in the western part of the country, as thousands of Ngäbe protestors and their allies 

blocked the Pan-American Highway. Mercy Sr. Edia López was among them. 

"I came into the area just to ask for a service job as a missionary with the poorest population of 

the country, without realizing that they were facing a very big problem with land and water," 

said López, known as "Hermana Tita" throughout Chiriquí province. A native of Chiriquí, she 

has been working in the comarca since 2010, when she moved from another district near the 

Costa Rica border. A small, animated woman with an easy laugh and a quick wit, she has 

witnessed the severe police repression that has occurred. She was moved to tears as she recalled 

seeing several indigenous activists injured in clashes. 

Long before Pope Francis released "Laudato Sí, on Care for Our Common Home," López was 

focused on land and water issues. "I was always interested in the struggle before the pope's call 

and had a passion for the matter of caring for the common home, and I became involved in the 

http://www.aida-americas.org/release/un-registered-barro-blanco-hydroelectric-dam-temporarily-suspended-over-non-compliance
http://www.circleofblue.org/2015/world/panamas-hydropower-development-defined-fierce-resistance-tough-choices/
http://www.oas.org/en/iachr/
http://globalsistersreport.org/node/45671
https://intercontinentalcry.org/broken-promises-fuel-a-new-wave-of-anti-mining-protests-in-panama/
https://intercontinentalcry.org/broken-promises-fuel-a-new-wave-of-anti-mining-protests-in-panama/
http://www.coha.org/cementing-its-legacy-the-panamanian-governments-damning-of-the-ngabe-bugle/


mining struggle of the indigenous population and the local leaders," she said. "It was a 

tremendous struggle." 

In the beginning, the fights against the mining and against the hydroelectric dams were linked, 

she said. The movement won a victory with a law to stop international investment in the mining 

industry in 2011 and with a new law to prohibit mining in the comarca in 2012. But a growing 

number of hydroelectric dams were still underway, including Barro Blanco, and the fight went 

on. 

"I honestly didn't know what to do, but there we were in the streets, in the protests, and in 

meetings with the leaders, the coordinators, the grassroots leaders," López said. She found 

herself helping with logistics, with mediation with government leaders and police — roles that 

were beyond anything she'd imagined, but it was what needed to be done, and so she did it. 

"I was just a witness, a logistical support, a moral support, a spiritual support, a friend of the 

leaders. I supported in any way I could." 

Dead forest 

The Jiménez family lost everything they owned in that flood. Bulu's anguish turned to rage as he 

recounted all that his family has lost, and then related the way the government first denied his 

people's existence, and then tried to buy them off. 

Just upstream, the Miranda family also struggles with the loss of their river and their farmland, 

and continue what looks to be a losing battle to maintain their homes and way of life. 

Göejet Miranda's face was grim as he dipped the paddle into the cloudy, foul-smelling waters of 

the Barro Blanco dam reservoir through a corridor of death — grand old trees that once shaded a 

clear, free-flowing river now gray skeletons against a dry blue sky. The trees had provided 

essential food for a wide variety of fish and freshwater shrimp that were a big source of people's 

livelihood, said Miranda; most of the fish species have died out since the dam began operating, 

and the shrimp as well. 

He docked the boat and clambered out onto the mud alongside the dead remains of what modern 

agroforesters would have called a diverse food forest, which the community had cultivated for 

generations. Once, it had produced a life of abundance — mangos, bananas, papayas, quince, 

oranges, pineapple, cacao, coffee, yams, beans, corn and much more were their main source of 

income as well as food. More than 40 types of medicinal herbs that served as a natural 

pharmacopoeia now lay under a thick layer of mud. 

The Miranda family compound is on higher ground than the Jiménez's, so water has not yet 

reached their homes. At the heart of their land is the cultural and educational center where their 

father, Manolo Miranda, developed the written form of Ngäbere, the language of the Ngäbe 

people. The reservoir now cuts off the village of Kiad and the educational center from the rest of 

the world — what was once less than an hour's walk to the closest town is now two hours. 

http://www.reuters.com/article/panama-mining-inmet-idUSN0410642920110304
http://www.americaeconomia.com/negocios-industrias/panama-martinelli-sanciona-ley-que-prohibe-explotacion-minera-en-comarca-indigen


Miranda's sister Weni Bagama is a leader of the April 10 Movement — the first of two different 

Ngäbe movements aimed at stopping the dam — and a deputy of the Ngäbe-Buglé General 

Congress, as is Miranda. She struggles to cope with the loss of their spring-fed river, where they 

bathed three times a day and washed their clothes and played — now a stinking mosquito 

breeding ground surrounded by acres of mud. She trudged uphill to their only source of clean 

water, a trickle from a spring uphill. As of early March, the waters had dropped enough to reveal 

the devastation of what had been their food forest. Now they were enduring a dry season hotter 

than any they remember, fearful of a rainy season and a rise in the waters that may spell the end 

of their lives in Kiad. 

At the encampment 

López is a frequent visitor to the encampment of the September 22 Movement, which lies along 

the Panamerican Highway, next to the entrance to the office of Genisa. She arrived just in time 

for the sunset prayer service and headed down the embankment into a rough-hewed settlement 

among the sparse trees. Some 30 practitioners of the Mama Tatda religion, practiced by a 

majority of Ngäbe, gathered under the palm-roofed shelter that serves as the encampment's 

church. Their haunting voices rose in the falling light as they sang and prayed in their native 

Ngäbere. 

Their leader is Clementina Pérez Jiménez, a fiercely spiritual woman who paints her face before 

she goes into battle. Besides being a local chief, Clementina is national coordinator of the 

September 22 spiritual protest movement, named for the date in 1962 when their prophet, a 

woman named Besiko, had a vision that exhorts them to leave behind the modern materialist 

lifestyle and to protect the Earth and their cultural traditions. 

"The Blessed Virgin said clearly that if the Barro Blanco project is not canceled, there will be 

disaster in the world," warned Clementina, 43, who was just 15 when she joined the student 

movement. She was the leader of the encampment in front of the entrance to the dam last May 

when police sent riot squads to forcibly remove them. She has laminated copies of the newspaper 

articles dated May 25, 2016, that show a cluster of police surrounding and grabbing her as she 

lay in front of the machinery, prone in her traditional white nagua dress. 

"We have to respect the life of nature, in order to have the peace of God, because if we do not 

respect the legal norms of the life of God on Earth, then we cannot exist in the world," she told 

me earnestly. "It is clearly stated, 'If the indigenous peoples are beaten, the water will dry up or it 

will become blood.' We do not want that to happen with the peoples of America or any other 

people." 

Police repression reached a climax under former President Ricardo Martinelli, 2009-2014, when 

hundreds of indigenous protesters were injured and several were killed. Current President Juan 

Carlos Varela sought a softer image and initially promised to cancel the dam, and began 12 

months of negotiations with the Ngäbe leaders. 



Eventually, however, he switched sides and persuaded the current chief of the comarca, Silvia 

Carrera, to sign an agreement last August allowing the nearly finished dam to proceed in 

exchange for certain goods and services for the comarca. 

A celebration soured 

Llano Tugrí, the capital of the comarca, is a remote, wind-beaten outpost among the peaks of the 

Cordillera Central, reached in a more-than-two-hour, white-knuckled ride in a pickup with 15 

people in the back, sitting on wooden benches. 

Among them was the dignified Ngäbe deputy and dam opponent Weni Bagama. The group was 

heading to the capital to celebrate the 20th anniversary of the comarca. They arrived at midnight 

and slept a few hours in a rustic shelter. Despite the buffeting winds and cold temperatures, Weni 

awoke early to bathe in the river, a treasured ritual no longer possible in her own beloved 

Tabasará. She emerged glowing and resplendent in her bright blue nagua dress, ready to face the 

day. 

She had waited for today to do her interview, in the capital of the comarca on its 20th 

anniversary, to emphasize her point. The creation of the comarca was gained after years of 

struggle, giving the Ngäbe people authority over their own lands. Barro Blanco is in clear 

violation of that law, Weni said, as well as a number of others, national and international, which 

she enumerated, and its presence threatens the integrity of the comarca. 

"The government makes it seem like this is a great thing, without taking into account the human 

rights that are being violated, without seeing that our homes are being flooded," she told me. 

"What we want to clarify to the public is that this wall was imposed upon us. When they began 

this project, it began with the intervention of the police. The public forum was held with police. 

When they built the walls, it was with the police. Every step of the process was imposed by the 

police." 

What the April 10 Movement is asking for now, she said, is that the reservoir levels be lowered 

to below the limits of the Ngäbe territory. It's not enough to repair the damage or even the river, 

but it's a solution they can live with. 

On a day dedicated to celebration, many present were in no mood to celebrate — partly because 

of Barro Blanco. 

Carrera, the current cacica, or chief, surveyed the crowd from the back, serious and tired-looking 

under her broad-brimmed white hat. The Ngäbes' first woman cacique, she had been a strong 

voice at the forefront of the marches and the roadblocks. But something changed last August, 

when she signed the agreement with Varela there in the capital of Llano Tugrí. She was nearly 

thrown out of office afterward by her own people, who were furious about the agreement. 

She continues to oppose the dam, she told GSR, and any other extractive project in the comarca. 

She only signed the agreement because the dam was done, and she felt it fell to her to negotiate 

some benefits for the comarca in exchange for their lost territory and ruined river: jobs for the 



people, a certain percentage of profits, goods and services. She ended up feeling bitter as her 

people opposed the agreement, the dam was finished and the comarca ended up with nothing but 

conflict. 

"We learned when the Spaniards came and took our gold for mirrors," she said sadly. "The 

resources are our Mother Earth and they are ours to care for." 

López is among those witnessing the potential of an even greater threat. One of the harshest 

impacts of the continuous pressure on Ngäbe authorities to open their resource-rich lands has 

been to intensify the fissures that open among the communities as deals are cut without 

community support. Ultimately, the interference has affected governability among the Ngäbe, 

she said. 

Evidelio Adames, a biology professor at the University of Panama who grew up with the Ngäbe 

and has served as an investigator, witness and mediator throughout the conflict, agreed. 

"They have their own wisdom, and they have the capacity to prevent such problems, but the 

government and the corporations are entangling them," he said. He traces the roots of the conflict 

to 2007, when the government opened bids to companies interested in building a hydroelectric 

plant on the Tabasará. "That auction was without consultation, and that was the first capital sin," 

he said. "Now cultural patterns have been affected, a watershed fragmented, and that impacts 

everything." 

Back in Kiad, Manolo Miranda, brother of Weni and Göejet, sat on a hammock in the open-air 

schoolhouse and gently rocked back and forth, creating his own breeze as he reflected on the 

irony of a village without electricity being submerged by a hydroelectric dam. Kiad counts on 

one solar panel to charge its cellphones and computers; they have no need for hydro power. 

It's been a tough fight, he said, and it's not over yet. But no matter what happens, he said, the 

battle against Barro Blanco has won more than it has lost. 

He pointed to the success pressuring the Panamanian government to take away the company's 

capacity to issue carbon credits — thus far, it's the only case in the world where this has 

happened — and the embarrassing lobbying efforts against the Dutch and German development 

banks that helped to fund the project. 

"We know that this struggle for justice has won. And we know that even if the project ends up 

operating in the end, it will do so with shame. What we've done, we've done with dignity and 

fairness. 

"The eyes of the world are still on Barro Blanco. It has been an experience not only for the 

government, and for Panama, but it's been an experience for the corporations, and also for the 

financial institutions. And the resistance hasn't ended. The banks will see what happened at 

Barro Blanco and will apply this experience in other examples. This experience is absolutely not 

just for Panama, it's for the world." 



[Tracy L. Barnett is an independent writer, editor and photographer specializing in 

environmental issues, indigenous rights and sustainable travel.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/wall-their-river-flooded-ng%C3%A4be-

communities-continue-fight-dam-45661 
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Legal challenges await Keystone XL pipeline after Trump grants permit 

 

By Brian Roewe  

National Catholic Reporter  

The Keystone XL transnational pipeline received a long-sought presidential permit Friday as the 

Trump administration granted a green light to the $8 billion Canadian tar sands oil project. But 

hurdles still remain before construction can begin — starting with route approval in Nebraska, 

and promises from opponents to fight the pipeline on the ground and in the courts, specifically 

the legality of relying on a 2014 environmental review. 

The permit allowing construction at the U.S.-Canada border in Montana was issued Friday, 

March 24, by Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Thomas Shannon Jr. An executive 

order from President Donald Trump four days after taking office directed the department to 

conduct an expedited review of the project. 

Once completed, Keystone XL would carry up to 830,000 barrels of tar sands oil 1,179 miles 

from Alberta, Canada, through Montana and South Dakota, to Steele City, Nebraska, where it 

would then connect with already constructed Keystone pipelines that would move the oil to Gulf 

Coast refineries in Texas. 

In a statement, Russ Girling, TransCanada president and CEO, said the permit approval was "a 

significant milestone," and added "We greatly appreciate President Trump's Administration for 

reviewing and approving this important initiative." 

At the White House Friday morning, Trump said the permit approval "is part of a new era of 

American energy policy," and Keystone is "just the first of many energy and infrastructure 

projects that my administration will approve," promising additional announcements soon. Under 

his direction, the Army granted in February a final easement for the Dakota Access Pipeline, 

which could begin carrying oil within days. 

As for Keystone XL, Trump said, "It's going to be an incredible pipeline, greatest technology 

known to man or woman. And frankly, we're very proud of it." Despite Trump's repeated 

insistence that Keystone and new pipelines would be built with American steel, the White House 

confirmed earlier this month that Keystone will not, since it was considered already under 

construction. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/wall-their-river-flooded-ng%C3%A4be-communities-continue-fight-dam-45661
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/wall-their-river-flooded-ng%C3%A4be-communities-continue-fight-dam-45661
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/standing-rock-sioux-vow-challenge-pipeline-court
http://bismarcktribune.com/news/state-and-regional/no-oil-flow-yet-in-dakota-access-pipeline/article_c722bdf1-d18b-530c-bfc0-43d33ea281f2.html
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/01/24/trump-signs-five-more-orders-pipelines-steel-and-environment/96988428/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/02/28/remarks-president-trump-joint-address-congress
http://www.latimes.com/politics/washington/la-na-essential-washington-updates-trump-won-t-require-keystone-pipeline-1488585551-htmlstory.html


TransCanada has pursued the presidential permit — required since it crosses an international 

border — since September 2008. Since then, the controversial project had undergone a series of 

reviews, environmental impact statements and a political gauntlet that led former President 

Barack Obama to refer to the pipeline as a "campaign cudgel" in rejecting the permit in 

November 2015. 

Patrick Carolan, executive director of Franciscan Action Network, told NCR he was "very 

disappointed" but not surprised that Trump granted the permit, and took it as further indication 

that the president doesn't care about climate change or the environment. 

"This pipeline is detrimental to the earth and our water and will not create the abundance of jobs 

it claims … As people of faith, we will not stop fighting for climate justice and access to clean 

water for all," Franciscan Action Network said in a statement. 

Rallies against the decision were expected to take place Friday evening outside the White House 

in New York City. 

Advocates for the pipeline have argued it would create jobs and further American energy 

security. The latest State Department report estimated the project would create 42,100 temporary 

construction jobs, but once operational would require just 50 employees, only 35 of which would 

be permanent positions. 

Beyond miniscule long-term jobs prospects, Keystone opponents have said the project will 

exacerbate climate change, in that tar sands oil emits greater amounts of greenhouse gases than 

crude oil, and sends a signal of continued fossil fuel reliance at a time when the global energy 

systems need to shift toward renewable sources. 

In addition, they raise concerns about the threats the pipeline poses to indigenous communities 

along its route, and the effects a spill could have on the Ogallala Aquifer, one of the country's 

largest underground freshwater deposits that rests beneath eight states. 

Dallas Goldtooth of the Indigenous Environmental Network told journalists on a teleconference 

March 24 that the route comes within 200 yards of the Rosebud Sioux tribal land and crosses 

water systems for multiple Sioux tribes and 15,000 non-native people in South Dakota. 

The pipeline has yet to have a route approved through Nebraska, where a five-member public 

service commission hold jurisdiction. Jane Kleeb, president of the anti-Keystone Bold Alliance, 

said she anticipates numerous legal challenges ahead from ranchers and landowners, and that the 

process could take two to three years to play out. 

The Nebraska pathway was among the "significant legal and regulatory barriers" identified by 

other environmental leaders on the call; another regarded the State Department's reliance on a 

2014 environmental impact statement in issuing the permit. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/president-obama-rejects-keystone-xl-pipeline
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/report-keystone-pipelin-adds-little-environmental-risk


Anthony Swift, director of the Canada project of the National Resources Defense Council, said 

the 1970 National Environmental Policy Act requires decision-makers to act on the best 

information available and to give the public opportunity to engage in the process. 

"The world has changed dramatically since the January 2014 review was published," he said. 

The '14 environmental report Swift said didn't factor in oil prices falling below $100 a barrel 

(currently under $50 a barrel) and couldn't take into account new findings, such as a 2015 report 

from the National Academy of Sciences that indicated current spill response inadequate for 

dealing with sludgy tar sands oil. 

Michael Brune, executive director of the Sierra Club, said their lawyers are reviewing the State 

Department report and could challenge it in court within days. 

"We will defeat this pipeline in the courts and in the court of public opinion," Brune said during 

the press call. 

A February Quinnipiac survey found 51 percent of American voters opposing a restart of both 

the Keystone XL and Dakota Access pipelines, with 38 percent supporting them. 

When Obama denied the permit in November 2015, he said did so in part because approving the 

tar sands oil pipeline would "undercut" U.S. leadership on climate change as it headed into the 

Paris climate negotiations a few weeks later. 

As a result of the rejection, TransCanada brought a $15 billion trade lawsuit against the U.S. 

under the North American Free Trade Agreement, or NAFTA. (It suspended the suit Feb. 28.) 

Chloe Schwarbe, the faith economy ecology program director for the Maryknoll Office for 

Global Concerns, said that suit is a sign of the "fingerprints of corporate influence" on the permit 

approval. 

"This case is emblematic of the other kinds of cases that we see around the world," she said, 

where corporations use trade agreements to bypass environmental protections and concerns of 

local communities to move projects like Keystone forward. 

"The Trump Administration is putting corporate profits over the rights of people and the 

environment on both sides of the U.S.-Canada border," Schwarbe told NCR. 

Carolan of Franciscan Action Network said he expected Keystone to take a central role in the 

People's Climate March on Washington, set for April 29, Trump's 100th day in office. The march 

will be the third environmentally focused rally in two months, with the Native Nations March 

occurring on March 10, and a scientists' march in D.C. scheduled for Earth Day (April 22). 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him 

on Twitter: @BrianRoewe.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/legal-challenges-await-keystone-xl-pipeline-after-

trump-grants-permit 

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/09122015/unique-hazards-tar-sands-oil-spills-dilbit-diluted-bitumen-confirmed-national-academies-of-science-kalamazoo-river-enbridge
https://poll.qu.edu/national/release-detail?ReleaseID=2432
mailto:broewe@ncronline.org
http://www.twitter.com/brianroewe
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/legal-challenges-await-keystone-xl-pipeline-after-trump-grants-permit
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/legal-challenges-await-keystone-xl-pipeline-after-trump-grants-permit


 

 

March 25, 2017 

 

Holy See calls for 'intergenerational solidarity' to deal with climate change 

 

Independent Catholic News  

The Holy See has called on the United Nations to promote "responsibility for those who come 

after us", in the areas of climate change and justice for the poor. Archbishop Bernardito Auza's 

words came in an address to a high-level discussion at the UN on "Climate Change and the 

Sustainable Development Agenda". 

The Holy See's Apostolic Nuncio and Permanent Observer to the UN cited Pope Francis' 

Encyclical Laudato Si': "how inseparable the bonds are between concern for nature, justice for 

the poor, commitment to society, and our own interior peace". 

He also repeated the Pope's exhortation not to separate human existence from nature. 

"The Holy Father thus urges us to consider that nature cannot be regarded as something separate 

from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, included in it and 

thus in constant interaction with it." 

Archbishop Auza concluded with a call for "intergenerational solidarity" ... "My Delegation 

urges generosity, solidarity and selflessness as we implement both the 2030 Agenda and the 

Paris Agreement, in order not to leave future generations pay the extremely high price of 

environmental deterioration." 

The full text of the address follows:  

High-Level Event: Climate Change and the Sustainable Development Agenda New York, 23 

March 2017 

Mr President, The Holy See wishes to thank you for gathering together the various stakeholders 

to explore the connections between climate change and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, in view of invigorating both the momentum and the will to propose and 

implement concrete solutions for the benefit of all the people of the world and the "common 

home" that we share.  

Pope Francis reminds us that "the urgent challenge to protect our common home includes a 

concern to bring the whole human family together to seek a sustainable and integral 

development." [1] In the same manner, world leaders adopted the 2030 Agenda that represents 

the most ambitious universal development agenda ever. The Paris Agreement on Climate Change 

is similarly ambitious. Together they reflect the reality that global consensus is essential for 

confronting the deeper problems, which cannot be resolved by unilateral actions on the part of 

individual countries. As this gathering seeks to pursue these two ambitious plans together, we are 



reminded that without a commitment to specific, coordinated, quantifiable and meaningful steps 

forward, these plans will fail to live up to their potential and remain mere rhetoric. As specific 

solutions are sought, we should also be mindful of "how inseparable the bonds are between 

concern for nature, justice for the poor, commitment to society, and our own interior peace". [2] 

Our concern to take greater care for nature should also arouse in us an empathy with those left 

behind, those who are affected by environmental degradation, and those who are excluded from 

economic and political processes. Pope Francis warns that "to seek only a technical remedy to 

each environmental problem which comes up is to separate what is in reality interconnected and 

to mask the true and deepest problems of the global system."[3] 

The Holy Father thus urges us to consider that nature cannot be regarded as something separate 

from ourselves or as a mere setting in which we live. We are part of nature, included in it and 

thus in constant interaction with it. This symbiosis implies that a crisis of the environment 

necessarily means a crisis for us. We are not faced with two separate crises, one environmental 

and the other social, but rather one complex crisis that is both social and environmental. Thus, 

"strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity 

to the excluded and protecting nature". [4]  

The same principle of interconnectedness binds together the three biggest United Nations 

processes in 2015, namely, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda on financing for development, the 

2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, and the Paris Agreement on Climate Change. There 

are not three separate challenges of financing development needs, agreeing on new development 

goals and tackling climate change, but one overarching challenge of how to orient our politics, 

economies, technology, businesses and personal behavior -- indeed, all our efforts -- toward a 

sustainable, integral and authentic development in harmony with nature. "It cannot be 

emphasized enough how everything is interconnected." [5] 

Mr President, My Delegation welcomes the way in which both the 2030 Agenda and the Paris 

Agreement acknowledge the central importance of the human person. The 2030 Agenda rightly 

begins by noting that "the dignity of the human person is fundamental." In the same vein, Pope 

Francis has urged that all environmental and development initiatives focus on the innate dignity 

that we all share in equal measure. This dignity must remain at the center of our debates. In 

particular, those who are weak and marginalized, those who are poor and ill, the unborn and the 

elderly alike, the refugees and victims of war and violence, and those disproportionately 

impacted by greed and indifference must have a special place in the initiatives we pursue. Their 

sufferings and anxieties, their fears and hopes should not fail to raise an echo in our hearts. The 

2030 Agenda's "determin[ation] to end poverty and hunger... and to ensure that all human beings 

live in dignity and equality and in a healthy environment"[6] should lie at the heart of our efforts. 

My Delegation would also like to underline our responsibility for those who come after us. As 

Pope Francis affirms, "Intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but rather a basic question of 

justice, since the world we have received also belongs to those who will follow us". [7] We 

cannot speak of sustainable development apart from intergenerational solidarity. My Delegation 

urges generosity, solidarity and selflessness as we implement both the 2030 Agenda and the 



Paris Agreement, in order not to leave future generations pay the extremely high price of 

environmental deterioration. 

Mr President, The implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the Paris Agreement separately and 

in harmony with each other involves complex technical, economic, social, political, and legal 

aspects. Goals and targets will be thoroughly evaluated using indicators and all sorts of measures 

to gauge success or failure. At the end of the day, their positive impact on the human person, 

particularly on those left behind, will be the true measure of our success. 

Thank you, Mr. President. 

1 Pope Francis, Laudato Si': On Care for Our Common Home, n.13 [hereafter "LS"]. 

2 LS, n.10. 

3 LS, n.111. 

4 LS, n.139. 

5 LS, n.138. 

6 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, Preamble. 

7 LS, n.159 

Source: VIS 

http://www.indcatholicnews.com/news.php?viewStory=32207 
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Father James Martin: Why is climate change a moral issue? 

 

By James Martin, S.J.  

America Magazine: The Jesuit Review 

President Donald J. Trump has just signed measures rolling back significant parts of President 

Obama’s moves to protect the environment. Among other things, President Trump wants to 

withdraw and rewrite the Clean Power Plan, the centerpiece of Mr. Obama’s policies to fight 

global warming. These may seem like political questions, but they are also moral ones. Pope 

Francis made that clear in his encyclical “Laudato Si’” in 2015. There he called for a conversion 

in the way we think about what the pope calls “our common home.” 

Let’s consider three reasons why caring for the environment is a moral issue and why policies 

that fail to protect our planet are not only against Catholic teaching but are also immoral. 

1. Creation is a gift from God. 

All creation is a holy and precious gift from God, to be reverenced by all men and women. The 

call to care for our planet extends as far back as the Book of Genesis, when humankind was 

called to “till and keep” the earth. But we have done too much tilling and not enough keeping. 

http://www.indcatholicnews.com/news.php?viewStory=32207


The theme of loving creation runs through both the Old and the New Testaments. In Jesus Christ, 

God not only became human but also lived in the natural world. Jesus himself appreciated the 

natural world, as you can see in the Gospel passages where he praises creation and speaks about 

the birds of the air and the lilies of the field. Basically, the world is not only holy—it is also not 

ours, much as we would like it to be. It is God’s. 

2. The poor are disproportionately affected by climate change. 

The disproportionate effect of environmental change on the poor and on the developing world is 

well documented. This is not simply because the rich often make economic decisions that don’t 

take the poor into account but because the poor have fewer financial resources to help them adapt 

to climate change. They cannot move, protect their houses or switch jobs as easily as the rich 

can. 

The Gospels, Catholic social teaching and the statements of recent popes all critique the 

exclusion of anyone from the benefits of the earth’s goods. And in decisions regarding the 

environment and the use of the earth’s common resources, we are called to appreciate of needs 

and dignity of the poor. Remember, Jesus said that we would be judged on how we treat the 

poor. That includes how our decisions on climate change affect them. 

3. Greed is not good. 

In “Laudato Si’” Pope Francis reserves his strongest criticism for the wealthy who ignore the 

problem of climate change and especially its disproportionate effect on the poor. Why do so 

many wealthy people turn their backs on the poor? Not only because some view themselves as 

more “worthy,” but because frequently decision-makers are far removed from the poor, with no 

real contact with their brothers and sisters. 

Selfishness also leads to the evisceration of the notion of the common good. This affects not 

simply those in the developing world but also those living on the margins in more developed 

countries—in the inner cities, for example. But in the Christian worldview, there is no room for 

selfishness or indifference. You cannot care for creation if your heart lacks compassion for your 

fellow human beings.  

So the next time you speak to your legislator or vote about climate change, think not only about 

you but about the other person. Think not only about your own city but about the cities, towns 

and villages in the developing world. Think not only about the wealthy but the poor. In other 

words, think not only about your wallet but your soul. 

James Martin, S.J., is editor at large at America and the author of Jesus: A Pilgrimage. 

http://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/03/29/father-james-martin-why-climate-change-

moral-issue 
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Keystone XL: Environmental and Native Groups Sue to Halt Pipeline 

 

Native American groups as well as environmental advocates are challenging the State 

Department's approval, based on its about-face on the environmental impact. 

 

By Phil McKenna 

Inside Climate News 

Several environmental and Native American advocacy groups have filed two separate lawsuits 

against the State Department over its approval of the Keystone XL pipeline. 

The Sierra Club, Northern Plains Resource Council, Bold Alliance, Center for Biological 

Diversity, Friends of the Earth and the Natural Resources Defense Council filed a federal lawsuit 

in Montana on Thursday, challenging the State Department's border-crossing permit and related 

environmental reviews and approvals. 

The suit came on the heels of a related suit against the State Department and the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service filed by the Indigenous Environmental Network and North Coast Rivers 

Alliance in the same court on Monday. 

The State Department issued a permit for the project, a pipeline that would carry tar sands crude 

oil from Canada to Nebraska, on March 24. Regulators in Nebraska must still review the 

proposed route there. 

The State Department and TransCanada, the company proposing to build the pipeline, declined 

to comment.    

The suit filed by the environmental groups argues that the State Department relied solely on an 

outdated and incomplete environmental impact statement completed in January 2014. That 

assessment, the groups argue, failed to properly account for the pipeline's threats to the climate, 

water resources, wildlife and communities along the pipeline route. 

"In their haste to issue a cross-border permit requested by TransCanada Keystone Pipeline L.P. 

(TransCanada), Keystone XL's proponent, Defendants United States Department of State (State 

Department) and Under Secretary of State Shannon have violated the National Environmental 

Policy Act and other law and ignored significant new information that bears on the project's 

threats to the people, environment, and national interests of the United States," the suit states. 

"They have relied on an arbitrary, stale, and incomplete environmental review completed over 

three years ago, for a process that ended with the State Department's denial of a crossborder 

permit." 

"The Keystone XL pipeline is nothing more than a dirty and dangerous proposal thats time has 

passed," the Sierra Club's executive director, Michael Brune, said in a statement. "It was 

rightfully rejected by the court of public opinion and President Obama, and now it will be 

rejected in the court system." 

https://insideclimatenews.org/tags/keystone-xl-pipeline
https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/blog/Complaint%20filed%202017%2003%2030.pdf
http://www.ienearth.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/Complaint_for_Declaratory_and_Injunctive_Relief.pdf
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/23032017/keystone-xl-pipeline-donald-trump-rex-tillerson-state-department-nebraska


The suit filed by the Native American groups also challenges the State Department's 

environmental impact statement. They argue it fails to adequately justify the project and analyze 

reasonable alternatives, adverse impacts and mitigation measures. The suit claims  the 

assessment was "irredeemably tainted" because it was prepared by Environmental Management, 

a company with a "substantial conflict of interest." 

"President Trump is breaking established environmental laws and treaties in his efforts to force 

through the Keystone XL Pipeline, that would bring carbon-intensive, toxic, and corrosive crude 

oil from the Canadian tar sands, but we are filing suit to fight back," Tom Goldtooth, executive 

director of the Indigenous Environmental Network said in a statement. "For too long, the U.S. 

Government has pushed around Indigenous peoples and undervalued our inherent rights, 

sovereignty, culture, and our responsibilities as guardians of Mother Earth and all life while 

fueling catastrophic extreme weather and climate change with an addiction to fossil fuels." 

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/30032017/keystone-xl-pipeline-lawsuit-trump-state-

department 
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Himalayan glaciers granted status of 'living entities' 

Phys.org 

 

An Indian court has recognised Himalayan glaciers, lakes and forests as "legal persons" in an 

effort to curb environmental destruction, weeks after it granted similar status to the country's two 

most sacred rivers.  

 

In a decision that aims to widen environmental protections in the mountainous region, the court 

granted the legal standing to glaciers Gangotri and Yamunotri that feed India's venerated Ganga 

and Yamuna rivers, which won the status in a landmark judgement in March. 

 

"The rights of these entities shall be equivalent to the rights of human beings and any injury or 

harm caused to these bodies shall be treated as injury or harm caused to human beings," the 

highest court in Himalayan state of Uttarakhand said in its ruling on Friday. 

 

It said Yamunotri glacier, which is the source for Yamuna river was shrinking at an alarming 

rate.  

 

Gangotri, which feeds the river Ganga and is one of the largest glaciers in the Himalayas, is also 

"receding fast", the court said.  

 

"In over 25 years, it has retreated more than 850 meters (2,800 feet)," a two-judge bench of 

justices Rajeev Sharma and Alok Singh said. 

 

The court also extended the status of "living entity" to swathes of the Himalayan environment, 

including waterfalls, meadows, lakes and forests.  

https://insideclimatenews.org/news/30032017/keystone-xl-pipeline-lawsuit-trump-state-department
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/30032017/keystone-xl-pipeline-lawsuit-trump-state-department
https://phys.org/tags/glaciers/


 

On March 20, the same court ordered that both Ganges and Yamuna rivers should be given 

"living entity" status to conserve them, in a decision cautiously welcomed by activists who 

expressed hope that it would signify more than just a symbolic gesture.  

 

Both rivers are considered holy by millions of Hindus, who ritualistically bathe, drink and scatter 

the ashes of their dead in the water. 

 

The rivers which criss-cross most of the country before flowing into the sea have witnessed 

massive pollution near human habitations mainly due to dumping of untreated sewage and 

industrial waste. 

 

The court argued the unusual step was necessary because the hallowed rivers upon which Hindu 

rites are conducted were "losing their very existence". 

 

New Zealand earlier last month recognised its third-largest river, ancestral and spiritual waters 

for its Maori people, as a living entity. 

 

Successive governments in India have attempted with limited success to clean up the Ganges, 

which snakes 2,500 kilometres (1,553-mile) across northern India from the Himalayas to the Bay 

of Bengal.  

 

https://phys.org/news/2017-04-himalayan-glaciers-granted-status-entities.html 
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Religion is important in protecting the environment - interfaith groups 

 

Astro Awani 

Kuala Lumpur: Religion plays a significant role in ensuring environmental sustainability and 

mankind, as God's steward on Earth, has the responsibility to protect it. 

This was the message conveyed by interfaith groups dedicated to tackle issues relating to climate 

change through a religious perspective. 

During the dialogue session themed 'Inter-Religious Harmony and Sustainability, representatives 

from all faiths shared a common ground on the environment. 

One of the panelists, Datuk Dr Azizan Baharuddin of Institute of Islamic Understanding 

Malaysia (IKIM) said in Islam the term 'caliphate' or stewardship was a calling by God for all 

humans to look after this planet He created. "We are all entrusted by God to look after the 

environment, the world which He created for us. 

https://phys.org/tags/status/
https://phys.org/tags/court/
https://phys.org/news/2017-04-himalayan-glaciers-granted-status-entities.html


"Religion can give ethical values on environmental care, which is a responsibility of all despite 

the differences of faith. 

"In Islam, we have a concept relating to the environment called 'green jihad' or an exerted effort 

to take care of the environment," said Azizan, who is also IKIM director-general, to a crowd of 

university students during the dialogue held at Tunku Abdul Rahman University College, here 

today. 

Azizan's view was shared by University Malaysia lecturer Dr Esther Sarojini Daniel who said the 

word stewardship was also mentioned in the Bible as a call for Christians to look after the 

environment created by God. 

Azizan's view was shared by Universiti Malaya lecturer Dr Esther Sarojini Daniel who said the 

word stewardship was also mentioned in the Bible as a call for Christians to look after the 

environment created by God. 

Representing the Hindu faith, Malaysian Hindu Sangam Cooperative Society director Dr M Bala 

Thamalingam said there was the 'karma' effect which befell each man based on their good or bad 

deeds on the environment. 

The final panelist, a Buddhist from the International Network of Engage Buddhist Vidyananda 

K.V Soon said there needs to be an awareness for society to recognise the power of religious 

institutions to highlight the importance on environmental sustainability. 

"The problem is that we are not playing the role on protecting the environment during religious 

sermons, there is almost zero talk on environmental sustainability," he said. 

The dialogue was held to explain the religious perspective each religion shared on sustainable 

development for future generation and build awareness among organisations and individuals to 

ensure environmental sustainability. 

The event was jointly organised by IKIM and TAR UC and was attended by some 1,000 

university students from TAR UC, International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM) and 

University Kuala Lumpur (UniKL). -- Bernama 

http://english.astroawani.com/malaysia-news/religion-important-protecting-environment-

interfaith-groups-138039 
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St. Francis Alliance proclaims protection of all God's creatures 

 

By Sharon Abercrombie 

National Catholic Reporter 

http://english.astroawani.com/malaysia-news/religion-important-protecting-environment-interfaith-groups-138039
http://english.astroawani.com/malaysia-news/religion-important-protecting-environment-interfaith-groups-138039


Just before Lent, about two dozen people gathered for three days at the San Damiano Spiritual 

Life Retreat Center in White Post, Virginia, to reflect on their various faith calls to protect all of 

God's creation — and creatures. 

Led by Dominican Fr. Hyacinth Cordell, chaplain of the Washington, D.C., Archdiocese's Care 

for Creation Committee, the participants reflected on Catholic teaching about animals and 

examined them from the Dominican and Franciscan traditions, as well as what other Abrahamic 

traditions have said. 

What prompted the retreat, though, was a desire to engage the whole message of Pope Francis' 

environmental encyclical, "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home," particularly the 

interconnected relationship among humans and other animals. 

The retreat, possibly one of the first devoted to Laudato Si' and animal protection since the 

encyclical's June 2015 release, was hosted by the St. Francis Alliance: Faithful Voices for 

Animals, a newly formed nationwide group intent on proclaiming the Catholic Church's 

teachings on God's creatures. 

Formed shortly after the encyclical's debut to honor its critter protection message, the St. Francis 

Alliance is open to "Catholics and other people of good will committed to seeking a just and 

compassionate world for all creatures," its website states. Its members hope to foster dialogue, 

educate and, ultimately, inspire others "to act faithfully in our daily choices to promote the 

inherent value of animals who share our common home." 

Even with the far-reaching impacts already seen in just under two years since Laudato Si' was 

published, what has largely gone unnoticed has been the papal letter's reflections on the care and 

protection of animals, said Sarah Spengeman, one of the founders of the St. Francis Alliance. 

Francis addresses animals and creatures in more than three dozen of his encyclical's 246 

paragraphs, and includes them within the first three lines of the two prayers he offered at its 

conclusion: 

All-powerful God, 

you are present in the whole universe 

and in the smallest of your creatures. 

You embrace with your tenderness all that exists. … 

(A prayer for our earth, Laudato Si' no. 246) 

Father, we praise you with all your creatures. 

They came forth from your all-powerful hand; 

they are yours, filled with your presence and your tender love. 

Praise be to you! 

(A Christian prayer in union with creation, Laudato Si' no. 246) 

http://www.arlingtondiocese.org/san-damiano-spiritual-life-center/
http://www.arlingtondiocese.org/san-damiano-spiritual-life-center/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.stfrancisalliance.com/
https://www.stfrancisalliance.com/


Throughout Laudato Si', Francis points to animals' roles as reflections of God's love, the inherent 

value they possess, the interconnectedness humans have with all of God's creatures and 

humankind's misunderstanding of "dominion" as described in the Book of Genesis. 

"Because all creatures are connected, each must be cherished with love and respect, for all of us 

as living creatures are dependent on one another," Francis wrote, later adding that God giving 

humans dominion over the Earth doesn't justify "absolute domination over other creatures." At 

one point, the pope lamented development projects that do not consider the impact on 

biodiversity, "as if the loss of species or animals and plant groups were of little importance." 

"Each year sees the disappearance of thousands of plant and animal species which we will never 

know, which our children will never see, because they have been lost forever," Francis said. "The 

great majority become extinct for reasons related to human activity. Because of us, thousands of 

species will no longer give glory to God by their very existence, nor convey their message to us. 

We have no such right." 

In Laudato Si', the pope states, "The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not to be found in us. 

Rather, all creatures are moving forward with us and through us towards a common point of 

arrival, which is God, in that transcendent fullness where the risen Christ embraces and illumines 

all things." 

Members of the St. Francis Alliance surmised theirs may be among the first Catholic animal 

concerns group to emerge in the U.S. in response to Laudato Si'. Another group, Catholic Action 

for Animals, similarly formed in the United Kingdom, which is also home to perhaps one of the 

older Catholic animal-focused organizations — Catholic Concern for Animals, which held its 

first meeting in November 1929. Since then, that organization, which has as its president 

Liverpool Archbishop Malcolm McMahon, has since expanded to form branches in more than a 

dozen countries, including the U.S. 

Chris Fegan, chief executive of Catholic Concern for Animals, also attended and presented at the 

February retreat. 

On its website, the St. Francis Alliance offers Catholic resources beyond Laudato Si' regarding 

compassionate care for animals. Among them is Franciscan Fr. Jack Wintz's book Will I See My 

Dog in Heaven? on whether or not animals go to heaven (he says yes). Other recommended 

reads are books on animal compassion from various faith traditions, and a collection of Pope 

Benedict XVI's statements on environmental justice. 

The alliance has also compiled recipes for people interested in exploring a vegan diet, and 

updates its blog with the latest regarding animal activism and legislation. It plans to add soon a 

pocket-sized brochure with all of Francis' quotes about animals. 

The diverse collection of readings make it clear that Laudato Si' is far from the first church 

document to address compassion for animals. 

https://catholicactionforanimals.wordpress.com/
https://catholicactionforanimals.wordpress.com/
https://catholic-animals.com/


From Genesis through the New Testament, the Bible describes the value of animals and humans' 

role in tending to them. The Catechism of the Catholic Church in the section on the Seventh 

Commandment (You shall not steal) states, "Animals are God's creatures. He surrounds them 

with his providential care. By their mere existence they bless him and give him glory. Thus men 

owe them kindness." 

The writings and spirituality of St. Francis of Assisi led him to be named the patron saint of 

animals and ecology. More recently, Popes John Paul II and Benedict also emphasized the care 

of animals, but even with Francis continuing that message, the topic has yet to gain widespread 

consciousness at the parish level, said Heather Young, another alliance founder. 

A lawyer who at one point studied vegetarianism in 19th-century American Christianity while 

completing graduate work in religious studies at George Washington University, Young didn't 

find much support within her Catholic tradition as she made the switch herself to a vegetarian 

and ultimately vegan lifestyle. 

About five years ago, she finally connected with a group of Catholics in D.C. who shared her 

animal beliefs. Among them were Spengeman and three animal protection attorneys for various 

humane organizations: Akisha Townsend Eaton, Jessica Almy and Elizabeth Holtz. The women 

are now all part of the St. Francis Alliance team, which formed in the wake of their excitement 

with the encyclical. 

During a 2014 trip to Europe — which included stops in Assisi and Rome, Italy, and in Oxford, 

England, to meet with local animal protection groups — Eaton and her husband, Jack, both 

lifelong animal advocates who live in Kentucky, heard rumors that a papal encyclical on the 

environment would be released within the next year. 

Akisha Eaton remembers the two waking up at the crack of dawn on June 18, 2015, the day the 

encyclical was released, "thinking we'd need to strain our eyes to see one mention of 'animal' 

buried as a footnote in the middle of a massive document. But what we actually encountered was 

beyond our wildest expectations." 

"We had to do a double and a triple take," she said. "The encyclical not only gave mention to 

animals, but covered what our relationships with them should look like in tremendous breadth 

and depth throughout the entire document." 

One passage that immediately jumped out at Eaton was where Francis quoted from the 

catechism: "It is contrary to human dignity to cause animals to suffer or die needlessly." That the 

excerpt was among those tweeted by the pope on the day the encyclical published emphasized its 

importance, Eaton said. 

Unable to stop talking about Laudato Si', the Eatons created a Facebook page and hosted small 

group teleconferences on specific themes the encyclical raised about animals. They reached out 

to Catholic creation care activists in Baltimore and D.C., and slowly grew from a two-person 

ministry to a larger membership, eventually naming themselves officially over a vegan potluck at 

a farm animal sanctuary in Maryland. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s2c2a7.htm
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s2c2a7.htm


"Our hope was to continue the conversation on what a Christ-modeled relationship with animals 

should look like in today's world, using Laudato Si' as our initial conversation-starter," Eaton 

said. 

Since then, the St. Francis Alliance has hosted several international teleconferences, as well as 

the pre-Lenten retreat in February. 

During the retreat, Cordell shared how after watching Al Gore's documentary "An Inconvenient 

Truth" in 2006 he began delving into the issue of climate change more, from religious and 

scientific perspectives. The process prompted Cordell in the past year to become totally vegan. 

The 39-year-old priest also announced a 10-week summer series titled "Faith and Earth" that he 

has organized for his parish, St. Dominic Church in Washington. 

At other points of the weekend, the 21 participants — Catholic, Protestant, Jewish and Muslim 

— shared their own stories, spent time studying Scripture and church teachings, and made 

commitments to act to protect all God's creatures. They also watched the documentary 

"Peaceable Kingdom: The Journey Home" about farmers examining their long-held beliefs about 

the morality of meat-eating. 

For Akisha Eaton, the link that connects all people, regardless of their background is this: "I 

believe that when we improve our relationships with God's creation, we improve our 

relationships with God." 

"It falls upon us as people to do our best to protect creation, because God's creation is so 

abundant and good," added Jack Eaton in an email. "In doing so, I believe that we bring about 

aspects of our highest good when we show mercy to animals in the same manner that God shows 

mercy upon us." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/st-francis-alliance-proclaims-protection-all-gods-

creatures 
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Climate change is the prophetic call to repentance of our time 

 

By John Surette 

National Catholic Reporter 

 

In biblical times, repentance manifested itself in external signs such as fasting, public 

lamentations, loud cries and in the wearing of sackcloth and ashes. These external signs indicated 

a change of heart, a radical turning about. Repentance signified a turning in direction, not a 

minor one, but a 180-degree turning away from one's previous path. 

http://www.stdominicchurch.org/
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/st-francis-alliance-proclaims-protection-all-gods-creatures
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/st-francis-alliance-proclaims-protection-all-gods-creatures


When an individual person or an entire civilization is headed full speed toward a precipice, the 

smartest and holiest thing to do is to repent, to make a total change in direction. What kind of 

turning is required of humanity in our 21st century? 

We are approaching a planetary precipice. We are increasingly aware of climate change, or what 

is more accurately called catastrophic climate disruption. Forests are disappearing, water tables 

are falling, soils are eroding, fisheries are collapsing, rivers are running dry, glaciers and ice caps 

are melting, the ocean is becoming more acidic, plant and animal species are going extinct, and 

the children of all species are increasingly being born sick. 

All of this casts a dark shadow over our lives and has become the overarching issue of our time. 

This climate issue is the context within which all of our future efforts to nurture greater justice 

and more authentic relationships will become increasingly difficult. By mid-century, our children 

and grandchildren likely will be living on a severely compromised planet. Later in the century, 

they will possibly be facing more serious and catastrophic disruptions within Earth's web of life. 

For some of us, this reality is too fearsome to face and so we move into denial or paralysis. This 

fear is understandable because we are the first humans ever called to face such a planetary 

precipice, such an ultimacy. No previous humans could even have imagined it. Even our genetic 

endowment does not seem that helpful in helping us to act. 

Things, however, are not hopeless. Our hope is to be found in a present-day radical 180-degree 

turning in our consciousness and actions — a repentance. Never before has such a change of 

heart has been required of us. It is a change that is difficult to fully imagine. It is the prophetic 

call of our time. 

Our turning will require that we reinvent ourselves. For example, we will have to move out of 

the illusion of human separateness into the truth that we are integral members of Earth's web of 

life. We will have to experience ourselves not as being on Earth but as being of Earth. We will 

have to nurture our awareness that we have a role to play in the sacred drama of Earth's 

evolutionary unfolding. 

The challenge before us is soul-sized. Some questions for our Lenten observance, in its final 

days this year, as individuals and as a human community are: Do we want to repent? Do we have 

the courage to make that 180-degree turn? What will we humans choose to do? 

Our children, grandchildren and their children are awaiting our answer. 

[Fr. John Surette is a member of the Jesuit New England province, and for the past 26 years he 

has been giving retreats on eco-spiritual themes.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/climate-change-prophetic-call-repentance-our-time 
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Animal Ethics Centre Fellows Exceed One Hundred 

 

EIN Presswire 

The appointment of eight new Fellows of the Oxford Centre for Animal Ethics takes the total 

number of Fellows to over one hundred international academics.  

“The Centre’s Fellowship is a prestigious academy that pioneers ethical perspectives on animals 

through academic research, teaching and publication”, said its Director, the Revd Professor 

Andrew Linzey. “We started ten years ago with just a handful of academics, and now we have 

exceeded one hundred from ten different countries”. 

The Fellowship is international and multidisciplinary, drawing together academics from both the 

humanities and the sciences, including subjects as diverse as philosophy, theology, law, biology, 

the social sciences, environmental science, criminology, history, cultural studies, literature, and 

politics. 

“We use a variety of insights from many disciplines to illuminate the moral dimension to our 

treatment of animals”. Research by Fellows is published in the Journal of Animal Ethics 

published with the University of Illinois Press, and in the Animal Ethics Book Series by Palgrave 

Macmillan. 

Under the rules, appointment is offered only once to successful individuals within their lifetime, 

and appointment is by invitation or nomination only. Only a small proportion of those nominated 

are eventually selected. The process of selection is rigorous, painstaking, and frequently lengthy, 

and individuals appointed have to have made (or be capable of making) an outstanding 

contribution to the field. 

The eight new Fellows are: 

• Professor Boris Bakota (Josip Juraj Strossmayer University in Osijek, Croatia), Fellow 

• Sidney Blankenship (Independent Scholar), Associate Fellow 

• The Revd Dr Susan Bubbers (Center for Anglican Theology in Orlando, Florida), Fellow 

• Professor Alice Crary (New School for Social Research, New York), Fellow 

• Professor Keri Cronin (Brock University, Canada), Fellow 

• Professor Kumju Hwang (Chung-Ang University, Seoul, Korea), Fellow 

• Dr Violette Pouillard (University of Oxford), Associate Fellow 

http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com/


• Steven M. Wise (Nonhuman Rights Project), Fellow 

• Also Dr Natalie Thomas (Evans) (University of Guelph and the University of Guelph-Humber, 

Ontario, Canada) Fellow transfer from Associate Fellow 

“All these individuals are pioneering new work in Animal Ethics – helping to press the envelope 

in terms of new thinking”, said Linzey. “The Centre extends its warmest congratulations to the 

successful individuals”. Their biographies can be viewed here. 

ends 

Notes to editors  

• The Oxford Centre for Animal Ethics is an independent centre, founded in 2006.  

• Its Director, the Revd Professor Andrew Linzey is a member of the Faculty of Theology in the 

University of Oxford. He is author of Why Suffering Matters (Oxford University Press) and 

editor of The Global Guide to Animal Protection published by the University of Illinois Press. 

Samantha Calvert 

SC Marketing Communications 

+44 (0)7967042050 / +44 (0)1782 505430 

email us here 

http://www.einpresswire.com/article/375119849/animal-ethics-centre-fellows-exceed-one-
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Greenhouses open doors for sisters who farm difficult land 

 

By Rose Achiego 

Global Sisters Report 

In the dry season, Juja is hot, windy and dusty. Vegetation is completely brown, and the sun 

beats down overhead during the annual drought from December to March. But step inside the 

Dominican Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart's greenhouses and life is very different. The 

fresh smell of vegetables replaces the dust outside. Mouthwatering tomatoes, healthy and red, 

hang on the branches, while outside, plants wither and die. It is so green and cool in the 

greenhouses that you quickly forget about the scorching sun. 

In Kenya, farmers have traditionally chosen not to farm arid and semiarid lands like those in 

Juja, a town in the Nairobi metropolitan area, due to the difficulties in raising crops. But 

religious sisters are proving that, with some initial financial support, the nation can be fed by 

farming the less popular land. 

http://www.oxfordanimalethics.com/who-we-are/fellows/
http://www.einpresswire.com/contact_author/375119849
http://www.einpresswire.com/article/375119849/animal-ethics-centre-fellows-exceed-one-hundred
http://www.einpresswire.com/article/375119849/animal-ethics-centre-fellows-exceed-one-hundred


The key is the greenhouse, where sisters can control a harsh environment to grow high-yield 

crops on a small footprint of land. 

These sisters are using innovative farming methods to combat poverty and to create jobs for 

struggling youth, by planting vegetables atop land previously considered dry and infertile. The 

sisters prefer using the greenhouses because they can reduce the sharp variation of outdoor 

temperatures, control rainfall and keep the plants safe from the devastation of insects, rodents 

and other animals in the wild. 

By using greenhouses, the Dimesse Sisters (Daughters of Mary Immaculate) in a Nairobi suburb 

and the Dominican Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart in Juja are now able to produce 

vegetables for both income generation and food consumption in their communities. They share 

this farming knowledge and skill with the children in their care, the novices who will become 

future leaders, and the community members surrounding their convents. 

Dominica Mwila, a Dominican Missionary Sister of the Sacred Heart, learned farming at her 

home in Zambia, where her father was a district agricultural officer in the federal government. 

Upon her 2014 appointment to direct St. Dominic's Technical and Agricultural Training 

Institute in Juja, less than 20 miles north of Nairobi, she decided to replicate what she had 

learned from her father. 

St. Dominic's, known as TATI, is a project the Dominican sisters started in 2013. They live in a 

convent in St. Augustine Parish, about 2 miles from the school and greenhouses. 

Few people in Juja practice farming, due to poor soil fertility, irregular rainfall patterns and 

inadequate water. Traditionally, the people around Juja occasionally have grown sisal (a plant 

that produces long, green leaves with natural fiber used for making rope and twine) because it is 

drought-resistant, or maize for their own consumption. They are forced to purchase the rest of 

their vegetables. 

The training institute is a school for older students who have difficulty paying for secondary 

school and younger students who are orphans and refugees. When the sisters first built six 

greenhouses there, nothing was growing, due to bacteria that caused wilt disease, a common 

problem in Kenyan greenhouses that is traced to high humidity. When Mwila took over 

management in 2014, she decided to research what could grow well on their farm and how to 

improve the soil fertility. 

"Nothing was doing well in the greenhouses so we decided to contract some people to bring us 

[uninfected] red soil and manure from the locality," she said. "After this, we planted tomatoes 

but before the fruits could mature, they started wilting again due to bacterial infection." 

Because the problem was so persistent, Mwila decided to consult with the Jomo Kenyatta 

University of Agriculture and Technology, situated a couple miles from St. Dominic's institute. 

She also engaged other specialists in horticulture, who introduced the sisters to grafted tomatoes 

that are disease-resistant. 

http://tomatodiseasehelp.com/treat-bacterial-wilt
http://tomatodiseasehelp.com/treat-bacterial-wilt
http://www.jkuat.ac.ke/
http://www.jkuat.ac.ke/


"We were given the seedlings, and we are happy that we can now produce healthy tomatoes in 

our greenhouses and share the knowledge with the community members by inviting them to our 

greenhouses to see the farm progress and borrow our ideas, since they had the same soil 

problem," she said. 

By selling milk, eggs and chickens produced on other parts of the institute's farm, Mwila raised 

$6,480 to buy 54 tons of wilt-free red soil to fill in the six greenhouses. She is hopeful that the 

pepper and tomato plants will help them recoup their investment in the future. 

"Now we are doing selective harvesting, whereby we do not pick all the ripe tomatoes at once," 

said Mwila. 

Generally, commercial farms harvest everything from a greenhouse at the same time to minimize 

labor costs and maximize profit, but the sisters are not using that tactic. "We want the 

community members to come and see how the mature tomatoes are and learn from us. We do not 

want to be selfish," she said. 

The soil hasn't been the only challenge, said Mwila. They also suffered from strong winds that 

ripped off one of the greenhouse roofs, but through a Rotary Club in Germany and a local flower 

company known as Selecta, the roof was repaired. They had no running water for two and a half 

years due to scanty rains that could not fill the borehole the institute had dug. Even though today 

the borehole has water, some of the drip irrigation to the greenhouses and garden is blocked and 

needs to be replaced, she said. 

Three years after Mwila took over at Juja, the sisters now sell to the local community and the 

supermarkets in the area because they produce more than they can consume. This surplus pays 

the salaries of the farmworkers and tutors at the training institute. The tomatoes are selling at a 

dollar per kilogram, and they harvested more than 700 kilograms in January alone. The 

neighbors happily buy from the sisters because this represents a new market for Juja. Previously, 

the nearest market was a 2-mile walk away. 

The sisters also use the farm produce to feed the 80-100 children coming from a nearby slum 

who live full-time at the institute's dormitory. 

However, Mwila believes that, in order to break even on their investment, the sisters need an 

additional five greenhouses, at a cost of $2,500 to $3,000 each, to increase vegetable production. 

They will also need to fill the greenhouses with new soil. 

Apart from growing tomatoes and peppers in the greenhouses, the sisters have also planted 

maize, onions and cabbages. They have 20 dairy cows for milk, more than 4,000 chickens for 

eggs and meat, and plan to open a fishpond and goat shed soon. 

Growing their way to feed and employ those made poor 

The Dimesse Sisters in Karen, a suburb of Nairobi, are another example of how sisters who 

began farming for domestic consumption have now gone commercial. 



Farm project manager Sr. Eva Atieno said the sisters began the farming project two years ago 

with dairy farming. Later, they did an extensive market survey, and found that since they are 

located in the city, the demand for pepper, tomatoes, broccoli and eggplants is high. The 

Pontifical Missionary Society of the Kenya Conference of Catholic Bishops gave them a $36,000 

grant, and the Dimesse Sisters decided to venture into greenhouse farming. 

Atieno's congregation started the farm in order to create job opportunities for the impoverished 

residents living near the convent. Additionally, they wanted to empower the novices in the 

congregation so that they may be able to go and evangelize among the poor by providing job 

opportunities. 

"The best knowledge you can give to the poor is to teach them work in order to get food for 

themselves, and these young sisters will be able to do just that," she said. 

Atieno also said that the sisters realized they should put their available land to work, to address 

issues of food insecurity and malnutrition in the communities around their convent. 

At their orphanage in Laikipia, 125 miles from Nairobi, the Dimesse Sisters care for 86 orphans, 

as young as 1 year old, "infected and affected" by HIV/AIDS and the rejection that goes with it, 

Atieno said. "They depend on us entirely in terms of food, shelter, medication and education 

until they become adults. So we saw the great need to have an income-generating activity since 

the support we get from well-wishers is not enough." 

Atieno said the farm also helps orphaned and vulnerable children integrate back into the society 

after they graduate from secondary school. Because they are equipped with skills and knowledge 

in farming and other courses, they have a foundation to start their own projects. The income from 

the greenhouses pays for the young adults to pursue other fields, she added, "because not 

everyone is interested in farming." 

In addition to the center for people with HIV/AIDS, the Dimesse Sisters also run a retreat center, 

where they host 300-350 guests every week. The center has cut its expenditure on food by 65 

percent since they started growing their own vegetables in the greenhouses. 

Most of the workers at the Dimesse Sisters' farm come from a nearby slum called Kalinde. The 

sisters are committed to training them in innovative farming, even though the students cannot 

pay for the education, said Atieno. The sisters hope the new skills will enable them to support 

their families, avoid the lure of criminal activity and spread their new knowledge to others. And, 

with a new steady income, many of the workers have been able to move away from their shanty 

houses in the slums, where there is poor sanitation, lack of water and poor lighting. 

Atieno said that, by sharing farming knowledge with the local youth, the sisters have helped 

them to be self-reliant and to replicate this attitude within their communities. 

The sisters' main challenge is to find the right people for the right job, because farmers need 

passion in order to succeed, Atieno said, adding that employing unskilled people from 

impoverished urban conditions can be difficult in the beginning. 



Both the Dimesse Sisters in Nairobi and Dominican Missionary Sisters of the Sacred Heart in 

Juja encourage the trainees to take the knowledge and skills they acquire in greenhouse farming 

and start their own projects. "Self-sustainability is a tough and challenging affair, but venturing 

into greenhouse farming is one way to ensure we have food and money," said Mwila. 

As she gives a tour of the greenhouses, she can't hide her joy as she picks tomatoes and full-

grown peppers to show visitors. Though the greenhouses seem small, the vegetables inside take 

up every available inch. Tomato and pepper plants reach up toward the ceiling, requiring support 

from extra strings to contain their overwhelming bounty. 

Mwila said the farmers, government agricultural workers and experts from Jomo Kenyatta 

University who witnessed the sisters' frustrations now rejoice with them. "They said, sisters, you 

have worked miracles from here; this place was absolutely dry like a desert," Mwila recalled. 

"It is just incredible to see this because we have seen this place from the beginning — it was dry 

and there was not even a single tree here," she said. "Even me, I stand in the garden and marvel 

that it is possible that this place can be productive." 

[Rose Achiego is a freelance writer and radio program producer based in Nairobi, Kenya.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/ministry-environment/greenhouses-open-doors-sisters-

farming-difficult-land-45951 

 

 

April 11, 2017  

 

Cynthia Moe-Lobeda & Scott Thalacker on Access Utah  

 

By Tom Williams 

Utah Public Radio 

This interview links climate change to economic and racial injustice, and addresses it all through 

a theological lens.  

Listen to the interview here: 

http://upr.org/post/cynthia-moe-lobeda-scott-thalacker-access-utah 

 

Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, a professor of Christian ethics, is the author of the 2013 book, Resisting 

Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation (Fortress Press). She gave a lecture 

yesterday at USU in the Tanner Talks series from the College of Humanites and Social Sciences. 

Dr. Moe-Lobeda joins us for Access Utah today, along with Rev. Scott Thalacker, Prince of 

Peace Lutheran Church in Logan. 

The central tenet of Dr. Moe-Lobeda’s work is that the increasingly pressing situation of Planet 

Earth poses urgent ethical questions. In her view, the earth crisis cannot be understood apart 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/ministry-environment/greenhouses-open-doors-sisters-farming-difficult-land-45951
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/ministry-environment/greenhouses-open-doors-sisters-farming-difficult-land-45951
http://upr.org/post/cynthia-moe-lobeda-scott-thalacker-access-utah


from the larger human crisis – economic equity, racial justice, social values, and human purpose 

are bound up with the planet’s survival. With climate change, humankind hovers on a 

precipice.  Dr. Moe-Lobeda argues that a “great work” is now before us:  To forge ways of living 

together that allow Earth’s life-systems to flourish and that diminish the soul-shattering gap 

between those who have too much and those who have too little. For this – the testing point of 

human history – all forms of human knowledge have a role to play. 

Dr. Moe-Lobeda has lectured or consulted in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, and many 

parts of North America in theology and matters of climate justice, economic justice, 

environmental racism, economic globalization, moral agency, public church, and eco-feminist 

theology. She currently holds a joint appointment at Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary and 

the Church Divinity School of the Pacific. Previously, she taught Christian ethics at Seattle 

University's School of Theology and Ministry and in the Department of Theology and Religious 

Studies.  She is the author of Healing a Broken World (Fortress Press, 2002) and, most recently, 

Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic Vocation (Fortress Press, 2013). 

 

http://upr.org/post/cynthia-moe-lobeda-scott-thalacker-access-utah 
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Easter and the environment  

 

Catholic Church Head Archbishop Peter Loy Chong 

The Fiji Times 

Peace — Shalom! (May you have fullness of life). Peace is the first word uttered by Jesus to his 

disciples after he rose from the dead. Jesus greets the disciples who were still traumatised by his 

humiliating and brutal death. 

Easter celebrates the most important event of the Christian tradition, namely the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. However, the writings of the New Testament have no record of 

Jesus' actual rising from the tomb. Instead it only has accounts of the appearances of Jesus to the 

disciples. This means that the disciples' knowledge and experience of the Risen Jesus was given 

to them. In other words revelation is a gift from God. Therefore, to understand what happened on 

that original Easter and to reinterpret its meaning for Fiji today we turn to the disciples' 

experiences of the risen Jesus. 

The Easter-experience took place in the context of Jewish peoples' suffering and hope for 

liberation. Ever since the Babylonian exile around 587BC, the Jews have always looked forward 

to their liberation when God will send a messiah. One of the earliest records of Easter is found in 

Paul's first letter to the Corinthians (1Cor.15:3-5); "Christ died for our sins in accordance with 

the scriptures, and that he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with 

the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve." The New Testament Easter 

narratives taken as a whole hold the following structure: 

http://upr.org/post/cynthia-moe-lobeda-scott-thalacker-access-utah


* Jesus revealed God to the disciples, 

* The disciples had to overcome a certain doubt or disbelief, 

* The Risen Lord charged them with a mission. 

Easter began with an experience. Jesus' life, teachings, miracles, suffering and death gave new 

meaning and purpose to the disciples. They experienced liberation, truth and hope. In other 

words they came to know Jesus as the Christ, the anointed one, the messiah. In Jesus they found 

the truth that was worth living and dying for. Easter and Jesus' resurrection is not only about the 

dead body of Jesus coming back to life, rather it was more about how the spirit and life of Jesus 

lifted up the lives of believers. Easter charged them with a mission for the whole world. This is 

the Easter Good News. 

What is the Easter mission for Fijian Christians? In this reflection I want to focus on our Easter 

mission in the context of climate change and caring for our environment or in the word's of Pope 

Francis I, Our Common Home. 

Today the message regarding the vulnerability and destruction of our common home, the earth, 

has been made clear. Pope Francis' letter addressed to all the peoples of the world, "Laudato Si: 

Encyclical Letter on Care for our Common Home" states that the earth, our sister, now cries out 

to us because of the harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible use and abuse of the 

goods with which God has endowed her." (Laudato Si no.2) He adds that "The earth, our home, 

is beginning to look more and more like an immense pile of filth." (Laudato Si'no. 66) Human 

beings are responsible for the cry of the earth, our sister and mother. 

Pope Francis raises important questions that challenge our Easter mission to protect and raise our 

fallen home and all that live in it. 

- "What kind of world do we want to leave to those who come after us, to children who are now 

growing up?" 

- "This question does not have to do with the environment alone and in isolation; the issue cannot 

be approached piecemeal." 

- This leads us to ask ourselves about the meaning of existence and its values as the basis of 

social life: "What is the purpose of our life in this world? What is the goal of our work and all 

our efforts? What need does the earth have of us?" 

- "Unless we struggle with these deeper questions I do not believe that our concern for ecology 

will produce significant results." 

Last week I came to know of a quarry operating near Natadradave, Dawasamu that intends to 

crush all the stones and rocks it can find in the river alongside the village and sell the crushed 

stones locally and overseas. They have carried out an Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) 

and hence given a licence to operate a quarry. I am deeply concerned how the extraction of 



stones from the river will affect the environment in the nearby villages of Natadadrave and 

Delakado. What impact will it have on the fishes, prawns and other creatures that depend on the 

river including human beings? What will happen if there is heavy rain and flooding? 

The people of Natadradave are not the only victims of some so-called development projects. We 

already have bauxite mining in Bua. There is mining interest in Wainunu, Bua. A mining 

company has been carrying intensive mining explorations in Namosi for the last 40 years. Some 

reliable sources state that their licence for Deep Sea Mining in Fiji's ocean has been issued. 

Along with the extractive industries we have to take into account the logging industry and any 

industry that exploits our natural resources. All these projects carried out in the name of 

development must be evaluated and questioned in regard to social and ecological justice. How do 

they develop and protect human beings, creatures and the environment? 

Easter brings the message of hope to the Jews and early Christians who have been oppressed for 

years. Easter message therefore speaks against the destruction of peoples, the environment and 

the planet. May the Easter services and prayers give us the strength to follow the Risen Lord 

courageously in his suffering, death and resurrection. Alleluia! 

http://www.fijitimes.com/story.aspx?id=396701 
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Bishop ask Christians to be guardians of the environment  

 

News Ghana 

The Most Reverend Joseph Osei-Bonsu, the immediate past President of the Ghana Catholic 

Bishops’ Conference, in his Easter message has asked Ghanaians to take care of God’s creation 

in view of the many threats to the environment. 

He noted that sanitation menace, rapid rate of deforestation, bush fires, the clearing of natural 

habitats for mining, especially surface mining or “galamsey”’ were threats that could have socio-

economic consequences on the nation if not stopped immediately. 

Most Rev. Osei-Bonsu, who is also the Catholic Bishop of Konongo-Mampong Diocese, in a 

telephone interview with the Ghana News Agency, on Friday, condemned the widespread use of 

agro-chemicals and harmful weedicides and pesticides. 

He said these chemicals would harm the soil, plants, animals, human beings, lakes, underground 

water and rivers and advised Ghanaians to exercise extreme precaution when using those 

chemicals. 

He also advised Ghanaians to avoid littering the environment with plastic waste like; sachet 

water bags and non-organic substances since they would have environmental consequences. 

http://www.fijitimes.com/story.aspx?id=396701


Commenting on Easter and the essence of Christ’s death, he asked Christians not to take Christ’s 

salvation for granted but should work out their own salvation “with fear and trembling” 

(Philippians 2:12).  

He said Christians’ acceptance of Christ as their saviour must show good works and lead Christ-

like lives worthy of the calling. 

This, he said, implied that Christians must obey God’s commandments and lead morally upright 

lives in view of the judgment after death. 

He urged Christians to celebrate Easter by reflecting on Christ’s victory over death, instead of 

engaging in social vices. 

‘‘Easter is not for excessive drinking, eating, adultery, fornication and engaging in all sorts of 

social vices that defeat the purpose of Christ’s death,’’ he added. 

Easter Sunday is a festival and holiday celebrated by millions of Christians and people around 

the world who honour the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. 

It is described in the New Testament as having occurred three days after Jesus Christ crucifixion 

at Calvary. 

Easter is Christianity’s most important holiday and has been called a moveable feast because it 

doesn’t fall on a set date every year, as most holidays do. 

https://www.newsghana.com.gh/bishop-osei-bonsu-urges-christians-to-safeguard-environment/ 
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The mystery at the intersection of science and religion 

 

By Michele Morek 

Global Sisters Report 

Meditating on the daily liturgical readings sometime during Lent, a daydream about Moses and 

his staff distracted me. He held it out over the Red Sea and got rid of the water. He hit the rock 

with it and found water. Wow, a magic wand worthy of a Harry Potter story! 

Now, I know that it's probably heresy to refer to what he did as "magic" since God was involved, 

but remember, this was just a daydream. However, it got me thinking about my own experience 

of using a different "magic wand" to find water. 

If you live in a big city, you may not be familiar with the work of a water dowser. Some folks 

who want to dig a well in a rural area might hire a dowser, or "water witch," to find the best 

place to dig. 

https://www.newsghana.com.gh/bishop-osei-bonsu-urges-christians-to-safeguard-environment/
https://water.usgs.gov/edu/dowsing.html


Dowsing is considered a special talent. The dowser might use a forked branch as a "divining 

rod," holding it by the two branches. When the rod passes over a place where water is near the 

surface, the free end of it supposedly is pulled down. 

On a summer visit to my uncle's cattle ranch, I was talked into trying out his new "modern, 

scientifically proven" divining rods: two L-shaped copper rods set into hollow handles that 

allowed them to swing freely. Now, even at the tender age of 12, I had a healthy skepticism but 

set out to employ the scientific method to test the rods. 

I walked down the road toward the barn, rods sticking straight out in front. As I crossed over a 

particular spot, the rods swung toward each other and crossed. "I didn't do anything to them," I 

protested. 

I walked back and forth, testing my first observation. Every time, the rods crossed over the same 

spot — which, I learned later, was right over a water pipe that drained water into a nearby pond 

from an old buried cistern. 

My uncle maintained that it was something about the electricity in my body and the copper and 

some hypothetical attraction the water generated. I always wondered if it could be a reaction to 

metal in the pipe. 

The U.S. Geological Survey remains skeptical about whether dowsing works, but something 

observable had happened. My experience remained a mystery. But I was willing to accept the 

title of Local Dowser/Water Witch, especially since my competitive cousin could not get the 

rods to work for him. 

Many theses and dissertations have been written on the topic of the intersection of magic and/or 

science and/or religion, so I know my particular daydream does not break new ground. 

Leaving magic out of it — magic is basically a way to explain and control unexplainable 

physical or biological phenomena — the intersection of theology and science holds more 

promise for rich exploration. Thanks to the writings of Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Fr. Thomas 

Berry, and Global Sisters Report's own contributor Sr. Ilia Delio, we have seen the boundaries 

between science and religion become more permeable. 

Science and religion do not contradict each other. Both science and religion deal with truth, and 

truth cannot contradict itself. My dowsing rods led me into mystery, and mystery is a good place 

to start if you are exploring the land that lies in the intersection of science and religion. 

[Ursuline Sr. Michele Morek is Global Sisters Report's liaison to U.S. sisters. Her email address 

is mmorek@ncronline.org.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality/mystery-intersection-science-and-

religion-46061 

 

 

https://water.usgs.gov/edu/dowsing.html
http://www.teilhardforbeginners.com/
http://emergingearthcommunity.org/thomas-berry
http://emergingearthcommunity.org/thomas-berry
http://www.globalsistersreport.org/column/speaking-god/environment/new-level-thinking-about-creation-25131
mailto:mmorek@ncronline.org
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality/mystery-intersection-science-and-religion-46061
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality/mystery-intersection-science-and-religion-46061
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Nichiren Buddhist club advocates for environmentalism, peace and personal revolution 

 

By Parker Shea 

State Press 

The Soka Gakkai International-affiliated club seeks to promote individual change through 

Nichiren Buddhism 

Buddhists for Peace is an on-campus club dedicated to educating people on the tenets of 

Nichiren Buddhism and advocating for peace and environmentalism. 

The club is an affiliate of Soka Gakkai International, or SGI, an organization committed to 

"Buddhism in Action for Peace," according to its website.  

ASU alumnus Siddhanth Paralkar graduated from the School of Sustainability last May and is 

currently the president of Buddhists for Peace. He has been a practitioner of Nichiren Buddhism 

through SGI since he was in high school in India, and he said his practice has been an important 

motivating force in his life. He chose his major for graduate studies: sustainability, based on his 

own Buddhist beliefs. 

"Through reading Buddhist literature that we have, I was able to really find this coherence 

between Buddhism and sustainability," Paralkar said.  

Paralkar said he thinks Nichiren Buddhism's value for society can be found in its ability to 

revolutionize each individual's life.  

"One of the things that we do I wouldn't term as the usual form of activism that you see," he said. 

"We try to create events where people can conduct dialogues, and that's the main tool that we use 

in Buddhism. So the main goal of Buddhism is to work towards the happiness of ourselves and 

others, and the best means is to create platforms of dialogue. Through dialogue, we are able to 

break stereotypes and the negativity within people." 

Paralkar said Nichiren Buddhism is an environmentalist philosophy, but at the same time, it is 

fundamentally a philosophy for individual change.  

In a world in which people are often concerned with sweeping changes to industries and 

institutions, many don't consider individual change the fastest way to a healthy environment. 

That is where Paralkar and many other Buddhists think Buddhism can be a powerful force for 

change. 

"In general, the main focus of our practice of Buddhism is human revolution, which is not like 

any political revolution or coup or any kind of physical revolution," he said. "It's basically a 

focus on how we can transform our own lives, and there's this concept (in) Buddhism that says 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/buddhism/subdivisions/nichiren_1.shtml
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/buddhism/subdivisions/nichiren_1.shtml
http://www.sgi.org/


'oneness of life and its environment.' So the moment you create a change in your own life, it 

reflects in your environment and vice versa."  

This idea is not confined to Nichiren Buddhism. Many traditions hold that individual change is 

the path to a better society and a healthier environment.  

For example, the 14th Dalai Lama, who practices Tibetan Buddhism, penned a similar thought: 

"As far as the individual is concerned, the problems resulting from our neglect of our natural 

environment are a powerful reminder that we all have a contribution to make. And while one 

person's actions may not have a significant impact, the combined effect of millions of 

individuals' actions certainly does." 

Nichiren Buddhism does not exclude practitioners from having other religious beliefs. As such, 

Buddhists for Peace has members of varying religious backgrounds and persuasions. 

For example, religious studies sophomore Rachel Sondgeroth is a member of Buddhists for 

Peace. Coming from a Christian background, she originally found Buddhism through the club. 

She has not distanced herself from her Christian beliefs, though, saying she works to reconcile 

them without being untrue to herself or either spiritual philosophy.  

"It was a really hard — and it continues to be kind of confusing — journey of just wondering, 

'How does this practice fit in with the concept of appreciating and loving a god?'" Sondgeroth 

said. "It might be too blasphemous, for lack of a better phrase, but at the end of the day, I have a 

really strong sense that I'm in the right places for the right reasons." 

Nikhil Sonawane graduated from ASU with a master's in mechanical engineering in December 

2016. He also holds religious beliefs outside of Buddhism, namely Hinduism.  

Sonawane said he realized the value in studying with Buddhists for Life when he reconnected 

with a friend after she started attending the club meetings. 

"She started practicing, and I saw her transform over that period of seven to ten months," 

Sonawane said. "And it really got me interested. How can a person change from within? I 

decided to (start) going to the meetings." 

Buddhists for Peace meets every Monday at 5 p.m. in the Memorial Union on the Tempe 

campus.  

http://www.statepress.com/article/2017/04/spartcult-buddhists-for-peace-advocates-for-

environmentalism-and-peace 

 

 

April 18, 2017 

 

Can a renewal of inner space help heal the Earth? 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/sep/02/buddhism-environment
https://www.dalailama.com/messages/environment/the-natural-world
http://www.statepress.com/article/2017/04/spartcult-buddhists-for-peace-advocates-for-environmentalism-and-peace
http://www.statepress.com/article/2017/04/spartcult-buddhists-for-peace-advocates-for-environmentalism-and-peace


 

By Ilia Delio 

Global Sisters Report 

At a recent workshop on "Laudato Si': On care of our common home," a professor from the 

engineering department laid out the numbers on global warming, indicating that in the next 10 

years the warming trend will dramatically increase. Despite all the information available and the 

seemingly infinite number of workshops and conferences on the environment, our impending 

ecological crisis is getting worse instead of better. Fifty years ago, the historian Lynn White 

claimed that the roots of the ecological crisis are religious in nature. The primacy of spiritual 

reality over material reality has led to a mood of indifference with regard to the natural world. 

Because the roots of the problem are religious, he said, the remedy must be religious as well. 

What does he mean by the "religious roots" of the environmental crisis? For White, it meant that 

Christianity, by emphasizing spiritual reality over material, has rendered us other-worldly and 

somewhat indifferent about creation. With all but humans excluded from grace, Christians are 

decidedly anthropocentric. Surprisingly, he named St. Francis of Assisi the patron saint of 

ecology. Francis was a materialist who rejected the intellectual emphasis of his time 

(Neoplatonism) and focused on concrete reality. He found the otherness of God in the nearness 

of the leper; the splendor of divinity in the humility of a flower. Francis' world was charged, as 

Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote, with the grandeur of God. His world was a spiritual reality at the 

heart of the physical world, and this reality held a place for his soul to ascend to God. 

In her book The Pearly Gates of Cyberspace, science writer Margaret Wertheim offers an 

insightful discussion on the paradigm shifts of space. She suggests that the medieval Christian 

world picture had both a physical and spiritual realm. It incorporated a space for the body and a 

space for the soul. The physical and the spiritual mirrored one another, and the link between the 

two resided in the human person as the cosmic center. While the Earth was physically at the 

center of the cosmos, surrounded by the heavens and the firmament of stars, humanity was the 

center of an invisible spiritual order. 

The whole of the universe and everything in it was linked by a great spiritual hierarchy, the Great 

Chain of Being that descended from God. Humans stood halfway between the ethereal beings of 

the heavens and the material things of Earth. As material beings with spiritual souls, humans 

were the linchpin of the whole cosmic system. The human person as the center of the universe 

meant not an astronomical position, but the center of the spiritual and material orders. 

Within this finite physical universe one could imagine room beyond physical space, since the 

cosmos was governed by the Primum Mobile, the outermost sphere of a series of concentric 

"celestial spheres" that formed the universe. Beyond the Primum Mobile and literally outside the 

universe was the Empyrean Heaven of God which was beyond space and time. Both Thomas 

Aquinas and Bonaventure wrote their theological works in light of this cosmology of medieval 

space, and both insisted on the reality of an immaterial, nonphysical domain. 

The rise of modern science brought with it the conquering of space. Between Aristotle and 

Einstein, a truly revolutionary shift occurred in our conception of space. For Aristotle, space was 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poem/gods-grandeur
http://books.wwnorton.com/books/The-Pearly-Gates-of-Cyberspace/
http://faculty.grandview.edu/ssnyder/121/121%20great%20chain.htm
http://faculty.grandview.edu/ssnyder/121/121%20great%20chain.htm


but a minor and rather unimportant category of reality. By the 17th century, space meant the 

"whole of reality," leaving no room for any other kind of space to exist. The concept gave rise to 

a bold new mechanistic philosophy that saw the world not as a great spiritual hierarchy but as a 

vast machine. Newton made space the formal background of the universe, the absolute frame of 

all action. Yet Newtonian space possessed no intrinsic qualities of its own; space played a 

secondary, subservient role — a backdrop for the action of matter. 

Modern mastery of the physical world is shown in our scientific understanding of physical space. 

In the last five centuries, we have mapped the whole of terrestrial space, as continents, ice caps 

and ocean floors have yielded their secrets to science. Our understanding of physical space now 

extends beyond our Earth, to the moon and other planets. On the micro level, particle physics has 

been mapping subatomic space; neuroscientists are now mapping the space of our brains. While 

we have been mapping and mastering physical space, we have lost sight of any kind of spiritual 

place in which spirits or souls might reside. It is a modern cosmological fact that the whole of 

our reality is taken up by physical space, and there is literally no place within this scheme for 

anything like spirit or soul to rise above the physical world. 

Wertheim sees the conquering of space by modern science and the eviction of the spirit — both 

the divine Spirit of God and the transcendent human spirit — as the impetus behind the 

exponential rise of cyberspace. Just as medieval Christians believed in a physical space described 

by their science (natural philosophy) and a nonphysical space that existed outside the material 

domain, so too the advent of cyberspace returns us to a dualistic world view. Once again, we 

have a material realm described by science and an immaterial realm that operates on a different 

plane of the real. Cyberspace offers the space of infinite possibilities where the human spirit can 

soar. It is the new space of transcendence, the realm of the new empyrean heavens, now readily 

accessible by a touch of a button. 

Wertheim's thesis is compelling, since the discoveries of modern science have centered on 

cosmological shifts and new understandings of space. Cyberspace is the new frontier of the 

spiritual transcendence that eludes the grasp of modern science. It is interesting that White wrote 

his famous article on "The Historic Roots of our Ecological Crisis in 1967" around the same time 

Gordon Moore of Intel predicted that computing power would rise exponentially. Indeed, his 

prediction has come true. Computer technology has changed the landscape of modern culture 

while the ecological crisis continues to deepen. 

The truth is we need a spiritual outlet, a place to transcend ourselves through imagination and 

creativity. Institutional religions offer old cosmologies of closed space. On the positive side, the 

church offers a place for the soul to ascend to God; on the negative side, this space is closed and 

bounded by the Dionysian hierarchies: the ecclesiastical and celestial hierarchies. The space of 

the institutional church is a patriarchal space with no room for democracy, mutuality or shared 

power, all of which can be found in cyberspace. The church portrays heaven as the place of 

spiritual perfection; computer life sees the space of unlimited possibilities as virtual heaven. 

Cyberspace is an open "ecclesia" where gender, race, color or creed make no difference 

whatsoever. One can join a networked community without having to argue or defend gender or 

patriarchy. In the infinite landscape of cyberspace, we can transcend our prosaic lives defined by 

gender, race and creed. 

http://www.intel.com/content/www/us/en/history/museum-gordon-moore-law.html


Technology has taken over the space of religion, and the trend will not reverse any time soon. 

We long to transcend ourselves, to strive for the more, to become different persons. Technology 

is no longer a tool; it is an existential reality. We in the Global North are computer-dependent in 

just about every facet of our daily lives. We created the tools of technology, but now the tools are 

creating us. The term "cyborg" symbolizes the new hybrid of human and machine organized by a 

new configuration of networked information. 

Despite the lure of cyber transcendence, our souls are not at rest; we cannot find the peace we 

long for. Loneliness has increased in our cyberworld; we are more wired together than ever 

before and yet more lonely. The human brain is literally changing with constant computer use. 

Studies show that constant computer use is enhancing the narrow left brain of logic and analysis, 

to the exclusion of the capacious right brain, which is connected to the body and the wider world. 

The brain is a "use it or lose it" organ. By spending the majority of our waking hours in 

Googleland, we are becoming more forgetful, impatient and narcissistic; even worse, our 

capacity to think is diminishing (due to a "thinning out" of the frontal cortices). 

Yet the space of cyberspace, like the medieval heavens, is transcendent, alluring and spiritually 

seductive. We can find or become anything we dream or imagine online. Just as the saints of old 

imagined and undertook heroic sacrifices for the greater glory of God, we, too, long to become 

something different — but without sacrifice. The computer circumvents the arduous process of 

conversion by creating a "wormhole," a bending of space-time that enables ready access to other 

worlds. Our alternate lives are a mere click away, keeping us tethered to our devices. This cyber 

soul-space is much more enticing than planet Earth because the infinite possibilities of cyber 

space keep the flames of human desire enkindled 24/7. 

In a sense, Lynn White was correct. Our ecological problems will continue to deepen unless we 

recognize the heart of the problem is the existential need for spiritual space. Our institutional 

religions do not provide a breathtaking openness for the human soul to soar. Teilhard de Chardin 

saw the problem early on. He spoke of Christianity as passive, resigned and consigned to a 

cosmos that no longer exists. Because spiritual energy is vital to the evolution of life, Teilhard 

thought that we must reinvent ourselves religiously, and he set about his life's work toward this 

goal. 

We have yet to realize, however, a new synthesis between science and religion, a type of religion 

that is at home in an unfinished universe. But this is the key to a renewed sustainable Earth. By 

conquering physical space, science has unwittingly shown our deep, felt need for religion. Our 

souls need a place apart from the physical world of everyday stuff, a place to stretch toward the 

infinite and wonder about things that do not physically exist. How we reconceive religion in a 

scientific age is the basis of a healing Earth. Pope Francis is right to take the lead in this regard, 

but his spiritual wisdom is not enough. We need a complete religious revolution — to liberate 

God from the grip of Greek metaphysics, to liberate divine revelation from the institution of 

religion; to reimagine a new heaven and a new Earth. The Christian tradition has all that it takes 

to make this revolution possible. In a sense Jesus initiated a new big bang: "I have come to cast 

fire on earth and how I wish it were ablaze already" (Luke 12:49). 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/10/30/shocking-ways-internet-rewires-brain_n_4136942.html
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-internet-has-become-the-external-hard-drive-for-our-memories/
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/mental-wealth/201402/gray-matters-too-much-screen-time-damages-the-brain
http://www.usccb.org/bible/luke/12


Computer technology should inspire us to rediscover religion, a technology of the spirit that 

deepens love, widens compassion, expands forgiveness and radiates beauty; a democracy of the 

spirit open to healing and wholeness, where neither male nor female, gender or power determine 

relationships, only love. A new church for a new world. 

But the power of newness comes from within. Science has conquered space but it has not 

conquered the soul. The inner universe is still a vast expanse of infinite love and life. The 

religious imagination must be set free to realize that all that we seek in the outer life can be 

found in the inner universe, what the poet Rainer Maria Rilke called the "outer space within" 

where "through us the birds fly silently … [where] in me grows the tree." 

The heart is the space of unlimited love and thus unlimited power because at the center of the 

heart is the pure glory of God. Etty Hillesum discovered this inner treasure in the midst of war, 

violence and human destruction. If our souls cannot find a renewed spiritual space on Earth, then 

we too will face destruction, but this great suffering will be our gift. For in the fires of suffering, 

love is purified, and only a pure love can open our eyes once more to the gift of life. Then and 

only then, will we remember the future because memory is not of the past alone. Rather it is our 

ability to re-connect with our birthright of belonging to the cosmos. Memory is to be membered 

— to the whole of reality: past, present, and future. Without memory there is no future. 

[Ilia Delio, a member of the Franciscan Sisters of Washington, D.C., is the Josephine C. 

Connelly Endowed Chair in Theology at Villanova University. She is the author of 16 books, 

including Making All Things New: Catholicity, Cosmology and Consciousness (Orbis Books 

2015), and the general editor of the series Catholicity in an Evolving Universe.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality-environment/can-renewal-inner-space-help-

heal-earth-46041 
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Detail University Seeks to Turn Pope Francis' Encyclical Message into a Climate Action Plan 

By Liz Harman  

University of San Diego News Center 

 

The University of San Diego has unveiled a Climate Action Plan that calls for reducing USD's 

greenhouse gases on campus by at least 50 percent by the year 2035. 

The centerpiece of the University of San Diego's celebration of Earth Month in April is a new 

Climate Action Plan that calls for reducing the university's greenhouse gases on campus by at 

least 50 percent by the year 2035. 

Inspired by Pope Francis' encyclical entitled “Laudato Si” or "On Care for Our Common Home," 

the plan calls for reducing electricity and natural gas use by 35 percent and increasing the use of 

clean, renewable energy by 40 percent by 2035.  

http://www.cortlandreview.com/features/13/summer/young.php
https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/hillesum-etty
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality-environment/can-renewal-inner-space-help-heal-earth-46041
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality-environment/can-renewal-inner-space-help-heal-earth-46041


"Environmental degradation and its disproportionate impact on the poor and most vulnerable 

represents one of humanity's urgent challenges, and USD has developed a bold and 

comprehensive plan to turn the Pope's call for dialogue into action," said USD President James 

T. Harris III, DEd.  

Activities on and off campus include an April 18 faculty panel discussion about climate change 

and the environment in the Humanities Center, Serra Hall 200, from 4-5:30 p.m.; A look at 

Conscious and Creative Consumption: Five Years of Fair Trade on April 19, 5-9 p.m. at the USD 

Electronics Recycling Center lot; the USD Earth Day Fair on Thursday, April 20, from noon to 2 

p.m. in the plaza of the Student Life Pavilion; an Outdoor Adventure Service Trip on Saturday, 

April 22, and participation in the San Diego Earth Fair 2017 at Balboa Park on Sunday, April 23. 

And, on April 26 from 8-9 p.m., all USD residence halls are being asked to turn their lights off 

for this hour to support and raise awareness of climate change. 

"As a contemporary Catholic university committed to its rich Catholic intellectual and social 

justice traditions, the University of San Diego prepares students to be enlightened, engaged and 

ecological citizens," Harris added. 

The Climate Action Plan outlines how the university will reduce harmful greenhouse gas 

emissions in energy, transportation, waste diversion, water and other areas. Efforts to reduce 

emissions will take place through a variety of ways including reducing energy and water use and 

alternative energy and transportation options. 

"The plan is a living document that will change over time as new opportunities to improve 

sustainability unfold," said Michael Catanzaro, Director of the Office of Sustainability. 

The plan also highlights progress the university already has made including reducing energy use 

on campus by 20 percent and diverting more than 2.7 million pounds of electronics from the San 

Diego waste stream since opening an Electronics Recycling Center on campus in 2011. In 2016, 

the university had its lowest water usage in more than 25 years. 

http://www.sandiego.edu/news/detail.php?_focus=59289 
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The religious case for caring about climate change 

 

By Nesima Aberra 

Vox 

 

Talk about values, not just data: how this minister wants to inspire people to take action on 

protecting the environment. 

What makes a person decide if they want to take action on climate change? According to a Pew 

survey, Americans say they are most influenced by education, the media, and personal 

http://www.sandiego.edu/news/detail.php?_focus=59289
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/22/religion-and-views-on-climate-and-energy-issues/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/22/religion-and-views-on-climate-and-energy-issues/


experiences. One factor that barely plays a role: religious beliefs. Just 6 percent of American 

adults said their religious views were the most influential factor in deciding whether they think 

there should be stronger laws on the environment. 

Reverend Brooks Berndt wants to change that — he wants to bring religion into the debate over 

climate change and the environment. As a pastor in Vancouver, Washington, he started a chapter 

of the Sierra Club's Beyond Coal campaign and worked to transition away from the state’s coal 

plant.  

In his current position as the minister of environmental justice at the United Church of Christ in 

Cleveland, Ohio, he has led efforts to divest from fossil fuels, support renewable energy, raise 

awareness of the Flint water crisis, mobilize at Standing Rock, and work on other environmental 

issues that particularly affect communities of color and working-class families. Brooks and his 

church are official partners of the People’s Climate March on April 29 in DC.  

“Grief over climate change is real,” he said. “Being in it for the long haul is knowing how to 

wrestle with things like grief. One of the best ways to deal with challenging issues … is to not be 

alone but to be in a community of support.”  

I spoke with Berndt about why religious people should prioritize the climate and how faith can 

be way to influence people on this issue. 

Nesima Aberra  

Religious people are less likely to believe in climate change and less likely to mobilize around 

environmental justice causes. Why do you think that is? 

Brooks Berndt 

When you talk about the Christian faith in the US, you’re talking about a huge group of people 

with lots of diversity. A lot of Christians are not going to identify with that. At the same time, I 

think there is a sense that we need to own up with what’s going on in our own bigger house — 

that climate denialism is a problem. And there has been a history of Christians not coming down 

on the right side on the environment with harmful views.  

At the same time, when you look at, okay, who’s moved the needle the most on climate opinion? 

The pope! He moved the needle in the right direction on climate issues. There’s persuadability 

and openness. Some good segments of people are persuadable if you present things in a moral 

framework and relates to their faith and values.  

One of the sad realities is that climate became this ideologically polarized issue like marriage 

equality and other issues. As a denomination, we’re not strangers to that. We were the first 

denomination to come out for marriage equality. We’re used to entering into polarizing issues, 

trying to take a firm public stance and at the same time realizing in our denomination, there is 

tremendous diversity on any one issue. That’s also where we have the most to offer and is our 

greatest strength. 

http://www.ucc.org/pollinator
https://peoplesclimate.org/


Nesima Aberra 

Why is it necessary to have a religious response to climate change?  

Brooks Berndt 

As faith communities, we’re possessors of a rich language about what fundamentally motivates 

people to address environmental injustices and address the climate. When I look at what 

motivates activists, often what gets circulated in some venues is science reports.  

But what actually motivates people is what I have found are the three great loves. Love of 

neighbor: You’re aware of the real and present suffering climate or pollution are causing right 

now, so you’re motivated once you have that awareness. Another is love of creation, concern for 

how our natural world is being decimated, extinction of animals, the acidification of the ocean 

and deforestation. The number one motive I’ve come across — although it’s not for everyone — 

is love of children.  

Nesima Aberra 

How do you make a case for the environment scripturally? 

Brooks Berndt 

Early on in the history of faith communities addressing environmental issues, a lot of emphasis 

was particularly on Genesis — that our role as humans is to be stewards of God’s creation. I 

wouldn’t detract from that, but I think we’re in a time where there are other scriptures and 

messages that are more relevant.  

The whole Christian faith is basically about a vision of community that is in utter opposition to 

the Roman Empire. We come from a tradition that was very much against structures of power, 

structures of military might, and very critical of greed in relation to wealth. So I think we have to 

relate our environmental challenges to those scriptures.  

It also relates to Pope Francis. One of his articulations is if you come from a faith where God 

sides with the poor and stands with the poor, then that’s a part of environmental issues today 

because it’s poor people being harmed.  

Nesima Aberra 

Have you encountered any resistance from your community for the work that you do or the 

positions you take? 

Brooks Berndt 

I’ve had members who would express to me strong opinions that were oppositional or might be 

categorized as climate denialism, but they also stayed in the community. With trying to transition 



away from [a coal plant in the state of Washington], I had members of my church who had at 

some point worked or had family members in that coal plant. I made plans to have a lunch with 

one of them and talked about it. It wasn’t that difficult once you sit down and have lunch with 

somebody.  

Not too many people are for polluting the water or air but there’s a lot to be found in common 

ground and for people to be able to connect to an issue in a way that goes beyond the ideological 

or things one is fed in the media. When you can connect it to real life, people can get out of those 

ideological straightjackets.  

Nesima Aberra 

A lot of climate activists are concerned about the new administration’s approach to the 

environment. Looking ahead, are you optimistic or worried about climate change? 

Brooks Berndt 

If you’re a pastor, a lot of what you’re dealing with on a weekly basis is people caught in grief. 

Grief over climate change is real and has a significant impact on people. And being in it for the 

long haul is knowing how to wrestle with things like grief. One of the best ways to deal with 

challenging issues and things like grief is to not be alone but to be in a community of support and 

point people to resources around them.  

I’m a big fan of the Exodus story. At times we find ourselves with our back against the wall or 

the sea, but at some point the waters do part and we’re able to walk through. Being able to have 

those stories and connect to what we’re going through right now is powerful. So whether it’s the 

Exodus story or the story of crucifixion and resurrection, these have helped us make our way 

through life, through the climate, and issue after issue over so many years.  

http://www.vox.com/conversations/2017/4/19/15271166/climate-change-religious-arguments 
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Toward a Contemplative Ecology: A Conversation with Douglas Christie and Andrew Zolli 

 

By Garrison Institute 

In the past two centuries, human health and wealth have advanced as never before. While 

inequalities still bedevil us, on the whole, the current generation of human beings are living 

longer, more abundant, and more prosperous lives than any in our history. The product (and 

propulsion) of this prosperity has been an explosion in human knowledge and capability, 

unrivaled since the Enlightenment. We know more, enjoy more, and can do more than our 

forebears could have imagined just a generation or two ago. 

http://www.vox.com/conversations/2017/4/19/15271166/climate-change-religious-arguments


Yet this civilizational triumph has come at a profound cost. For ours is also an age of 

environmental brutality on a global scale—marked by mass extinction, the overfishing and 

“plastification” of our oceans, and the ever-more catastrophic consequences of climate change, 

among much other malevolence. Humanity is now not merely influencing the planet, but altering 

its basic, life-giving systems—and in the process, imperiling ourselves, and countless other 

living things. 

We tend to measure the perverse progress of these environmental catastrophes in the abstract 

language of accountancy—in hectares lost to deforestation, or metric tons of carbon dioxide 

pumped into the atmosphere. 

But the ecological crisis also reflects something deeper and more intimate: a spiritual crisis—one 

of perspective, meaning, solidarity, and practice. And therein, perhaps, lies not only our 

indictment, but our hope. 

Douglas Christie is a Christian theologian, professor at Loyola Marymount University, and the 

author, most recently, of The Blue Sapphire of the Mind: Notes for a Contemplative Ecology. In 

the book, Christie interweaves concepts from early Christian contemplatives, the American 

transcendental tradition, and the contemporary ecological crisis. In so doing, he ties together 

ancient practices and modern concerns, and provides signposts on the contemplative’s journey to 

a new relationship with both the self and the world. In this Earth Day dialogue, he explores these 

ideas with Andrew Zolli, the Garrison Institute’s President. 

Andrew Zolli: In The Blue Sapphire of the Mind, you introduce concepts from the practices of 

early Christian contemplatives and explore their resonance in a modern world marked by a 

deepening ecological crisis. 

I was struck, throughout, by a kind of dual meaning of the subtitle of the book. A 

“Contemplative Ecology” might be understood as ecology in the traditional, biological “web of 

life” sense, as filtered through a contemplative’s perspective. It might also be understood as an 

“ecology” of inner contemplative practices that draw us toward an ever-more deeply-lived life. 

There is a kind of metonymic relationship between the two. 

With that in mind, let’s start with the first concept you introduce, penthos, which you frame as a 

profound experience of loss and grief. 

Douglas Christie: Penthos is about the gift of tears. We get close to understanding penthos in 

the Christian tradition when we speak of “repentance,” even though that’s one of those words 

that has a really bad reputation. As soon as you bring up repentance, you start feeling terrible 

about yourself and everything you’ve ever done. In fact, repentance is a beautiful idea that has to 

do with practicing a kind of honesty with yourself about the whole of who you are—all of your 

longings and aspirations for what monks would call “purity of heart,” as well as all the habits and 

dispositions that have prevented you from opening up to the world. 

In the Christian monastic tradition, tears were understood to be a kind of signal or indicator that 

the heart was breaking open. For the monks, the meaning of these tears was often very 



ambiguous. There was sadness and regret around the awareness of your complicity in having 

caused suffering for yourself and others, but there was also something close to joy. The relief of 

tears signified a dam bursting, an opening up of the soul to stand more honestly in relation to 

reality. 

These kinds of tears are sometimes seen in our contemporary world when people reflect on our 

relationship with the natural world. Of course, some might disagree and say that we’re simply in 

denial about the whole situation on a cultural level. But in that case, our inability to mourn and 

our repression of tears seems like something worth addressing. 

Andrew Zolli: Indeed, an honest encounter with the climate crisis often brings deep tears, which 

can move us from impassivity into either action or despair. I’m sure that at least some climate 

denialism, and much climate apathy, is rooted in an instinctive repression of those tears—an 

inability to look at facts that seem too painful to process, and too challenging to the status-quo of 

our self-constructed lives. It’s hardly surprising that a culture of endless distraction and of 

ecological repudiation emerged at the same time; sometimes it seems to me that in American 

culture we either recoil from honest tears or drown in false ones. 

But, as you’ve suggested, tears can serve a deep spiritual purpose—to demonstrate an 

understanding of the mirrored brokenness between the heart inside and world outside. 

Douglas Christie: It’s worth noting that, in the Christian monastic tradition, tears were bound up 

and connected with practice. For the monks it was a question of, How might I turn this poignant 

moment of self-awareness back into my already seriously considered practice? And the second 

thing is that these tears were connected to community. In traditional literature, tears often show 

up during a conversation between an elder and disciple as the result of some kind of probing of a 

moral or spiritual question that is of great significance to the one who is seeking help. 

What do you do with those tears? Well, inevitably, there was a communal response to this 

question. You turn your attention back to the community with clearer eyes, with a deeper sense 

of commitment, and a greater sense of openness. I’m not saying that this simple analogy will tell 

us how to not feel overwhelmed at the crisis we’re facing, but there is a lesson to be learned, I 

think, in reflecting on how an opening up of the soul or the heart can lead people back to their 

existing communities. In many ways, that’s where an opening wants to be realized. 

Andrew Zolli: In these days of polarized, sorted-out communities, that turning back to 

community can sometimes seem daunting. It can be hard to know where to engage. But in my 

own work on community resilience, I often see an analogue of the experience you’re describing. 

In the wake of a major disaster, the marks of ordinary time and identity are lost, and the 

experience of radical loss drives some people to a place that is primal and communal. 

Connections to people and place intensify. The unimportant stuff falls away, and something 

deeper takes its place. After devastating tornados rampaged through one town, I observed a man 

rubbing soil on his arms and face, almost practicing a form of communion with the place. 

Another began replanting a garden even before her house was mucked out. And it doesn’t just 

occur in disaster-zones: after 9/11, anthropologists working for the National Parks Service found 

hundreds of makeshift shrines erected in forests and wildernesses throughout the United States. 



That all speaks to the critical element of topos, which you define as a deep sense of place. Yet I 

find myself contrasting that idea with our more everyday experience of place in the modern 

world, which seems increasingly fragmented. Thanks to technology, we often occupy more than 

one place, space, and community simultaneously: I’m here in my office, on the phone, on social 

media, sometimes all at once. I can be situated in more than once place—socially, 

psychologically—from moment to moment. There’s a paradox there: on the one hand, I have 

more places where I might experience meaning, more places to find community; but I can also 

more easily be dislocated from the place I’m really “in” at the moment. And this seems closely 

related to the next term you introduce, prosochē, which concerns the the nature of attention. 

Douglas Christie: Well, it seems clear to me that at least part of what the growth of mindfulness 

in our culture is about is a longing to find a meaningful response to sense of the unbearable 

complexity of our lives. In our spiritual traditions—whether Christian, Buddhist, or otherwise—

there are historical precedents for both individuals and communities who practice some form of 

retreat or withdrawal. They remove themselves and they give shape to a form of life that narrows 

down the range of what people are attending to. 

In the monastic world, there is a certain amount of time for silence, a certain amount of time for 

manual labor, and, when the bell rings, you stop what you’re doing and go recite or chant the 

psalms or other sacred texts. Even if that monastic model isn’t viable for many of us, I think 

there’s a reason why people are looking to these traditions for help. They point to the possibility 

that you can strip away some of the extraneous things that are always calling for your attention 

and be intentional about paying attention to fewer things with greater awareness and greater 

heart. 

In our culture, there’s always a danger of turning these practices into individualistic activities, 

but I think practices of attention can lead us back to a place that roots us in one another’s 

company and allows us to be present with each other in our joys and suffering. It’s a way of 

being present instead of absent. 

Andrew Zolli: That presence is, for me, one of the central promises of a contemplative 

ecology—that by calming our minds and settling our attention, we can amplify our ability to be 

fully alive to the beauty, inherent strangeness, and interconnectedness of the world as a living 

system. By reducing our distractions, we’re able to discern the interrelationships across this 

pulsing, creative, dynamic whole, and to commune more deeply with the world as it is. 

I think this naturally brings us to logos, which is an intrinsic, deep, and creative principle. How 

does logos relate to this larger discussion about attention and place? 

Douglas Christie: In the Christian tradition, it seems that the language of creation is often the 

standard point of reference for how we might revere and respond to the natural world. The world 

was created by God and is seen as good, and therefore we have an obligation to respect it and 

respond to it. 

Of course, that’s a beautiful and valuable principle. But I think it’s worth noting that it hardly 

scratches the surface of how the Christian tradition has always understood the created world, 



which is that God is pulsing through every living thing. If you take this basic theological idea in 

Christianity—that everything that exists came into being through the Word of God—then that 

invites you to really listen to the world itself in a different way. Every living being gives voice to 

this profound, sacred reality. 

If you do this, you’re listening to the voice of the beloved in and through everything. You’re not 

flattening everything out, as if the cry of the hawk is the same as the sound the wind makes when 

it rustles through the trees or the sound of a pinecone that hits the earth. No, they’re all 

manifesting different and distinct tonal qualities. This is religiously important. 

Andrew Zolli: This reverence for the symphony of creation sets up the context for love, for eros, 

which you frame as a healing force. How do you distinguish between that kind of love and other 

ways people talk about love? 

Douglas Christie: There are Christian theologians whose theology is informed by the ancient 

Greek idea of eros, which, when it’s connected with the understanding of the divine, is the 

yearning of God for the world. It becomes the source of our own yearning for connection with 

one another, God, and all of reality. 

When eros becomes part of a spiritual practice, it’s the capacity that we have to open ourselves 

up to places on the edge. It can foster an experience of being drawn into the life of the other. It’s 

often about surrender, vulnerability, tenderness, and receptivity to the other, who is beckoning to 

us. We both do and don’t want to let ourselves become this vulnerable, but the language of eros 

invites us to consider how enlivening and enthralling these exchanges are. 

It’s also complicated, of course, as we can see in our ambiguous, often-conflicted responses to 

the possibility of intimacy in human relationships. Instead of practicing simple openness, too 

often we project our own anxieties onto the other. We do this out of fear, insecurity, or a kind of 

uncertainty about whether letting go in love is really possible—or whether we are capable of 

such release. In the mystical tradition, this manifests itself as an apprehension about letting go to 

experience the infinite other. 

Can we really open ourselves to the life of the other, without the ego closing off this very 

possibility? Can we inhabit a place of receptivity? Can we allow the life of the other to flow into 

us and inform and shape us? If so, then we also begin to develop another way of understanding 

community and our own sense of belonging. 

Andrew Zolli: I am reminded of the ecological concept of the ecotone, the place where two 

biomes meet—like a marshland between a river and the riverbank. These can be places of 

tremendous genetic richness, biodiversity, and flourishing. 

Yet there is a hard-edged transactionalism in contemporary society that seems to work against 

this kind exchange, in which we open ourselves to being deeply influenced by the other. In every 

respect—in our psyches, institutions, relationships, and use and stewardship of resources—our 

culture seem to encourage zero-sum thinking by default. 



Here in the West, that’s especially true in terms of the climate. Narratives of power, dominance, 

and a kind of manifest destiny pervade—civilization is seen as a victory over nature, and any 

other response is framed as radicalism or capitulation. But there are interesting signals appearing 

from the East. In the last few years, China has put forth a different, aspirational model of 

development—to become an “ecological civilization,” rooted in Confucian concepts of 

harmonious environmental, material, social, and spiritual development. Of course, nobody fully 

knows yet what that means in practice, but it’s an important narrative opening. 

I must say that it was a bit jarring when your book moves from eros to the following concept of 

kenosis. What is kenosis and how does it fit alongside eros? 

Douglas Christie: Yes. Well, the idea of kenosis was haunting me the whole time I was writing 

the book. In the Christian spiritual tradition, it refers to the experience of radical self-emptying 

and the sense of being emptied out completely. Kenosis in the context of this book evokes the 

sense of emptiness and loss that we sometimes feel in the presence of suffering and death, when 

we sense that the world is not always benevolently oriented toward us. We know this. At least 

from our limited perspective, the world doesn’t always seem to have our best interests at heart. 

When we reflect on this fact, we sometimes experience an emptying out of meaning from our 

lives and from the world itself. It takes integrity to stand in that condition of uncertainty without 

making up some meaning where there isn’t one. 

For me, the idea of kenosis connects deeply with the attitude Pope Francis calls for in Laudato 

Si. As we turn our gaze toward the suffering world, he suggests that we are being called to a 

deeper, more painful awareness: “Our goal is . . . to become painfully aware, to dare to turn what 

is happening to the world into our own personal suffering and thus to discover what each of us 

can do about it.” The joy we feel at our deep erotic intimacy with the living world calls forth 

from us a painful awareness of all that is being lost, and an ethical call to engage in the work of 

healing. 

Andrew Zolli: I’m struck here by the distinction between empathy, feeling the pain of others, 

and compassion, feeling a motivating, active concern and solidarity for the pain of others. In the 

face of the enormity of others’ suffering—and the world’s—there is more pain than we can 

internalize. In an effort to do so, we run the risk of empathy fatigue and burnout. It’s critical to 

transform empathy into compassion and compassion into action—to keep it productive. I was 

listening to an activist the other day, who said her mantra in the current political climate has 

become to “turn her pain into political capital”—relentlessly refocusing on purposeful action. 

That brings us naturally to telos, which is about how we come to embrace a purpose which 

carries us out back into the world. We start to think about how to re-inhabit the world after we’ve 

reconfigured our attention and come into communion with our place. Can you reflect for a 

moment on telos and purpose? 

Douglas Christie: Well, it’s worth acknowledging that many of our spiritual traditions give 

careful attention to the idea of purposelessness, a letting things be what they are for their own 

sake. It is an expression of non-attachment that reminds us that we should take care to avoid 

turning everything into our own play things that only serve our agendas. Also, it reminds us that 



not everything has to be understood as having utility or purpose, which is another way that we 

visit our obsessions on the world. 

I think at their deepest levels our spiritual traditions invite us to recognize that we have a 

capacity to experience freedom. That freedom alone can be the source of tremendous healing in 

the world. And, actually, telos challenges us to undo our sense of purpose-driven existence that 

often confuses what is essential for what is peripheral or secondary. It opens up some part of our 

own awareness to the gift of existence. With that awareness, we can respond to the world. 

Andrew Zolli: I think one of the things that’s interesting about a contemplative ecology in this 

time of crisis is that there is this balance to strike between detachment and radical engagement. 

It’s often true that people on the forefront of social action sometimes need to detach. They need 

to come up for air. They’re swimming very deeply in dark water—on behalf of all of us—but, as 

you say, there’s something perfectly divine about experiencing purposelessness—the gift of 

undirected being—before they dive back in. 

Douglas Christie: You’re right that there is a sense of urgency to our current situation and 

contemplative practice can’t be allowed to be a kind of vacation from attending to what’s 

happening in the world. Even in our practice we have to be fully alive, alert, aware, and 

responsive to the realities of the world, including suffering and brokenness. But I’m also 

convinced that there has to be room in our collective reality for stillness, emptiness, and spaces 

that aren’t filled up. It’s just critical to our well-being. Our capacity to make a meaningful 

response to the fragmentation and alienation we are experience will depend on it. 

Whatever new sense of wholeness we’re groping our way toward, it needs to include 

contemplation and active engagement. The early Ignatian contemplative tradition has a 

wonderful phrase: simul in actione contemplivus, which can be roughly translated as 

contemplative even while engaging in action. A rich simultaneity in which contemplation and 

action are understood as profoundly woven together in our lives. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/toward-contemplative-ecology/  
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These Native American Scholars Marched For Indigenous Science 

“There are numerous contemporary indigenous sciences based on a long tradition and history. 

They need to be validated as such — not as folklore.”  

By Nidhi Subbaraman 

BuzzFeed 

WASHINGTON— From Sydney to San Francisco, indigenous scientists and scholars celebrated 

traditional knowledge on Saturday, as thousands across the world demonstrated at March For 

Science events. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/toward-contemplative-ecology/
https://www.buzzfeed.com/buzzfeednews/people-are-marching-around-the-world-to-stand-up-for-science?utm_term=.ajm0Z11KX#.ftV5rnn0J
https://www.buzzfeed.com/buzzfeednews/people-are-marching-around-the-world-to-stand-up-for-science?utm_term=.ajm0Z11KX#.ftV5rnn0J


Indigenous knowledge and practices are often dismissed as mythology or “quaint stories,” 

Melissa Nelson, associate professor of American Indian Studies at San Francisco State 

University, told BuzzFeed News. 

“There are numerous contemporary indigenous sciences based on a long tradition and history. 

They need to be validated as such — not as folklore,” said Nelson, who is Anishinaabe. 

With the global March For Science events being held on Saturday, Nelson was part of a group 

that wrote a declaration arguing that indigenous science, including ancient practices of 

conservation and healing, could complement dominant “Western science” and be useful at a time 

when people are looking for ways to tackle problems, such as climate change and issues of 

sustainability. 

More than 1,700 people, including members of more than 40 indigenous groups, and allies, 

signed the statement. 

“It seemed incomplete to me that as we celebrate science, we don’t celebrate the other sciences,” 

Robin Kimmerer, director of the Center for Native Peoples and the Environment at State 

University of New York, who is Citizen Potawatomi, told BuzzFeed News. 

Kimmerer began drafting the petition and looking for collaborators when she saw the movement 

to make a public show of support for science gather momentum online. 

“People often think about indigenous science as a historical example, as a museum piece,” she 

said. “It’s a very contemporary problem-solving ability because of the principles it’s based on.” 

For example, ecology, biology, and tribal practices are at work restoring salmon and sturgeon in 

the Columbia River basin. In Arizona, the Tohono O’odham Nation is turning to traditional 

grains and diets to combat diabetes. 

Though the pursuit of “Western science” has sometimes antagonized indigenous groups, the 

March For Science is an opportunity to collaborate, and raise awareness that these alternate 

libraries of knowledge exist, Rosalyn LaPier, a visiting professor at Harvard Divinity School 

who co-wrote the statement, told BuzzFeed News. 

Indigenous communities in the US, from Louisiana to Alaska to Montana, are already feeling the 

effects of climate change and preparing to survive despite it, sometimes tapping into indigenous 

knowledge system. 

“Let us remember that long before Western science came to these shores there were indigenous 

scientists here — native astronomers, geneticists, botanists, engineers — and we are still here,” 

Kimmerer said, during a speech at the March For Science event in DC. 

“There are a lot of people who say when climate change comes to us we’ll just go,” Kimmerer 

said. “[But] many indigenous peoples are extremely vulnerable to climate change and are in 

homelands that they cannot leave.” 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/buzzfeednews/people-are-marching-around-the-world-to-stand-up-for-science?utm_term=.ajm0Z11KX#.ftV5rnn0J
http://www.esf.edu/indigenous-science-letter/Indigenous_Science_Declaration.pdf
https://www.buzzfeed.com/nidhisubbaraman/resist-march-science?utm_term=.yrLAr4E7N#.cyPV63lrP
http://www.critfc.org/fish-and-watersheds/
https://theconversation.com/why-native-americans-do-not-separate-religion-from-science-75983
https://www.buzzfeed.com/nidhisubbaraman/indigenous-climate-action?utm_term=.wpPWJZxrz#.ovEJY6oAn
https://www.buzzfeed.com/nidhisubbaraman/indigenous-climate-action?utm_term=.wpPWJZxrz#.ovEJY6oAn
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Christian Earth Day lessons: worship by protecting creation  

 

By Paul Douglas 

The Guardian 

 

Climate change is a global pro-life issue  

Readers of this column know that I tend to focus on breaking science in the climate and energy 

areas. Sometimes, I stray into politics and other times, I venture further afield. Today, on Earth 

Day, I was reflecting on best ways to move real action forward and it is clear to me, and almost 

everyone in this industry, that building bridges between like-minded groups is key.  

Frankly, it isn’t just scientists that are concerned about climate change. Our concerns are shared 

by business leaders, the insurance industry, defense industries, people who enjoy the outdoors, 

farmers, and many more. Recently, there has been a movement amongst persons of faith as well. 

In fact, for some people of faith, taking care of the Earth is a mandate from a higher authority. In 

this light, and to celebrate a very different voice form my own, the following is a guest post by a 

well-known meteorologist in the USA, Paul Douglas. It turns out he is also a man of faith as well 

as a business leader. Thanks Paul. 

-John Abraham 

Christians just celebrated the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. I’m a Christian, 

husband, father, businessman and scientist; a Penn State meteorologist by training. It’s true that 

all knowledge is relative; science is never “settled” and one never quite reaches solid bedrock. 

There’s always a new observation, a new discovery, a radical theory, more testing to do. We look 

at the universe through a pinhole as God gradually reveals himself to us. 

Regardless of how you pray or how you vote, we can all agree that fewer toxic chemicals in our 

air and water is a good thing. But today, more Americans die prematurely from air pollution than 

traffic accidents. More than 5 million premature deaths result from dirty air every year, 

worldwide. Air pollution disproportionately impacts minority and low-income communities 

across the USA. And statistically, America’s poor are much more likely to live near toxic waste 

sites.  

These numbers betray the ugly truth that the poor pay the steepest price for America’s toxic 

reliance on fossil fuels. This is not the world Jesus teaches us to create. “He will reply, truly I tell 

you, whatever you did not do for one of the least of these, you did not do for me,” Jesus told his 

disciples in Matthew 24:45.  

https://www.buzzfeed.com/nidhisubbaraman/these-native-american-scholars-marched-for-science
https://www.buzzfeed.com/nidhisubbaraman/these-native-american-scholars-marched-for-science
http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2014/11/car-emissions-vs-car-crashes-which-ones-deadlier
http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2014/11/car-emissions-vs-car-crashes-which-ones-deadlier
http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-35568249
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/air-pollution-minority-communities_us_57fa6cd6e4b0b6a4303324c8
http://fortune.com/2016/02/04/environmental-race-poverty-flint/
http://fortune.com/2016/02/04/environmental-race-poverty-flint/


The Trump administration’s misguided efforts to roll back protections for public health and the 

environment puts every one of us at risk, especially those with the fewest resources. 

Increasingly, America the Beautiful is under siege, as the interests of polluting industries take 

priority over the safety and welfare of our children.  

Science is not a substitute for faith; the two are not mutually exclusive. Science has no answer 

for the miracle of consciousness, the power of love and the promise of eternal life to come. We 

are here to worship our Creator and enjoy the fruits of his Creation. We are caretakers of a 

precious gift. We don’t own anything—everything around us is on loan. “My home is in Heaven. 

I’m just traveling through this world,” Billy Graham preached. 

Science doesn’t have all the answers, but we would be well advised to listen to the 97% of 

climate scientists who tell us Earth is warming, and the rapid burning of fossil fuels is 

responsible. Because the symptoms of a warming planet are becoming harder to deny and 

dismiss. 

I just co-authored Caring for Creation: The Evangelical’s Guide to Climate Change and a 

Healthy Environment with Mitch Hescox, a former coal industry employee and a Methodist 

Minister. He is now leading the Evangelical Environmental Network, made up of conservatives 

focused on conserving the very thing that sustains us: a healthy, vibrant planet.  

I’m proud of the many Christians who will march on April 29
th

 in the People’s Climate March. 

Around the world people of faith will speak with one voice about the dangers of climate change, 

and the opportunities for good, renewable, clean-energy energy jobs. Environmental justice and 

economic justice go hand in hand. Clean energy is rapidly outpacing fossil fuels in creating 

jobs—the solar industry already employs twice as many people as coal.  

We are called to be stewards, tending what’s left of Eden. “Man has been appointed as a steward 

for the management of God’s property, and ultimately, he will give account for his stewardship” 

says Luke 16:2.  

How are we doing?  

More than 150 million people around the world live within three feet of sea level, so warming, 

rising seas are quickly becoming more than an inconvenience. Climate change is already making 

storms, droughts and heat waves more intense, impacting where crops grow and who has access 

to water. Climate change is emerging as the global human rights struggle of the 21
st
 century. 

A rapidly-changing climate affects the health and welfare of our kids, and their kids. Respect for 

life must extend to future generations of unborn. Climate change is a global pro-life issue. 

There’s no time for gloom and doom. We already have solutions that will power sustainable 

abundance. Dirty fossil fuels will fade as we dial up clean, renewable energy sources. The 

revolution is here: solar costs have fallen more than 80 percent since 2008, onshore wind is down 

40 percent, and grid-scale batteries cost 70 percent less. We can have everything we want and 

need, with less stress on Earth’s Operating System - less lasting damage to God’s Creation.  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2016/apr/13/its-settled-90100-of-climate-experts-agree-on-human-caused-global-warming
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2016/apr/13/its-settled-90100-of-climate-experts-agree-on-human-caused-global-warming
https://www.amazon.com/Caring-Creation-Evangelicals-Climate-Environment-ebook/dp/B01M0RC2FK/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://www.amazon.com/Caring-Creation-Evangelicals-Climate-Environment-ebook/dp/B01M0RC2FK/ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://peoplesclimate.org/
http://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2017/2/7/14533618/solar-jobs-coal
http://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2017/2/7/14533618/solar-jobs-coal
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/global-sea-levels-climbed-3-inches-since-1992-research-shows_us_55df8216e4b0c818f61756ba
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-change
http://www.ecowatch.com/renewable-energy-demand-2004797392.htmlhttp:/www.ecowatch.com/renewable-energy-demand-2004797392.html
http://www.ecowatch.com/renewable-energy-demand-2004797392.htmlhttp:/www.ecowatch.com/renewable-energy-demand-2004797392.html


What would Jesus do? We can’t know the mind of God, but based on Christ’s own words, 

actions and ministry he might have two simple questions. “Did you protect my Father’s home? 

Did you defend his children?”  

What will we tell him? 

Republican meteorologist Paul Douglas is a serial entrepreneur, co-founder of AerisWeather 

and Praedictix; currently on the board of EEN, The Evangelical Environmental Network 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2017/apr/22/christian-

earth-day-lessons-worship-by-protectiong-creation 

 

 

April 25, 2017 

 

A Guatemalan indigenous land rights activist wins the Goldman Environmental Prize 

Rodrigo Tot, born in central Guatemala during the mining boom of the 1960s, spent much of his 

59 years in a tenacious battle against the mining industry in the Lake Izabal region. 

Al Dia News  

A Guatemalan Indian who was born in central Guatemala during the mining boom of the 1960s 

and has spent much of his 59 years in a tenacious battle against the mining industry in the Lake 

Izabal region, has been awarded the Goldman Environmental Prize (link is external) for his 

conviction that the fight to save the Earth is the most important. 

Indigenous leader Rodrigo Tot told EFE in an interview that "I feel happy as a leader of my 

community because I know that through our struggle we will achieve our goal," adding that 

despite the threats against his family, seemingly a permanent part of his life, he will never be 

intimidated. 

He lost his parents when still a child, so at age 12 he went to live with relatives in Agua Caliente. 

That small village was his home, the place he grew up to be the leader he is, and in 2002 the 

Q'eqchi, descendants of the Maya, elected him to be their leader. 

From that moment he guided his community to a court decision that set a historic precedent: it 

ordered the government to issue property titles to the Q'eqchi people and kept the 

environmentally destructive nickel industry from expanding into their community. 

A man of few words but sharp and to the point in his speech, Tot, who never received a formal 

education and who learned to speak Spanish listening to others, recalled how government 

officials and executives of Hudbay Minerals, the company that operates the Fenix nickel mine, 

never spoke with the indigenous community. 

http://pauldouglasweather.com/
https://www.aerisweather.com/
https://www.praedictix.com/
http://www.creationcare.org/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2017/apr/22/christian-earth-day-lessons-worship-by-protectiong-creation
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/climate-consensus-97-per-cent/2017/apr/22/christian-earth-day-lessons-worship-by-protectiong-creation
http://www.goldmanprize.org/


They came and got down to business. The Q'eqchi only found out about it when the miners came 

and went to work. The Indians saw the lands they lived off of threatened and were afraid. 

But with the help of the Indigenous Law Resource Center and O'eqchi Ombud, a small human-

rights organization, they achieved the seemingly impossible. 

The Guatemalan Constitutional Court confirmed the people's right to collective ownership - 

between 1985-2002 they had paid 32,350 quetzals (some $4,000) for more than 1,300 hectares 

(3,200 acres) - and ordered the government to replace the "missing" pages in the property 

registry (they had been torn out) and to issue the corresponding property titles. 

Despite the court's decision, the government never enforced that ruling. 

And the price paid by Tot was steep. Without lifting his eyes from the ground, he recalled how 

on Oct. 1, 2012, the eldest of his five sons was slain, leaving behind four little orphans. 

The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) ruled preventive measures against 

the mining operation in his favor, but they were also ignored. The only thing that kept him going 

was his close-knit family and certain positive results: "We got a lot of support. You start with 

you family and from there you start seeing an expansion of positive results." 

An ardent believer in the Bible and a preacher for more than 37 years, Tot has no fear of what 

might happen to him and is perfectly aware that, from one moment to the next, "they'll make 

me disappear." Even so, he said the struggle must be continued by the next generation. 

His attorney, Carlos Antonio POP, was most emphatic in his resentment. The "Russians," he 

said, are dead set on getting the uranium in the area, and so much money could be involved that 

all the rest - the court sentence, the murder of Tot's son and everything else could end up in 

limbo. The race for uranium is not even being investigated. 

Meanwhile local water resources are dwindling and the Indians' crops seem almost irrevocably 

damaged. 

But Tot is still a fighter, and the Goldman Environmental Prize (link is external), he said, is an 

acknowledgment not only of his but also of the community's engagement in "the biggest fight in 

the world, for the Earth."        

The campaign for justice has not come without great personal risk. Previous Goldman prize 

winners such as Berta Cáceres have been killed in Latin America, which rights groups say is 

the most dangerous region to be an environmentalist. 

http://aldianews.com/articles/culture/environment/guatemalan-indigenous-land-rights-activist-

wins-goldman-environmental 
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Science and faith a natural fit for climate change marchers 

 

By Elizabeth Eisenstadt Evans 

Global Sisters Report 

When you think about women religious, the word "science" may not be the first to spring to 

mind. After all, faith and science are often portrayed as opposites, allegiance to one suggesting a 

betrayal of the other. 

But for many if not most Catholic sisters, the calculations, experiments and observations that 

have shaped climate study and other scientific disciplines are facts that bolster their conviction 

that all life on Earth is interdependent, and that the time to intervene on behalf of a struggling 

planet is now. 

That explains why, in part, women religious, volunteers and other community associates are 

traveling to Washington, D.C., for the People's Climate March on April 29 or already took part 

in the March for Science there a week earlier. Many are participating in local marches, too. 

"Science helps us understand the world around us," says Sr. Barbara Battista, a member of the 

Sisters of Providence of Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, Indiana. "Faith in general can help us 

understand that there is so much we'll never understand about this journey in life. Science helps 

us get little glimpses of … the immensity and therefore the potential for life. We are all 

connected. … What happens to one happens to all of us." 

Long before Pope Francis embraced the science behind climate change in his 2015 encyclical 

"Laudato Si': On care for Our Common Home," Catholic sisters were blazing trails in the hard 

sciences. Four nuns in the late 19th century worked with astronomers to help map the stars. In 

1965, the late Sr. Mary Kenneth Keller, a Sister of Charity of the Blessed Virgin Mary of 

Dubuque, Iowa, is recognized as the first American woman to earn a doctorate in computer 

science. Sr. Mary Celine Fasenmyer, a Sister of Mercy, was a mathematician famed for her work 

on hypergeometric functions. 

Before a diagnosis of multiple sclerosis mandated a change of calling in 1971, Sr. Margaret 

Knoeber, a member of the Adorers of the Blood of Christ in Wichita, Kansas, had earned a 

doctorate in organic chemistry at Notre Dame University, and founded the chemistry department 

at Sacred Heart College (now Newman University). 

"I believe in science and the study of science, the teaching of science, because science is a 

significant aspect of our lives," says Knoeber, who went on to have a long and fruitful career 

with the university and as a leader in her own order. "I'm not aware that Catholics I know have 

any difficulty with science." 

Battista, who participated in one of the satellite versions of the March for Science on April 22, 

says that she has been inspired by an unlikely role model: a man imprisoned by the Catholic 

https://peoplesclimate.org/
https://satellites.marchforscience.com/
https://spsmw.org/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://cacm.acm.org/blogs/blog-cacm/159591-who-earned-first-computer-science-ph-d/fulltext
http://www.bvmcong.org/
http://www.bvmcong.org/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/
http://adorers.org/


Church for his outspoken, persistent defense of the Copernican hypothesis that the Earth circles 

the sun. 

"Galileo has been my hero within the Catholic Church for as long as I can remember. He stood 

his ground against some pretty short-sighted teachings of the church that ultimately were 

corrected," says Battista, who helped organize the Wabash, Indiana, version of the science 

march. "The Catholic Church has yet to recognize the full humanity of women. To me, that's a 

breakdown of biological science — to me there should be no distinction." 

Sr. Joan Baustian, a member of the Adrian Dominican Sisters based in Adrian, Michigan, is part 

of a group of eight community members planning to attend the 2017 People's Climate March in 

Washington. 

As a child, she says, she grew up on a farm. But for 27 years she lived in Detroit, where part of 

her work was helping residents create and tend a community garden. Spurred by her concern 

over proposed severe cuts to the Environmental Protection Agency's budget and other Trump 

administration proposals, Baustian says that she hopes that the groups gathering in Washington 

and around the country on April 29 will influence decisions being made by lawmakers. 

"The climate was made by God, and we're destroying it," she says. "If you believe what's in the 

Bible, we were made stewards of this wonderful Earth, of all these resources, and we're 

poisoning it." 

Baustian's order, which has made a commitment to "live simply and sustainably for the sake of 

the whole Earth community," has a long history of environmental activism that includes 

alternative investing, interfaith alliances and physical changes to their campus and community 

life. 

These measures include the establishment of a permaculture site on their campus. Using social 

and ecological principles, permaculture is designed to imitate the relationships found in the 

natural world. 

The focus of the permaculture philosophy is "working with nature instead of against it," says 

Dominican volunteer program member Holly Sammons. Currently working with the Adrian 

Dominicans Peace Justice and Care of Creation Office, the 2014 college graduate is part of the 

group traveling to Washington for the Climate March. 

"This is a way for me to add my voice to people calling for positive change to environmental 

policies and to learn from more experienced activists," says Sammons. She's also impelled to 

march, she says, by her concern for "climate refugees" — those forced out of their regions by 

droughts, rising sea levels or temperatures. "It's only going to get worse if we continue down the 

path we have been going," she says. 

Sammons, who is Catholic, says she has been inspired both by the pope's encyclical and by the 

deliberate ways in which the Dominican Sisters are trying to mitigate their own environmental 

footprint. 

http://www.adriandominicans.org/
https://permaculturenews.org/what-is-permaculture/


Permaculture specialist Elaine Johnson, a staff member in the Adrian Dominican community, 

says she wasn't raised in any particular faith community. Describing herself as "having a 

reverence for life, and being pro-life in all life forms," Johnson says that she hopes to tap into the 

power of the network of activists descending on Washington April 29. "It is a protest march, but 

I like to think of it as an action march. You can protest and resist … and come back and do local 

action." 

Kathy Quick, a Sister of Mercy associate, is planning to travel to the D.C. march from her home 

in Clifton Park, New York, in the company of a sister and two other associates. "I'm trying to be 

optimistic, that [the march] will bring to the forefront that this is a real issue; it's not going to go 

away. People are very concerned. We're demanding action," says Quick, a U.S. Air Force 

veteran, whose professional interest in climate change derives from her past career as a weather 

forecaster. 

In partnership with the Global Catholic Climate Movement, the Sisters of Mercy have been 

public advocates for an assertive approach to redressing the effects of climate change as part of 

their approach to the care of the Earth. 

The Friday before the climate march, Sr. Maryann Agnes Mueller, Justice and Peace Coordinator 

for the Felician Sisters of North America, planned to be part of a lobbying group organized by 

the Global Catholic Climate Movement, though as a Connecticut resident, she says that her 

senators are both already involved in legislation to cope with the effects of climate change. The 

next day she planned to march with the Franciscan Action Network. 

As a Franciscan, she believes that everything is interconnected, and says, "How we treat the 

environment is a barrier to peace in the world." Recalling a New York march in 2014 before the 

U.N. Climate Summit, Mueller says that she felt more hopeful then. "It's just different this time. 

There is an urgency. We need to be out in the streets and show up because of the new political 

climate [and] to make people aware that this is affecting the poor, refugees, everything. We're 

going backwards." 

While several women religious are attending marches because of concern about the global 

effects of climate change and the impact of national policy decisions, Sr. Kathleen Storms, a 

School Sister of Notre Dame*, brings the conversation back to local concerns. As a staff member 

at Our Lady of the Prairie Retreat, the ministry that the Congregation of the Humility of Mary 

operates in the countryside of east central Iowa, Storms runs the 200-acre farm. At the retreat 

center, they raise vegetables in a garden and a greenhouse, use a bank of solar panels, and have 

put almost half of their acreage in a conservation reserve program to take the land out of 

production, she says. 

In the Quad Cities area, where a local march will take place on April 29, one of the chief 

concerns is water quality and availability, she says. "Much of our water is polluted by runoff 

from the fields, and the rivers end up in the Mississippi, so water has ended up being one of our 

main issues," she says. Both the Congregation of the Humility of Mary and her own 

congregation are passionate about climate care, she says. 

https://catholicclimatemovement.global/In%20partnership%20with%20the%20Catholic%20Climate%20Movement,%20the%20Sisters%20of%20Mercy%20have%20been%20public%20advocates%20for%20an%20assertive%20approach%20to%20redressing%20the%20effects%20of%20climate%20change%20as%20part%20of%20their%20approach%20to%20the%20care%20of%20the%20Earth.
http://feliciansistersna.org/
https://franciscanaction.org/
http://www.un.org/climatechange/summit/
http://www.ssnd.org/
http://www.chmiowa.org/


Storms, who hopes for a good turnout on Saturday (she and a local Benedictine sister are going 

to be handing out chocolate spheres covered with a foil image of the Earth), says that science is 

an ally, backing up their faith with facts. 

"I don't see what science is telling us as any different from what our faith is telling us. We need 

to care for the Earth." 

[Elizabeth Eisenstadt Evans is a religion columnist for Lancaster Newspapers, Inc., as well as a 

freelance writer.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/science-and-faith-natural-fit-climate-change-

marchers-46321 
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The Minister of Environment and Climate Change recognizes Canadian churches as earth-care 

partners 

Press Release 

Ottawa – The Honourable Catherine McKenna will be present at the Green Churches Forum to 

show her support for Canadian churches of all denominations as spiritual and moral leaders in 

their efforts to reduce their ecological footprint. In conjunction with the celebrations taking place 

throughout the National Capital for Canada’s 150
th

 anniversary, the Forum will be held on May 

11
th

 at St. Paul University in Ottawa. Anyone interested in taking better care of our planet is 

welcome to attend.  After offering some words of welcome, Minister McKenna will be on hand 

to meet and exchange with participants. 

Although churchgoers are not the first to spring to mind in caring for the environment, they are 

actually deeply involved in community gardens, recycling, efficient water and energy 

conservation, reuse (rather than disposal) of tools, clothing, toys and other items as well as in 

numerous other  varied and often original “green initiatives”. Christians are doubly energized in 

this quest through their faith that God has entrusted the care (not the domination) of his creation 

to humanity and we have the responsibility to respect and look after it. 

Keynote speaker and the Anglican Church of Canada’s first National Indigenous Bishop, Right 

Rev. Mark MacDonald, will share his unique insights on caring for creation. The introductory 

presentation by this spiritual and ecological leader will be followed by workshops on topics 

related to environmental education and action. During the break for a “green” lunch, it will be 

possible to visit the kiosks of various ecological organizations. More workshops will occur in the 

afternoon and an ecumenical celebration will close the day.  

This fourth Forum organized by the Green Churches Network follows those held in Montreal 

(2010), Drummondville (2012) and Quebec City (2015). Started in 2006 in Montreal, the 

Network currently numbers more than 60 churches of various denominations across the country.  

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/science-and-faith-natural-fit-climate-change-marchers-46321
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/science-and-faith-natural-fit-climate-change-marchers-46321


For more information visit http://forum.greenchurches.ca  

or contact us at 1-844-490-6464 (toll free). 

For more information on this press release, contact: 

Norman Levesque 

Executive Director 

info@greenchurches.ca  

  

Green Churches Network 

16, Saint-Elzear Blvd. Est  #015 

Laval (Quebec) H7M 1C2 

Tel.: 1-844-490-6464  x. 206   (toll free) 

www.GreenChurches.ca   
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Indigenous Youth Took Center Stage at People's Climate March 

 

By Cherri Foytlin  

AlterNet 

Washington D.C.—On Saturday, over 200,000 people marched through the streets of 

Washington, D.C. in response to the Trump administration’s recent environmental policies and 

their possible effects upon climate change. That number included hundreds of indigenous youth 

who felt it was their responsibility to be present and heard. 

“I’ve come to the march so I can stand up and show people that the youth have a voice to protect 

our water and the world we live in,” explained 22-year-old Morgan Brings Plenty of the 

Cheyenne River Sioux Nation. “We only have one earth. We should make her better, not worse. 

Our world is showing that she is sick. We should protect her.” 

“If we protect the mni (water), it’s a start,” she added. 

http://forum.greenchurches.ca/
tel:%28844%29%20490-6464
mailto:info@greenchurches.ca
tel:%28844%29%20490-6464
http://www.greenchurches.ca/


The youth began the day by gathering with their elders near the reflecting pool, just as the sun 

began to rise above the Capitol Building. With ceremonial sage burning, attendees began to 

speak and sing a greeting to the day, while offering prayers of protection for water and earth. 

The ceremony, which welcomed the spirits from the four directions, officially opened the 

People’s Climate March, a massive show of resistance on a day that also marked Trump’s 100th 

day in office. Within a few hours, the youth would be braving record heat, to take the lead of the 

1.5 mile march, which covered eight city blocks and ended near the Washington monument. 

As participants made their way along the route, gigantic banners, puppets and signs could be 

seen above the crowd. “Water is Life,” “Native Nations Rise,” “Defend the Sacred,” and 

“Respect the Rights of Mother Earth,” were some of the messages. 

As the convoy reached the White House, the crowd sang and native drum lines took to the front. 

Merlejohn Lone Eagle, from Bridger, South Dakota, was among them. Although he is only 13, 

Merlejohn is already an experienced pipeline fighter. He said he worked with youth in his 

community to send videos to President Obama showing their opposition to the Keystone XL 

pipeline. He was overjoyed in the fall of 2015 when Obama rejected the pipeline. 

But he couldn’t celebrate for long. 

“We thought we were done until we heard about DAPL,” said Merlejohn. He and his family 

spent several months going back and forth to Standing Rock and he spent part of last school year 

going to the Oceti Sakowin Camp School while working with other water protectors to defeat the 

pipeline. 

Then in January, President Trump not only approved the Dakota Access pipeline, but overturned 

President Obama’s directive, moving forward with the KXL as well. 

James Hansen has called the Keystone XL pipeline “a fuse to the largest carbon bomb on the 

planet,” regarding its role in unleashing the carbon stored in the Canadian tar sands region. He 

said it would mean “game over" for the human race and the planet. 

Meanwhile, DAPL runs under the Missouri River and the KXL will go through the Ogallala 

Aquifer. Together, they threaten drinking water for millions of people and endanger more than 

30 percent of the nation’s irrigation water. Merlejohn said a spill could be devastating. “It’ll kill 

the water, and people drink that water."  

Merlejohn said he plans to continue to fight the pipelines and to protect the water for future 

generations. 

“When my kids are my age I want the world to be healthy, good and protected,” he said. 



Jaime Butler, a 16-year-old from the Navaho reservation in Arizona, knows what it’s like not to 

have clean drinking water. She said uranium mining has contaminated her community’s water, 

which has been undrinkable since before she was born. 

“I think anything that has to do with saving our environment for our future—and not just for the 

humans—I think just in general saving the environment is very important,” she said. 

Jaime is one of 21 youth plaintiffs from across the country who have filed a lawsuit against the 

federal government for not doing enough to protect their constitutional rights to “life, liberty, and 

property,” from the effects of climate change. The young plaintiffs, who range in age from 9 to 

20, allege that while U.S. administrations and agencies have known of climate change for more 

than 50 years, they have done little to curb the effects and protect their families and their futures. 

Seventeen-year-old Mani Wanji "Journey" Zephier, of the Yankton Sioux Nation and a plaintiff 

in the suit, agrees, and has seen first-hand the effects of climate change in his Hawaiian 

community. 

"In Hawaii, I see the impacts of climate change every day,” Journey said. “Our beaches are 

shrinking with sea level rise, our reefs are dying, half the time our island—which used to be one 

of the wettest places on Earth—is in a drought, then storms come and we are flooding. 

Everything is more extreme.” 

He said his small town of Kapaa, on the island of Kauai, will be mostly underwater by the end of 

this century unless the world makes immediate changes. 

“I am at the climate march to send a message to our government that our generation is here, we 

are awake, we know what they did and have been doing to destroy our planet and we are rising in 

solidarity to stop them. I am also here to send a message to Hawaii and the world, to please, 

wake up to the truth, science and facts, before it's too late,” said Journey. 

Issues such as those affecting Journey were front and center for tribal youth who attended the 

march, while they also included talking points around tribal sovereignty, water rights and 

environmental justice. 

All of these issues will continue to directly affect indigenous youth as they age, according to a 

2008 UN report titled "Climate Change and Indigenous Peoples." 

“Indigenous peoples are among the first to face the direct consequences of climate change, 

owing to their dependence upon, and close relationship with the environment and its resources. 

Climate change exacerbates the difficulties already faced by vulnerable indigenous communities, 

including political and economic marginalization, loss of land and resources, human rights 

violations, discrimination and unemployment,” it reads. 

Tom Goldtooth, executive director of the Indigenous Environmental Network, says it is natural 

that native youth would be at the march and take the lead on these issues to protect the planet. 



“As indigenous peoples we feel the pain Mother Earth and Father Sky have to endure due to 

pollution and rising temperatures. We march to elevate the indigenous voices that have the 

solutions to climate crisis.” 

Ozawa Bineshi Albert, also an IEN board member, agrees. “I think young people bring new 

ideas and new approaches to the work," she said. "We have been in this battle for a long time and 

will likely be in it for a long time. In this case, young people are not 'the future'—they are being 

affected today and have ideas about how to address it today. 

“They have to be at the table when solutions are being discussed because they are the ones who 

are going to have to hold people accountable to see those solutions manifested. They are our 

wildest dreams right now.” 

“As long as Mother Earth is in danger, the youth of our Nations will continue to rise,” adds 

Morgan Brings Plenty. “We won’t stop, because we can’t stop.” 

Cherri Foytlin is the state director for Bold Louisiana, a signer to the Indigenous Women's 

Treaty to Defend Mother Earth and a mother of six living in South Louisiana. Follow her on 

Twitter @CherriFoytlin1. 

http://www.alternet.org/environment/indigenous-youth-took-center-stage-peoples-climate-march 
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Catholics bring Pope Francis' call to protect creation to climate march 

 

By Dennis Sadowski  

National Catholic Reporter  

 

Washington - Carrying banners and signs with quotes from Pope Francis' encyclical "Laudato 

Si'," hundreds of Catholics joined the People's Climate March to call for moral and prayerful 

action to protect creation. 

On a sweltering day that reinforced the message about the need to respond to climate change —

 the 91-degree temperature at 3 p.m. April 29 tied a 43-year-old Washington record for the 

date — many in the Catholic contingent said they felt they had a moral obligation to witness in 

the streets. 

"We march for our grandchildren. Stop global warming," read one sign propped up in the back of 

St. Dominic Church in Washington, where about 300 people gathered before the march for Mass 

celebrated by Dominican Fr. Hyacinth Marie Cordell, the parish's parochial vicar. 

"The Vatican is solar. What about US?" read another. "We resist, we build, we rise," read a sign 

from St. Francis and Therese Catholic Worker Community in Worcester, Massachusetts. 

http://boldlouisiana.org/
https://twitter.com/CherriFoytlin1
http://www.alternet.org/environment/indigenous-youth-took-center-stage-peoples-climate-march
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/washington


Underlying the messages on the signs and banners were people who shared a heartfelt concern to 

carry out Francis' call in his 2015 encyclical to live responsibly with the planet, remember the 

needs of others around the world and to reduce consumption and energy usage for the sake of 

God's creation. 

They also wanted to send a message to President Donald Trump that his policies on the 

environment and energy development do not follow the pontiff's call to protect Earth. 

For Manny and Mary Hotchkiss, the march was their second in two weeks. Both scientists, the 

couple from Portland, Oregon, joined a regional March for Science in New Orleans April 22 as 

they made their way on a cross-country trip to a meeting of Maryknoll affiliates in Ossining, 

New York. 

After the Mass, Mary Hotchkiss, 72, a chemist, said the couple's involvement was required by 

their Catholic faith. Manny Hotchkiss, 74, a mechanical engineer, expressed dismay about the 

president's policies. 

"The most important thing I see with this political scene, and it brings a tear to my eye to think 

about it, is that everything I tried to teach our kids growing up (about science) is fully rejected by 

the current administration," he said. 

The 300 people at the Mass heard Cordell call for an "ecological conversion" during his homily. 

He said each person must act in any way possible to protect God's creation: reducing energy 

usage; limiting waste; choosing carpooling or biking and walking more; and buying less. 

"We can learn increasingly to act not only with our own good and convenience in mind, but 

above all to think and choose according to what is best for all, especially for the poor and for 

future generations," the Dominican said. "This ecological conversion calls us to self-

examination, to make an inventory of our lives and habits so that we can learn to be better 

stewards of our common home and its resources, which are meant for the good of all." 

He said such steps require a revolution of the heart, as Francis has called each person to 

undertake. He described it as a "change toward responsibility and virtue, a transition to thinking 

about the common good, future generations, the poor, other living beings, God's glory and the 

environment in all of our decisions instead of thinking only in terms of a short-term, fleeting and 

superficial good or convenience for ourselves." 

Sr. Kathy Sherman, a member of the Congregation of St. Joseph in LaGrange Park, Illinois, was 

pleased to hear Cordell stress the encyclical's themes. 

"I feel like I'm marching for the children, for the future," she told Catholic News Service. "Earth 

is getting bad for us. If we don't do something there's not going to be anything like we've known 

for the future generations, and it breaks my heart." 



Other members of Sherman's congregation joined a satellite march in Chicago, but she made the 

trek to Washington on her own because she said she felt it was important to take a message 

directly to administration officials. 

"I think it's so essential that we connect climate degradation with economic and racial justice," 

Sherman added. "It's just the whole sense of the oneness." 

A large banner mounted on a 12-foot bamboo pole carried by Malcolm Byrnes, 57, a member of 

St. Camillus Parish in Silver Spring, Maryland, was one of several that quoted the pope's 

encyclical. It read: "We need to reject a magical conception of the market." 

"We have to bring things back into focus and see climate change as a human issue involving all 

of humanity, especially the poor," Byrnes said as he waited for the Mass-goers to begin walking 

to the assembly point for faith communities near the U.S. Capitol. 

Byrnes explained that Francis' words had inspired him to consider his own actions in response to 

the divisive language the president and members of his administration have used during the first 

100 days in office. 

"We have to be activist," he said. "We have to continue to put the pressure on and to be active. 

Doing it as a Catholic is ever more poignant for me." 

March organizers said the event had been planned as a follow-up to the September 2014 People's 

Climate March in New York City before Trump's election in November. The April 29 march was 

led by indigenous people who already are facing disrupted lives as the climate warms and causes 

drought and rising ocean levels. 

The march kicked off less than 48 hours after the Environmental Protection Agency began to 

revamp its website, taking down pages devoted to climate science. The agency said in a 

statement late April 28 that the information was "under review." 

Some of the Catholic marchers, a multicultural mix of young and old, families, and clergy, 

religious and laity, said they never had been involved in such a massive event, but that it was 

time to put their faith into action. 

Rosio Ramirez, 58, a member of St. Jerome Church in New York City, said as she waited for the 

march to start that she decided to travel to Washington "for our rights." 

"This president does not believe in science, so I'm trying to raise my voice for my grandson, his 

future," said the native of Mexico City. 

Along the march route on Pennsylvania Avenue from the Capitol to the White House, Nancy 

Lorence, a member of St. Francis Xavier Parish in New York City, said personal actions are 

crucial if people of faith are going to make a difference. She carried a colorful cardboard 

sunflower on a short stick that read, "Catholics 4 the EPA," one of 45 similar signs that she and 

others making the trip had made. 



"We feel like 'Laudato Si'' calls us to be in the streets, as Pope Francis says, and be active on the 

social justice issues and climate change," Lorence told CNS. 

"I've read enough to really think that this is an emergency," Lorence continued. "It might not 

affect us directly right now. But I think we are all called to think about the common good. We're 

all called to think about the least of these, and the people who are the least of these are being 

affected by climate change." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-bring-pope-francis-call-protect-creation-

climate-march 
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Could making climate change a 'pro-life' issue bring conservatives on board? 

 

By Ben Rosen 

The Christian Science Monitor 

 

The terms "pro-life" and "pro-environment" are not normally linked, but a growing number of 

Christian leaders insist they should be. 

Pope Francis said so in his 2015 encyclical on the environment and human ecology. Now, the 

Evangelical Environmental Network (EEN), a nondenominational organization committed to 

“creation care,” is promoting the argument that if you value life from its conception, you should 

value a clean Earth for the rest of a child’s life and for future children.  

“When we talk about creation care in pro-life terms, in caring for our children, both born and 

unborn, 97 to 98 percent of people get it,” says Rev. Mitch Hescox, president and chief executive 

of the Pennsylvania-based Evangelical Environmental Network. “That’s one of the reasons that I 

believe our community is growing to take more action, to protect God’s creations and to protect 

children.” 

Associating "pro-life" with "pro-environment" is just one branch of religious environmentalism, 

a movement that frames conservation in religious terms. The idea has been around for decades, 

but has only started to gain traction among evangelicals recently, especially among Millennials. 

Still, most Americans do not yet associate climate change with religion and morality, according 

to the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication. 

Groups like the Evangelical Environmentalism Network hope to change that. If they are 

successful, it could have a major impact on the way much of America views the issue, as 

evangelicals are estimated to make up nearly a third of the population. But some sociologists and 

historians doubt that reframing climate change as a moral responsibility can reverse deep-seated 

skepticism among some conservative Christians about environmentalism, especially among older 

generations of evangelicals who have associated it with the culture wars over abortion and same-

sex rights. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-bring-pope-francis-call-protect-creation-climate-march
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-bring-pope-francis-call-protect-creation-climate-march
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://www.creationcare.org/evangelical_declaration_on_the_care_of_creation
http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/Faith-Morality-Six-Americas.pdf
http://www.wheaton.edu/ISAE/Defining-Evangelicalism/How-Many-Are-There


“[The religious environmental movement] doesn’t appear to have gained a lot of traction,” says 

Stephen Ellingson, a sociologist at Hamilton College in Clinton, N.Y., and author of “To Care 

for Creation: The Emergence of the Religious Environmental Movement.” “For a small number, 

it is primarily a moral and religious issue, but for many it’s not seen that way. It’s not seen as 

important, I think, because the environment is so highly politicized ... in some ways, it’s framed 

really technically, as lobbying, litigation, and legislation.”   

The Evangelical Environmental Network and other faith-based organizations do not try to 

separate climate change from politics. Both EEN and the San Francisco-based Interfaith Power 

& Light, which encourages environmental stewardship among religious groups, were on Capitol 

Hill the past two weeks. But the groups try to downplay partisanship by emphasizing a moral 

obligation for action.  

For Mr. Hescox, religion provides the “biblical imperative” to act, while so-called market-based 

solutions are the answer on how to achieve results. Since EEN is anti-abortion, he says, it 

believes all lives must be cared for from the moment of conception. But the only way he believes 

he and other conservative Republicans can get on board is through solutions such as cap-and-

trade programs or a carbon fee and fee dividend.   

“It’s the only way we’re going to breach the chasm to conservatives,” he says. 

Anti-abortionists have been highlighting the threats that pollution is thought to pose to unborn 

children for a dozen or so years, says Hescox. Rev. Jim Ball, the past president of the network, 

tied the rights of the unborn to the fight against mercury pollution. 

Pope Francis also integrated environmentalism and abortion in his second encyclical, “Laudato 

si’,” when he wrote that environmental stewardship is simply “incompatible with the justification 

of abortion.” But the pope seemed to argue that people who care about endangered species and 

the melting of polar ice caps could not also support abortion, as Crux reported. The Evangelical 

Environmental Network’s argument appears to fit more into the religious environmental 

movement, linking morality to the environment, not the other way around. 

Many Christian denominations have long supported the modern environmental movement, in the 

1960s and 1970s. Not evangelicals, however, writes Mark Stoll, a historian at Texas Tech 

University who specializes on religion and environmentalism.  

“In the late 1970s they seized on the notion of the ‘culture wars’ and lumped environmentalism 

together with abortion, feminism, gay and lesbian people’s rights, and secular humanism as 

contrary to Christianity,” he writes. “Hostile to environmentalism ever since, evangelicals cast 

even the solid science on global warming as a conspiracy against freedom and faith promulgated 

in schools and universities.” 

This skepticism has continued until the present day. In 2014, The Pew Research Center found 

only 28 percent of white evangelicals said “climate change is occurring mostly because of human 

activity such as burning of fossil fuels,” the lowest of any religious group Pew surveyed. 

http://www.christiannewswire.com/news/4606218515.html
https://cruxnow.com/church/2015/06/18/for-pope-francis-green-equals-pro-life/
https://www.christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2015-06/historical-roots-evangelical-anti-environmentalism
https://www.christiancentury.org/blogs/archive/2015-06/historical-roots-evangelical-anti-environmentalism
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/22/religion-and-views-on-climate-and-energy-issues/


Those attitudes have softened among some millennial evangelicals, led by the likes of Jonathan 

Merritt, author of “Green Like God: Unlocking the Divine Plan for Our Planet.” 

A pro-life, pro-environment association, then, is about gaining a foothold among mainstream 

evangelicals and older generations, says Dr. Ellingson at Hamilton College. 

“It’s almost like reasoning by analogy. ‘It’s like one of those issues for us. Then I can go ahead 

and support it,” he tells The Christian Science Monitor in a phone interview. 

Katharine Hayhoe, an atmospheric scientist and political science professor at Texas Tech 

University in Lubbock and an evangelical Christian, says EEN’s argument makes more sense 

than the “cognitive dissonance” she describes among some conservatives.  

“So often it seems like pro-life stops when you’re born. If you’re really pro-life, you should be 

pro-life from conception to death,” she says, mentioning United Nations efforts to calculate the 

human costs of climate change.  

This strategy is being used in other conservative circles as well. Susan Bratton, an environmental 

science professor at Baylor University in Waco, Texas, says many conservative Protestants 

emphasize a humanitarian need to stop climate change. This includes helping communities under 

threat from natural disasters and food shortages. Rev. Canon Sally Bingham, president and 

founder of Interfaith Power & Light, says that when she visits conservative congregations in the 

South, she does not mention climate change. Instead, she focuses her message on clean air, clean 

water, and a clean environment. 

Two years ago, in 2015, this moral framing of climate change had not yet resonated with most 

Americans, according to the Yale Program on Climate Change Communication. In the spring of 

that year, 10 percent of Americans viewed global warming as a religious issue, 13 percent 

viewed it as a spiritual issue, and about 36 percent viewed it as a moral issue. But if this 

reframing does take hold, it could have a widespread impact, according to the study’s authors. 

Americans tend to be more religious than citizens in many other industrialized nations, they 

write. 

http://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0502/Could-making-climate-change-a-pro-life-

issue-bring-conservatives-on-board 
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Earth Charter Affiliate speaks in UN General Assembly Dialogue on Harmony with Nature 

 

Earth Charter Initiative  

The Seventh Interactive Dialogue of the United Nations General Assembly on Harmony with 

Nature took place on Friday, 21 April 2017 under the Theme: Earth Jurisprudence. 

http://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2010/0325/Conservative-Evangelicals-embrace-God-and-green
http://mediaexpress.reuters.com/all?id=tag%3Areuters.com%2C2017%3Anewsml_M1L8N1HX83Y%3A1594402830&search=reference-id%3Atag%3Areuters.com%2C2017%3Anewsml_M1L8N1HX83Y%3A1594402830
http://mediaexpress.reuters.com/all?id=tag%3Areuters.com%2C2017%3Anewsml_M1L8N1HX83Y%3A1594402830&search=reference-id%3Atag%3Areuters.com%2C2017%3Anewsml_M1L8N1HX83Y%3A1594402830
http://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0502/Could-making-climate-change-a-pro-life-issue-bring-conservatives-on-board
http://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0502/Could-making-climate-change-a-pro-life-issue-bring-conservatives-on-board


The event counted with the participation of Professor Klaus Bosselmann, ECI Affiliate from 

New Zealand and Director, New Zealand Centre for Environmental Law, University of 

Auckland, who, as an Earth Jurisprudence expert, made a presentation on “The Next Step: Earth 

trusteeship”. 

In Professor Bosselmann´s speach he made a proposal to “accompany the current SDG process 

with high-level ethical dialogue and promote the idea of nation-states as trustees for the Earth 

and that the UN should provide a forum for achieving that.” 

Below you can find Professor Bosselmann´s intervention: 

Interactive Dialogue of the General Assembly on Harmony With Nature 

Friday, 21 Apr 2017  

Trusteeship Council, UN Secretariat Building, New York 

Theme: Earth Jurisprudence 

¨An Earth-centred worldview recognizes the intrinsic value of Nature; understands humans as 

fundamentally part of the natural world, that is, one life-form among many evolved from the 

same natural processes. It further recognizes that there are biophysical limits to human activity 

and that our socioeconomic systems are embedded in natural systems. In this worldview, human-

Earth relationships are based on a symbiotic connection, are interconnected and are subject to the 

natural laws of the Universe. 

Indigenous peoples’ philosophies, spiritualities and traditional forms of knowledge worldwide 

express the understanding that human governance systems must be derived from the laws of the 

Earth and comply with them. 

Experts from around the world working in the natural and social sciences similarly recognize the 

need for an evolved, holistic worldview that must be rooted in respect for Nature and in the 

interdependence of the well-being of humankind and of the Earth. 

In order to forge a balanced, healthy relationship between human activity and the Earth, there is 

an urgent need for society to reconsider how it perceives and interacts with the natural world. 

Earth Jurisprudence recognizes that the Earth is the source of laws that govern life. It provides a 

cohesive framework reflecting the integrated nature of the world in which we live. And, as the 

source of laws that govern the community of life, Earth Jurisprudence also provides a cohesive 

framework underpinning many disciplines, weaving them together to create a more effective, 

holistic governance approach, one that reflects the integrated nature of the world in which we 

live.¨ 

In 2009, the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 22 April as International Mother 

Earth Day. In so doing, Member States acknowledged that the Earth and its ecosystems are our 



common home, and expressed their conviction that it is necessary to promote Harmony with 

Nature in order to achieve a just balance among the economic, social and environmental needs of 

present and future generations. The same year, the General Assembly adopted its first resolution 

on Harmony with Nature. 

Click here for more information. 

http://earthcharter.org/news-post/earth-charter-affiliate-speaks-dialogue-united-nations-general-

assembly/  
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Vatican conference unites science and religion's search for truth 

 

By Junno Arocho Esteves  

Catholic News Service   

 

Vatican City - Science and religion are not at odds but are united in the continuing search for 

truth in unlocking the mysteries of the cosmos. 

The scientific conference titled "Black Holes, Gravitational Waves and Space-Time 

Singularities" is an opportunity to show that "the church supports good science," said Jesuit Br. 

Guy Consolmagno, director of the Vatican Observatory. 

"We are hoping that this meeting will also be an encounter of people with very different opinions 

but very close friendships that come from having the same common desire to understand the 

truth of the universe and how we can understand that truth," he told journalists May 8. 

Renowned experts from around the world were to meet at Vatican Observatory in Castel 

Gandolfo for the May 9-12 conference, which seeks to bring together science and religion in the 

continuing search for truth in understanding the mysteries of the universe, he said. 

The 2016 discovery of the existence of gravitational waves, predicted nearly 100 years ago by 

Albert Einstein in his general theory of relativity, was to be one of the topics of discussion. The 

discovery could open a new chapter in understanding celestial events and black hole regions in 

the universe, something that previously could only be hypothesized. 

The conference also will celebrate the scientific legacy of Msgr. George Lemaitre, one of the 

fathers of the theory that the expanding universe could be traced to an origin point, also known 

as the "Big Bang theory." 

As historic as Lemaitre's theory was, Consolmagno said, the Belgian priest was also mindful that 

the God's creation of the universe wasn't just a one-time occurrence but an event "that occurs 

continually." 

http://harmonywithnatureun.org/index.php?page=view&type=12&nr=58&menu=198
http://earthcharter.org/news-post/earth-charter-affiliate-speaks-dialogue-united-nations-general-assembly/
http://earthcharter.org/news-post/earth-charter-affiliate-speaks-dialogue-united-nations-general-assembly/
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/vatican-city


"If you look at God as merely the thing that started the Big Bang, you reduce God to a nature 

god, like Jupiter throwing lightning bolts," he said. "That is not the God we as Christians believe 

in. We must believe in a God who is supernatural and we then recognize God is who is 

responsible for the existence of the universe and our science tells us how he did it." 

Alfio Bonanno, an Italian cosmologist at the National Institute for Astrophysics, told journalists 

that the conference also aims to dispel the "myth" that religion fears science, because the search 

for truth "will bring us to God." 

"We should not be afraid. Fear is not from God. Rather, we should go in search of this truth 

because truth — if we have this attitude of humility which was Lemaitre's attitude — we can also 

change our ideological preconceptions," he said. 

"The search for truth is what unites us," Consolmagno added. "Those of us who are religious will 

recognize in the truth the presence of God, but you don't have to make that theological leap to 

have a desire to know truth." 

"The first step in recognizing the truth is that you don't already have it," he said, adding that 

people cannot consider themselves good scientists nor good religious people "if we think that our 

work is done." 

Regarding intelligent design, Consolmagno said that its original intention as a way of looking at 

the universe and seeing "the design of a good God" has been misused. 

"If you mean that you can use our scientific ignorance as a way proving the existence of God, 

that would not be a God I would want to believe in," he said. 

God, he continued, is not something one arrives to at the end of scientific research, but rather its 

starting point. In that way, "we then can see the hand of God in how we observe the universe." 

"I am afraid of a God that could be proved by science because I know my science well enough to 

not trust it," the director of the Vatican Observatory said. 

Consolmagno said it was important for scientists who are believers to make their science known 

to their fellow parishioners and remind them that "science was an invention of the medieval 

universities that the church founded." 

"The logic of science comes out of the logic of theology and if there is a rivalry, it's a sibling 

rivalry," he said. "We need to know that it's a crime against science to say, 'only atheists can do 

it' because that would eliminate so many wonderful people from so many different religions who 

could contribute so much to science." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vatican-conference-unites-science-and-religions-

search-truth 
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A morning in Chile, after the forest fires 

 

By María de Lourdes López Munguía 

Global Sisters Report 

 

This morning I look and enjoy the sunrise from the mountain … but also I can smell the smoke 

from the forest fire. 

I am sitting next to Eleuterio, a man who knows the heart of the trees, a man who has heard in 

his 80 years the sound of the wind embracing the hills and reaching the sea. 

Sitting under an almond tree, the tree of solidarity (as poet Gabriela Mistral called it), we silently 

observed the destruction left behind by the forest fires in Chile earlier this year, the largest in the 

country's history, according to the authorities. The fires left 11 dead — including two policemen 

and four firefighters — destroyed about 3,000 homes, and devastated about 400,000 hectares 

(more than 1,500 square miles). 

In his heart Eleuterio sees the house of his parents, where he himself was born; the memories of 

his childhood playing in the middle of the forest and his youthful dreams of having a family and 

a simple wooden house. He remembers, too, his daily work in the forest, hoping it would allow 

the wood necessary to provide food and a dignified life for his children. 

Today, all that has been destroyed. Although there is speculation about the causes of the fires, 

what touches my heart is what God has allowed me to share with people who were stripped of 

everything overnight: their homes, their clothes, their everyday lives — and even their dreams. 

We were invited to share with them during a weekend in the region of El Maule, through a 

service of listening in the town of Santa Olga. We also visited people living in little villages in 

the woods. 

I certainly did not do much, simply lent my heart and my ear to the cry of each person who, in 

the midst of tears, experienced a strong moment of unexpected and inexplicable mourning and 

loss. Their safe space, their home, their lands, had become a nightmare. Many families tried to 

save their homes by putting water in them, until the closeness of the fire and smoke drove them 

away. 

Today, a month after the fires, the smoke is still perceptible in the air, and many people still 

sleep in tents. I see the pain in their eyes, I can feel the tears in their hearts for the suffering of 

this land and for the hopes that were lost. 

In the midst of all this, two people gave me a sacrament of God’s presence. 

http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1945/mistral-bio.html
https://www.pri.org/stories/2017-02-10/chiles-forest-fires-have-been-raging-weeks-now-why
http://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-america-latina-38787101


Eleuterio, looking at the horizon and recalling stories of his life, told me about his knowledge of 

the trees, his relationship with them and how, in the silence of the forest, he can feel their pain 

and their joy. 

Each tree has a history, he told me. It is the story of when it was planted and how it turned itself 

to the sun, growing and standing witness to each season — but also to the story of the families. 

And Eleuterio let me see with his wisdom that life begins to rise in the midst of the ashes. 

Antonia, an elderly woman who cares for her son with special needs, is really grateful for the 

presence of the God who saved them. She shows this with a beautiful smile. 

When I was leaving her home, which was nearly destroyed, she embraced me and gave me a 

little plant that was beginning to grow again. I received it as a sacrament of life. Even in the 

midst of the damage, Antonia catches her breath before the life around her. Life is a beautiful 

journey because, finally, God does not take the pain from us; God is with us through it. Antonia 

reminded me of this. 

Maybe sitting here under the almond tree, I can at least understand the love these people have for 

their hometown, and the power of fire as both a destructive and life-sustaining force. (For the 

indigenous Mapuche people here, fire is a place where families gather around and where they 

cook.) 

But I also see the power of community, a solidarity that the almond tree has come to represent. 

People told me that the morning after the fire has passed, families and neighbors came together 

and began to clean up what seemed like a battlefield. Young people came from all over Chile to 

help and start rebuilding. 

Yes, the almond tree is not just an image Gabriela Mistral used, it is the power and love the 

Chilean people have for each other in their shared history of earthquakes and tsunamis. If they 

know something, it is this: the power of being together and getting on their feet again. 

I was so touched with a symbol that I saw. In every place where there had been a house, and now 

there was debris, you could see a Chilean flag. This is a sign of struggle and an expression of the 

internal strength of the Chilean people. Perhaps we could call it resilience, the strength that leads 

the people to say: 

Death does not overcome us, despair does not eliminate us, because we believe that together we 

can rebuild our houses, our towns and our lives. 

That is a message for me, at the heart of this Lenten season, about how to live my own life in 

keeping with this town's powerful sign of the Resurrection. 

[María de Lourdes López Munguía is a Franciscan Missionary of Mary from Mexico who now 

lives in Chile.] 



http://globalsistersreport.org/column/gsr-today/environment/morning-chile-after-forest-fires-

46536 
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Italian archdiocese, five religious orders to divest from fossil fuels 

 

By Dennis Sadowski  

Catholic News Service   

 

Washington - Nine Catholic organizations, including five religious orders and an archdiocese in 

Italy, plan to divest from fossil fuel corporations in an action timed to send a message to the 

upcoming G7 summit. 

Representatives of the groups said May 10 that they were inspired to act by Pope Francis' two-

year-old encyclical, "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home." 

Joining the divestment movement were the Wheaton Franciscan Sisters and the Daughters of the 

Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary of Wheaton, Illinois; MGR Foundation in New York City; the 

Mission Congregation of the Servants of the Holy Spirit; St. Joseph's Province of the Passionist 

order in the United Kingdom; and in Italy, the Archdiocese of Pescara-Penne, Il Dialogo 

magazine, the Society of Jesus, Interdiocesan Network New Lifestyles and the Siloe Monastic 

Community. 

The announcement came as part of a broader global divestment campaign running May 5-13 that 

finds organizations pulling funds from companies involved in the extraction of coal, oil and 

natural gas, and turning to firms developing renewable energy instead. 

Up to 97 percent of climate scientists have attributed climate change to human activity, at least in 

part. 

The announcement also comes as the G-7 nations prepared to meet in southern Italy May 26-27 

and a meeting of representatives of nearly 200 countries underway in Bonn, Germany, through 

May 18 for negotiations on the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 

"This announcement is stressing the urgency of the climate crisis. It's a reminder that the world 

needs to transition extremely quickly away from fossil fuel to clean energy," said Tomas Insua, 

executive director of the Global Catholic Climate Movement, a coalition of more than 100 

organizations. "It's about responding to Pope Francis' appeal in 'Laudato Si'' to care for our 

common home and care for the poor and our children who will suffer the worst consequences of 

climate change." 

Each organization pledged to begin divesting as soon as possible. It is expected to take up to 

several years before full divestment occurs. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/gsr-today/environment/morning-chile-after-forest-fires-46536
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/gsr-today/environment/morning-chile-after-forest-fires-46536
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/washington


In announcing the action, the Global Catholic Climate Movement released statements by 

representatives of the organizations involved. 

Sr. Sheila Kinsey of the Wheaton Franciscans said her religious order has long considered the 

"root causes of violence" in society and that it became necessary to end all investments in fossil 

fuels. "Through our study and discernment we compassionately respond both to compelling 

immediate and systemic needs at the local and global levels," she said. "We find that it is 

imperative that we move away from fossil fuels because of the impact they have on the 

environment." 

In Italy, Fr. Mario Parente, prior of the Siloe Monastic Community, said: "Strongly committed 

on the issues of caring and safeguarding the creation, we consider it is important to be part of an 

initiative that is in very deep harmony with the value in which we believe and that gives a 

concrete answer to Pope Francis' call in his encyclical 'Laudato Si'' asking for a real ecological 

conversion and a new way to inhabit the earth." 

Archbishop Tomasso Valentinetti of Pescara-Penne, Italy, supported divestment and a turn 

toward clean energy. "This statement aims to be the a first concrete commitment in the logic of 

the integral ecology and the care of the common home, which Pope Francis called us to in the 

encyclical letter 'Laudato Si',' with a view of a progressive and effective process of divestment," 

he said. 

With the announcement, 27 Catholic entities have divested from fossil fuel corporations, 

according to the Global Catholic Climate Movement. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/italian-archdiocese-five-religious-orders-divest-

fossil-fuels 
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Returning to a Place of Belonging: An interview with Sufi mystic Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee 

 

By Sam Mowe 

Garrison Institute  

When you pay attention to what’s happening to the world—the destruction of our air, soil, and 

water—it is common to want to do something to help the situation. But what if part of the reason 

that we’re in this perilous ecological situation is our tendency to treat the world as if it’s a 

problem to be solved? 

In his book Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth, Sufi mystic Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee writes 

that much of our understanding of the ecological crisis belongs to “the mindset that has caused 

the imbalance.” To restore balance we need a shift in consciousness and then action that 

embodies this shift. In answer to the question, “What can we do?” Vaughan-Lee has recently 

written a follow-up book, Spiritual Ecology: 10 Practices to Reawaken the Sacred in Everyday 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/italian-archdiocese-five-religious-orders-divest-fossil-fuels
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/italian-archdiocese-five-religious-orders-divest-fossil-fuels


Life, which explores practices that can help us to experience a deep, lived connection with the 

planet. And while this is an urgently important task, it will not be achieved by a quick fix of 

technology and policy, but rather through multigenerational spiritual work. 

Vaughan-Lee is a lineage holder in the Naqshbandiyya-Mujaddidiyya Sufi Order and the founder 

of The Golden Sufi Center. In addition to Spiritual Ecology, he is the author of Fragments of a 

Love Story, Darkening of the Light, and other books. We corresponded with him recently about 

the challenge of bringing humanity back into harmony with the life-systems that support us. 

In Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth, many of the contributors suggest that ecological 

crisis is rooted in urgent spiritual and moral questions. Can you give me some examples of 

these spiritual questions?  

Today we are faced with an ecological crisis of rising sea levels, polluted air, toxic oceans, and a 

mass extinction of species. One response to this crisis is “greening the economy,” which looks to 

technological innovation to ensure sustainable development without further degrading the 

environment. But in recent years there has been a deeper questioning that suggests that the 

ecological crisis requires a spiritual and moral response. This has been forcefully articulated in 

Pope Francis’s encyclical, Laudato Si’: On Care for our Common Home, which asks us to look 

at the spiritual and moral issues underlying the unprecedented destruction of ecosystems we are 

inflicting upon the Earth. 

Native American Faithkeeper Chief Oren Lyons offers another example of a spiritual response to 

our ecological crisis when he describes the spiritual laws of nature and the need for thanksgiving. 

The Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh sees our present ecological crisis as “bells of mindfulness” to 

wake up and change our consciousness in order to be aware of what is happening to the Earth. 

He says that we have to “fall in love” with the Earth, echoing the poet Wendell Berry who says 

that the world “can only be redeemed by love.” While the Buddhist activist Joanna Macy speaks 

of how our hearts can be cracked open by the grief at what we are doing the world and says, “as 

your heart breaks open there will be room for the world to heal.” 

All these voices speak to the need to search beyond a merely physical or technological response 

to the present crisis and ask the deeper spiritual questions, which they believe are at the root of 

our present imbalance. 

These examples suggest that spiritual responses to the ecological crisis have an important 

role to play in healing the Earth moving forward, but Spiritual Ecology also suggests that it 

was a spiritual crisis that has led us to our current situation. Can you comment on this? 

There is an argument that the origin of our present ecological crisis can be traced back to the Age 

of Enlightenment, when the emerging Newtonian model saw the physical world as unfeeling 

matter, a clockwork mechanism that we should understand and control. This consciousness may 

have given us the fruits of science and technology, but its cost was to create a mindset of 

separation that cut off humanity from the awareness of our natural interrelatedness with our 

world. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/the-urgent-need-to-slow-down/
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/toward-contemplative-ecology/
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/toward-contemplative-ecology/
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/falling-in-love-with-the-earth/


But perhaps we can look even deeper: How have we lost and entirely forgotten any spiritual 

relationship to life and the planet, a central reality to other cultures for millennia? For indigenous 

peoples the world is a sacred, interconnected living whole that cares for us and, therefore, we 

need to revere and care for it. Instead, in our Western culture it has become a “resource” to 

exploit. The question then is whether we can correct our present imbalance through returning to 

an awareness of the sacred nature of creation, the Earth, as a living being which needs our love 

and attention. As I have written previously, “The Earth is not a problem to be solved; it is a 

living being to which we belong. The Earth is part of our own self and we are part of its suffering 

wholeness. Until we go to the root of our image of separateness, there can be no healing. And the 

deepest part of our separateness from creation lies in our forgetfulness of its sacred nature, which 

is also our own sacred nature.”  

Do you see evidence that we are currently up to the task of answering the spiritual and 

moral questions at the root of our ecological crisis?  

The last decades have seen the globalization of our Western materialistic values. Driven by greed 

and endless desires we have attacked and destroyed the fragile web of life that physically 

supports us. But we have also created a soulless wasteland that no longer nourishes us with any 

connection to the sacred nature of creation, a connection that has spiritually sustained humanity 

for millennia. Thomas Berry, one of the earliest voices to articulate a spiritual ecology, writes, 

“We are not talking to the rivers, we are not listening to the wind and stars. We have broken the 

great conversation… all the disasters that are happening now are a consequence of that spiritual 

‘autism.’” If we are to cease this destruction and desecration, if we are to no longer pollute the 

soul as well as the soil, we need to regain a connection to the sacred nature of the Earth. How to 

reestablish this connection, rejoin this conversation, is a fundamental question we should be 

asking. 

Are we prepared to embrace a new story of life and civilization, one that is radically different to 

our present story of a consumer-driven culture based upon exploitation and the myth of continual 

economic progress? Many people today long for such a new story, one that recognizes the Earth 

as a single interconnected living whole to which we belong. This is a story that nourishes our 

deeper selves with a sense of connection to the sacred and to the wonder and joy of life that is 

our heritage. 

But collectively we are still caught in the dream, or nightmare, of materialism, which the Earth 

can no longer support. Indeed it could be argued that the root of the present collective anger, or 

deep dissatisfaction we are witnessing, comes from a primal knowing that this dream has passed 

its sell-by date, that its promises of prosperity are empty. And yet because our culture does not 

ask the right questions, there is no possibility for a real answer. 

The ecological issues we face today require solutions urgently. Is telling new stories about 

our relationship with the Earth really going to bring about the solutions we need right 

now? What you’re describing strikes me as a slow process. 

Although the environmental crisis has accelerated in recent years, it is the result of a mindset that 

the West has embraced for centuries. And it may take centuries for a new story to unfold. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/seeing-the-whole/
https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/seeing-the-whole/


It can be asserted that our present ecological problems are too dire to be answered by a “new 

story,” an idealistic vision of recognizing the unity of life and reconnecting to the sacred within 

creation. And yes, there are critical issues that need to be addressed at the present moment: 

reducing carbon emissions, the loss of species, acidification of the oceans, and the widespread 

pollution of our “throw-away culture.” But can science and technology take us to the root of our 

present predicament, can “greening the economy” be a real answer to ecocide, or do we need a 

more radical response? Science and technology are born from the reasoning that we are separate 

from the Earth, a mindset that is at the foundation of a culture where the exploitation of the 

natural world is now global and catastrophic. 

Our present scientific responses may offer valuable short-term fixes, but do not begin to address 

the deeper issues. What will it take to change our pathological behavior towards our common 

home? To quote James Gustave Speth, former U.S. Advisor on climate change: “I used to think 

that top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem collapse and climate 

change… I was wrong. The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed, and apathy, and 

to deal with these we need a cultural and spiritual transformation.” 

The first step is to recognize our present predicament and to become aware that materialism is in 

fact just a story we have been sold, which has us in its grip even as it is destroying our own 

ecosystem. There is actually no rationale that more “stuff” will make us happy and fulfilled, but 

rather it appears to have the opposite effect of empty promises that leave us emotionally and 

spiritually starved. Recognizing the power of stories or myth we come to understand the need for 

a new story—a story that includes a sustainable relationship to the Earth. Real sustainability does 

not mean the ability to continue our present energy-intensive consumer-driven culture, but 

sustainability for all of creation, for the living Earth to which we belong. 

But before we can fully articulate—or live—such a new story, we need to reconnect with the 

sacred nature of creation, rejoin the great conversation that was central to the way of life of our 

ancestors. This “work that reconnects,” as Joanna Macy calls it, has many forms, but a central 

theme is empowering the individual, opening our eyes and ears to the mystery and wonder of 

creation in all of its diversity, and returning each of us to our real place of belonging within life. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/spiritual-ecology/ 
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EcoJesuit Newsletter  

 

Our editorial shares the press release from the Global Catholic Climate Movement that 

announced on 10 May 2017 the largest joint Catholic fossil fuel divestment to date. The Italian 

Jesuits joined other Catholic organizations from around the world and announced their decision 

to divest their portfolios from coal, oil, and gas companies. In October last year, the Jesuits in 

English Canada joined other Catholic institutions around the world and announced their 

divestment from fossil fuel extraction, immediately stopping all future investments in fossil fuels 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/spiritual-ecology/


and working to divest such holdings from the current portfolio within five years. It was the 

largest faith-based divestment announcement then.  

In a recent radio interview in Chicago, Pedro Walpole, SJ briefly shares his thoughts and 

reflections in a conversation with Worldview host Jerome McDonnell on climate change and 

responses, community and social justice, youth and hope, and the need to come together and 

build a stronger sense of human society and care and reconciliation. Pedro is Research Director 

at the Environmental Science for Social Change, a Jesuit research and training organization in 

the Philippines. He serves as Coordinator for both the Reconciliation with Creation program of 

the Jesuit Conference Asia Pacific and the Global Ignatian Advocacy Network-Ecology.  

 

Sergio Coronado Delgado, a researcher at the Centro de Investigación y Educación Popular 

(CINEP, Center for Research and Popular Education) in Bogotá, Colombia, writes about how 

Jesuits and their institutions contribute to the responses to environmental issues in Latin 

America, focusing on the work of Jesuit social centers in the region, especially on mining-related 

concerns. The article is an excerpt from Sergio’s full paper “Latin American Jesuit Social 

Centers and Environmental Justice: Advocacy and Support to Local Communities and 

Knowledge-Building from below” published in a special issue of the Journal of Jesuit Studies.  

Emilio Travieso, SJ, a PhD student at the Oxford Department of International Development, 

shares his field report from Chiapas, Mexico where the Misión de Bachajón assists in the 

redesigning of food systems, sharing the engagement with the Tseltal community in the 

production of organic coffee with partner Yomol A’tel, a group of cooperatives and social 

businesses.  

Thank you for the continued support and we are happy to hear from you at 

ecojesuit(at)gmail.com for your comments and for stories you may want to share.  

 

The Ecojesuit team  

Latest this month 

Italian Jesuits join largest Catholic divestment from fossil fuels  

A conversation on climate change and responses, community and social justice, youth and hope  

Redesigning food systems in Chiapas, Mexico  

Latin American Jesuit work on social and environmental justice through local community 

support and building knowledge from below  
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Mountains and Sacred Landscapes Conference Report 

 

By Sarah M. Pike  

International Society for the Study of Religion, Nature, and Culture (ISSRNC) 

 

On behalf of the Board of Directors of the ISSRNC, I want to convey our thanks to all of you 

who attended our conference on “Mountains and Sacred Landscapes”! A special thanks to those 

who served as presiders and discussants. We had 225 attendees from over 25 countries (every 

continent was represented), 39 sessions of panels, papers, roundtables, and alternative formats, 

six keynote or plenary sessions, and other special events.  

  

For those of you who were unable to join us, some of the conference highlights included our 

banquet, during which we celebrated Bron Taylor’s Lifetime Achievement Award, with a 

moving talk by Taylor about his career and the early roots of the ISSRNC, and launched our first 

student paper award, which went to Lily Zeng for her paper, Problematizing Ideas of "Purity" 

and "Timelessness" in the Conservation Narratives of Sacred Groves; a field trip to the Rubin 

Museum for presentations by curators on “Sacred Landscapes in the Himalayas”; a book launch 

featuring three new books (monographs by James Miller and Georgina Drew and a collection of 

essays edited by ICI Fellows Jayanta Bandyopadhyay, Sanjay Chaturvedi, and Dong Shikui); and 

six keynotes, performances, or plenary sessions featuring Karenna Gore, Edwin Bernbaum, 

David Rothenberg, Gregory Cajete, and Steve Paulson, as well as the India China Institute’s 

Sacred Himalaya Initiative.  

Read the full report here: 

 

http://mailchi.mp/0ce9d4b59d2d/mountains-and-sacred-landscapes-conference-

report?e=b609397549  
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US Bank to Stop Funding Pipelines as Divestment Movement Expands Worldwide 

 

By Nika Knight 

Common Dreams 

 

As a nearly ten-days-long global mobilization calling for divestment from fossil fuels comes to 

an end, climate campaigners are celebrating a major victory stateside: U.S. Bank has announced 

that it will no longer finance fossil fuel pipeline construction. 

The announcement came during the company's April shareholder meeting, reported MN350, a 

state arm of international climate justice group 350.org, on Monday. 

http://mailchi.mp/0ce9d4b59d2d/mountains-and-sacred-landscapes-conference-report?e=b609397549
http://mailchi.mp/0ce9d4b59d2d/mountains-and-sacred-landscapes-conference-report?e=b609397549
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/05/05/face-government-apathy-activists-launch-wave-global-divestment-actions
https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/05/15/us-bank-stop-financing-pipeline-construction


As a result of the new policy, MN350 observes that the bank will no longer provide "project 

financing for the construction of oil or natural gas pipelines," and will also apply "enhanced due 

diligence processes" to oil and gas industry clients. 

"U.S. Bank's new policy is an important step in protecting the environment and moving towards 

a fossil free future," said Wichahpi Otto, a MN350 volunteer, who attended the shareholder 

meeting in Nashville. "We applaud them for responding to the community and contributing to 

worldwide efforts to address climate change." 

The group writes: 

This move comes after ongoing pressure on U.S. Bank locally from MN350 and from the 

Minnesotans for a Fair Economy coalition, and on banks nationally from indigenous groups 

including Honor the Earth, the Indigenous Environmental Network, and the Dakota Access 

resistance movement. 

Beginning in 2015, a regional partnership of climate, labor, and indigenous rights advocates has 

urged that U.S. Bank divest from fossil fuels, in particular from Enbridge Energy, and move its 

financing into the clean energy economy. Local actions have included letter-writing, account 

closures, and social media campaigns. In response, in May 2016 the bank made changes to their 

Environmental Policy restricting lending to coal. 

"We applaud this progressive decision from U.S. Bank," said Tara Houska, National Campaigns 

Director of Honor the Earth. "A strong message is being sent to the fossil fuel industry: we are 

consumers, we have agency and the right to know how our money is being invested. Move to a 

green economy and a future that does not profit off the destruction of Mother Earth and our 

communities." 

Meanwhile, 260 events in 45 countries saw people worldwide campaign for banks to divest from 

fossil fuel projects. The Global Divestment Mobilization (GDM) ran from May 5 to May 13, and 

included events in Europe, Africa, Australia, Asia, and South America. 

"Divestment is a powerful act of solidarity and justice for the world's most vulnerable people, a 

defense of nature and our planet," said Lidy Nacpil of the Asian Peoples Movement on Debt and 

Development (APMDD) in a statement.  

"We urgently need a transformation in the global energy system, away from the fossil fuel 

dependence that drives climate change, and challenge fossil fuel corporations that oppose 

progress in climate action and prioritize profits over people and planet," Nacpil continued. 

"Divestment has proven to be one of the most effective ways to push for this much needed 

transformation." 

"During the GDM citizens and respected institutions across the world were able to enact an 

immediate and a much needed transformational form of climate leadership," wrote 350.org. 

"This included the announcement from nine Catholic organizations from around the world about 

their decision to divest their portfolios from fossil fuels in the largest joint Catholic divestment to 

https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/05/15/us-bank-stop-financing-pipeline-construction
http://www.honorearth.org/
http://www.ienearth.org/
http://www.mn350.org/corporate-accountability/
https://campaigns.350.org/petitions/us-bank-fund-solutions-not-pollution
https://campaigns.350.org/petitions/us-bank-fund-solutions-not-pollution
https://globaldivestmentmobilisation.org/


date. A total of 27 Catholic institutions have now divested. Meanwhile in Brazil over 3000 

people participated in prayers in a vigil outside the Umuarama Cathedral, to voice their hopes for 

a fossil fuel free future." 

The organization went on to describe the varied actions in far-flung locations around the world: 

Across Europe, the links between municipalities and fossil fuel companies came under scrutiny. 

Over 1,000 people marched in Munich, Germany and demonstrations took place across the UK 

including rallies at 14 Town Halls across London demanding divestment. Campaigners also put 

pressure on universities pension funds, faith, health and cultural institutions such as the Louvre 

in Paris, the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam and the British Museum. 

The battle to safeguard people and planet is linked worldwide, the money in one part of the 

world is linked to infrastructure projects being built elsewhere. Hundreds gathered in Jakarta to 

listen to community representatives from Indramayu recount the struggles they encounter living 

in the shadow of a coal power plant. During an event in Japan case studies of Japanese banks 

financing coal power plants in Indonesia and oil pipelines in the United States were highlighted 

to put pressure on Japanese banks to pull out of fossil fuels. 

In New Zealand and Australia campaigners targeted Australian coal-giant Adani by calling on 

the banks that invest in it, including CommBank to stop its funding. Australia's Great Barrier 

Reef has suffered a large bleaching for the second year in a row. Any mining expansion would 

jeopardise it even further. 

Meanwhile in New York 150 activists rallied inside Trump Tower, to call on New York City 

officials to cut their ties with the dirty oil and gas companies that control the White House. In the 

face of federal government climate denial and the possibility of the U.S. leaving the Paris 

Agreement, demonstrating that local leaders can show impactful climate leadership, while other 

parts of the country are suffering from severe flooding. 

"There is no question we are currently in a state of emergency on climate change. Day in day out 

people are dying from the effects of climate change," said author and 350.org co-founder Bill 

McKibben in a statement. "There are many ways to confront this emergency and divestment 

allows us to get in the way of the money financing the fossil fuel projects behind this crisis. The 

fact that the fossil fuel divestment movement has grown exponentially in the last few years is the 

best news ever." 

"From the Pacific Islands to South Africa, from the United States to Germany, people are 

standing up and challenging the power of the fossil fuel industry," McKibben added. 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/05/15/us-bank-stop-funding-pipelines-divestment-

movement-expands-worldwide 
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Hoping for more in sustainable energy goals 

 

By Donna Schaper   

National Catholic Reporter 

 

Pragmatists set small goals and achieve them. Utopians set large goals and often fail. People of 

faith often help the pragmatists to shake hands with the utopians, while living by hope, 

realistically. 

How big should our goals for addressing climate change be, given what we know about how 

much serious trouble faces the planet? How big can they be, given what we know about human 

nature? 

Back in 2015, Stanford University engineering professor Mark Jacobson and other researchers 

calculated how each U.S. state could meet its power needs entirely on the backs of clean 

renewable energy — specifically, solar, wind, water and geothermal. 

Jacobson and others involved in the Solutions Project, as it is known, believe that all 50 states 

can generate 80 percent of needed energy from renewable sources by 2030 and achieve a 100-

percent transition to clean energy by 2050. Backing up those beliefs are state-by-state 

breakdowns of a new energy mix for each, along with the health and economic benefits projected 

to accompany such a full shift from fossil fuels. 

Others are equally optimistic. 

At the beginning of 2016, the Sierra Club launched its "Ready for 100" campaign aimed at 

convincing mayors across the country to commit their cities to their own 100-percent renewable 

goals. As of May, seven cities in the campaign, including Burlington, Vermont, are powered 

entirely by renewable energy, 20 cities have established timelines to do so, and efforts by 

environmental advocates in another 40 towns hope to add their communities in this utopian and 

hopeful pipeline. 

Andrew Cuomo, the governor of my home state of New York, has mandated that we in the 

Empire State achieve 50 percent of our electricity from renewables by 2030, arguing that this is a 

pragmatically optimistic goal. But perhaps New York is being way too realistic, when so much 

hope is available elsewhere. 

People of faith are often accused of having too much hope. We wonder if hoping for too much 

denies our other more interesting theologies about sin's originality or human fallibility. 

I hear St. Paul in both ears: in one, "All have sinned and are deprived of the glory of God" 

(Romans 3:23), and in the other, "For I do not do the good I want, but I do the evil I do not want" 

(Romans 7:19). Pragmatists at least have reasonable understandings of the human ability to reach 

our best goals or best selves. 

http://news.stanford.edu/2015/06/08/50states-renewable-energy-060815/
http://www.thesolutionsproject.org/why-clean-energy/
http://www.thesolutionsproject.org/why-clean-energy/
http://www.sierraclub.org/ready-for-100/cities-ready-for-100
https://www.governor.ny.gov/news/governor-cuomo-announces-establishment-clean-energy-standard-mandates-50-percent-renewables


Then I hear St. Paul argue for salvation as though it were a possibility — we are to "imitate" God 

(Ephesians 5:1). With this faith, I side with Stanford and the Sierra Club against New York in the 

fight about achievable goals. Why not hope against hope for perfection? New York is a great 

state; it can do better. 

Even the White House is in a fight about article 4.11 of the Paris Agreement, the piece of the 

international climate accord that states a nation can adjust its climate goals "with a view to 

enhancing its level of ambition." Can the target for our commitment to the global deal only go 

up, or can it also go down? Can we renegotiate the climate pact without withdrawing from it? 

Can we be realists without withdrawing from our faith? 

Because of these more theological concerns about possible justice and eschatological justice, 

pragmatic justice to the Earth and beautiful justice for the Earth, I have come to really like my 

state electric bill. 

My Central Hudson Gas & Electric bill is broken down into a delivery cost listed at the top and a 

supply cost just below it. Both list a total cost independent of one another, then are added 

together to present your "TOTAL ELECTRIC CHARGES" bolded at the end of the numeric 

tally. It is a privilege to pay for energy, even if the price can be confusing, if not too high. What 

some think as high, people of faith might think of as low. It is a privilege to have energy and to 

pay for it. 

St. Paul might understand my dilemma. Why would I want a bargain at the cost of the planet? I 

wonder if we can get him on the phone from Rome or Ephesus. 

Even more, I wonder if more theologizing would help governors and activists and solar 

engineers. When will we be able to declare victory? Do we need to put a tax on each gallon of 

gasoline in order to add more carrots to the renewables transition effort, or are there other ways 

that we can gracefully punish ourselves? 

Are we happy if we make progress even if it is not enough progress? Doesn't it matter that 

human beings are doing the best they can? 

But what if our best is not good enough? 

[Donna Schaper is senior minister of Judson Memorial Church in New York City.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/hoping-more-sustainable-energy-goals 
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Pope Francis Gave President Trump a Copy of His Encyclical on Climate Change 

 

By Katie Reilly 

Time 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/02/climate/trump-paris-climate-accord.html?_r=0
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Pope Francis gave President Donald Trump a copy of his landmark 2015 encyclical on climate 

change when the two leaders met at the Vatican on Wednesday. 

The climate encyclical — titled "Laudato Si" or "Praise Be to You" — called for strong action on 

climate change, which Pope Francis warned would disproportionately impact developing 

countries. His meeting with Trump on Wednesday comes as the White House considers whether 

the U.S. should leave the Paris Agreement on climate change. 

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said a Vatican official on Wednesday encouraged the U.S. to 

remain in the Paris Agreement, according to White House pool reports. Tillerson called the 

discussion a "good exchange." 

Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, meanwhile, urged Trump to pay attention to the 

encyclical's message. "If President Trump reads the Pope's writings, I'm confident he'll not 

withdraw the agreement," Schumer said Wednesday. "We gotta get him to read it." 

Trump has proposed significant cuts to the Environmental Protection Agency and has begun to 

roll back environmental regulations implemented under former President Barack Obama. 

"Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis have proved 

ineffective, not only because of powerful opposition but also because of a more general lack of 

interest," Francis wrote in the 2015 encyclical. "Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of 

believers, can range from denial of the problem to indifference, nonchalant resignation or blind 

confidence in technical solutions. We require a new and universal solidarity." 

Pope Francis gave Trump the encyclical along with a few other documents, including his 2017 

World Day of Peace message, which he told Trump he had signed personally for him, according 

to White House pool reports. 

http://time.com/4792296/pope-francis-donald-trump-climate-change-encyclical/ 

 

 

May 24, 2017 

 

Paying respect to Whidbey’s nature the Tibetan Buddhist way 

By Kyle Jensen 

South Whidbey Record 

A Tibetan Buddhist religious community will circumnavigate Whidbey Island next Tuesday in a 

not-so-usual boat trip aimed at honoring the island’s natural life. 

The group will be pouring “positive energy” into Puget Sound with prayers and Buddhist 

mantras. 

http://time.com/4788975/pope-francis-donald-trump-meeting-clash/
http://time.com/4783929/president-trump-loyalty-test/
http://time.com/3925736/pope-francis-climate-change-encyclical-laudato-si/
http://time.com/4766881/paris-agreement-climate-change-trump/
http://time.com/4766881/paris-agreement-climate-change-trump/
http://time.com/4791969/president-trump-pope-francis-meeting-vatican/?xid=homepage
http://time.com/3925520/pope-francis-climate-change-encyclical/
http://time.com/4766881/paris-agreement-climate-change-trump/
http://time.com/4146764/paris-agreement-climate-cop-21/
https://twitter.com/ThisWeekABC/status/867387812005388288
http://time.com/4688753/donald-trump-epa-budget-cuts-public-health/
http://time.com/4713731/donald-trump-climate-change-executive-order-president-obama-epa/
http://time.com/3925843/pope-francis-encyclical-climate-change-appeal/
http://time.com/3925843/pope-francis-encyclical-climate-change-appeal/
https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/messages/peace/documents/papa-francesco_20161208_messaggio-l-giornata-mondiale-pace-2017.html
http://time.com/4792296/pope-francis-donald-trump-climate-change-encyclical/


“The purpose of the offering is for us to pay respect to this beautiful natural environment,” 

Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader Kilung Rinpoche said. “In particular, at this time we are going 

to be sending heartfelt healing prayers and energy back to the great oceans and to all beings 

living there in order to repair distorted energy.” 

Rinpoche, his students, followers and friends will circle the entire island to perform a tradition 

that may be a first for Whidbey Island. The ceremony, called a Naga Treasure Offering, will 

involve a full boat of people praying and honoring the land, the sea, the animals, the plants and 

everything in between on Whidbey. Rinpoche has only performed this once before during a 

circumnavigation of Taiwan, where he frequently teaches. 

The group aims to project “healing energy” to the environment, as per Buddhist practice. Mystic 

Sea Charters, the whale watching tour company, will accommodate the religious community on 

their 12-hour trip around the island. 

Although the vessel is fully booked for the circumnavigation with 60 people, Rinpoche is 

inviting island residents to follow the trip and meet the boat on shores and docks for a collective 

prayer “of any form” to bless the island and pay homage to the natural environment. The boat 

departs from Anacortes at 8 a.m. May 30 and is slated to return between 6 and 8 p.m. Residents 

can follow the trip by purchasing the “MarineTraffic – Ship Tracking” app on their smartphones 

or by searching “Mystic Sea” on www.vesselfinder.com. 

“If people resonate with the voyage and want to witness it, they’re free to meet us at the beaches 

and docks,” said student Mully Mullaly, Langley resident. “If they want to do something at home 

that honors that, we encourage that also.” 

Rinpoche says he felt it was the right time to honor Whidbey Island’s environment. The Tibetan 

Buddhist teacher has called the island his part-time home for nearly 20 years, splitting time 

between Whidbey and his native Tibet when he’s not traveling the world to teach. He’s found 

solitude on Whidbey despite being a significant figure and lineage holder in the world of Tibetan 

Buddhism. His branch, Longchen Nyingtik, is the first Tibetan Buddhist school. At a young age, 

he was named the fifth reincarnation of a prominent Tibetan Buddhist teacher who built Kilung 

Monastery in Tibet, which Rinpoche heads. 

Environmentalism is an important aspect of Tibetan Buddhism. Buddhist teachings preach the 

interconnectedness of all things, and for followers to respect everything outside of humanity — 

trees, plants, water, etc. Respect should also be paid to the Whidbey Island of the past as per the 

Buddhist belief of life’s nonlinear nature, so the group has invited members of the Samish Nation 

for the trip. With respect for the past and all living things, harmony can be achieved, Rinpoche 

said. To learn more about Rinpoche, visit www.kilung.org/about-kilung-rinpoche/. 

“All these things need some consideration to know the inter-relations of the world,” Rinpoche 

said. “That’s so important for me, being raised in Tibet with a tremendous respect for that 

tradition. Buddha taught that every living being — trees, plants, insects — they all have 

independent characteristics, energy and power.” 



Rinpoche and his students hope island residents resonate with this message and “use this kind of 

mindfulness in everyday life.” For him, it’s not about preaching his Tibetan culture or ways, 

rather using his beliefs to encourage people on Whidbey to respect the natural environment. 

“Our hope is that everyone will join us on the island, not just the Buddhist people” student 

Jeanne Lepisto said. “We want people to see the message, and we think it has the ability to 

resonate with a wide group of people.” 

http://www.southwhidbeyrecord.com/life/paying-respect-to-whidbeys-nature-the-tibetan-

buddhist-way/ 
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VW's 'dieselgate' poses ethical challenge for German Protestants 

 

By Tom Heneghan 

National Catholic Reporter 

The Volkswagen emissions scandal, which began when its "clean diesel" cars were found to be 

rigged to cheat on pollution tests, has created an environmental, commercial and public relations 

crisis for the German automaker in the United States. 

It has been all that and worse back home in Germany. VW is a national symbol with contacts and 

influence far beyond just cars and drivers — and that is now posing an unexpected ethical 

challenge for the country's Protestant churches. 

Starting on May 24, the Protestant Church Assembly, held every two years, will draw about 

140,000 people to Berlin for a long weekend of religious services, political discussions and 

concerts. Some 200,000 are expected at the final service on Sunday in Wittenberg, where Martin 

Luther posted his 95 Theses in 1517. 

At issue is whether the assembly, where concern for the environment and sustainable 

development are widely held values, should be ferrying speakers and participants around in the 

239 Volkswagen cars, vans and trucks provided by its corporate sponsor. 

Since this year is the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation, one leading critic has 

come up with a slogan resonant with Martin Luther's own pithy way of speaking. 

"Kein Ablass für Abgas!" (No indulgences for exhaust fumes), Hamburg pastor Matthias Kaiser 

wrote in an article asking whether having VW provide the assembly's official vehicle fleet was 

compatible with Christian values. 

"I would not want to know what Martin Luther would say today," he said, referring to Luther's 

famous condemnation of the indulgences the Roman Catholic Church of his day was selling to 

help finance the construction of St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican. 

http://www.southwhidbeyrecord.com/life/paying-respect-to-whidbeys-nature-the-tibetan-buddhist-way/
http://www.southwhidbeyrecord.com/life/paying-respect-to-whidbeys-nature-the-tibetan-buddhist-way/


The assembly, known even abroad by its German name "Kirchentag," traditionally includes 

high-level debates on Christians' role in public affairs and regularly gets wide media coverage. 

One of its main events will come on Thursday, when former U.S. President Obama and German 

Chancellor Angela Merkel will discuss democracy and responsibility at Berlin's Brandenburg 

Gate, moderated by Bishop Heinrich Bedford-Strohm, chairman of the Evangelical Church in 

Germany (EKD), an umbrella group of Protestant churches. 

The "dieselgate" issue has been like an oil stain that the Kirchentag, a lay-organized event 

launched after the Second World War to explore the forms of Christian witness both within and 

beyond the churches, has not been able to remove. 

The Kirchentag and its opposite number, the Roman Catholic "Katholikentag," have long had 

Volkswagen as a main sponsor. Having its vehicles on show there is so important for the 

carmaker that it has its own "church representative" dealing with religious communities. 

When the scandal broke in 2015, the churches consulted with Volkswagen but decided to keep 

the relationship because the carmaker pledged to clean up the emissions scandal promptly. 

But the scandal flared up again in Germany in February when a massive car callback to fix the 

emission problem backfired. Embarrassed company officials had to admit it was not that easy to 

retool the cars to bring their toxic exhaust down to legal levels. 

"We counted on their promises to totally clear up this whole story," said Ellen Ueberschär, 

general secretary of the Kirchentag. "Of course, now we see that this is taking longer than 

expected and the whole problem is larger than we originally thought. 

"What is just and sustainable work these days, how do we deal with raw materials — these have 

always been classic questions for the church and the Kirchentag, and they should remain so," she 

said. 

"That makes it all the more important that we take these sponsors aside and make sure they 

clearly support these standards in word and deed," she explained. 

Ueberschär said the Kirchentag was not against sponsoring, although certain companies — arms 

manufacturers or obvious polluters, for example — were excluded. "Our sponsoring contracts 

have the condition that companies respect the basic rules of the Kirchentag," she said. 

In several interviews, she has also given pragmatic arguments for maintaining the sponsorship, 

for example that the Reformation anniversary program was already underway and that 

boycotting Volkswagen would also affect Christians who work for the carmaker. 

Kaiser was not convinced. He said having vehicles with "Volkswagen" written on their sides 

meant "an enormous loss in credibility that is much greater than the profit it makes for using this 

fleet for free." 



In a report, West German Radio (WDR) estimated the loan of free vehicles was worth several 

million euros. 

Reinhard Benhöfer, environmental representative for the Lutheran Church in Hannover, also 

thought the Kirchentag's explanations weren't convincing. But he said churches had to raise 

funds and would inevitably have to make some kind of compromise. 

"We're part of a society that is not clean at all — we're right in the middle of it," he said. Since 

all car companies seem to have cheated on emissions standards, he added, "at least for a certain 

period of time, we shouldn't take any gifts from them. Let's take a short break." 

Kaiser said he got wide support from colleagues for the article he wrote in a Protestant magazine 

earlier this year pointing out the ethical challenge the sponsoring presented. 

"There's a lot of resentment among them that the Kirchentag is so close to Volkswagen," he said. 

"The problem is not going away." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vws-dieselgate-poses-ethical-challenge-german-

protestants 
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Removed from the land before, Ponca nation vows to protect the Earth from Keystone XL 

 

By Kevin Hardy  

USA Today 

While their reasons may differ, the Ponca Tribe of Nebraska found local farmers and ranchers on 

their side when the two groups raised their opposition to the Keystone XL pipeline that would 

carry oil from Canada to the Gulf shore. Brian Powers/The Register 

NELIGH, Neb. — Under a boundless canopy of clear blue skies painted with wispy white 

clouds, Mekasi Camp Horinek blows a whistle as he turns and prays to the four sacred 

directions.  

He looks up to the creator as the high sun delivers welcome relief to battering prairie winds. He 

kneels, clutches a few strands of ryegrass and prays to Mother Earth.   

Horinek leads this corn planting ceremony at the edge of a crop field that could be mistaken for 

thousands of others like it across the fertile heartland. 

But his feet are planted at the site of two monumental crossings — one widely perceived as a 

historic injustice when his Ponca tribe was forcibly marched off this land 140 years ago; the 

other feared as a modern one, marking the proposed route for the controversial Keystone XL 

pipeline.  

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/vws-dieselgate-poses-ethical-challenge-german-protestants
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The ancient strand of blue corn that members of the Ponca tribe and others will plant here is a 

modest show of resistance to the pipeline, a project President Donald Trump resurrected in 

January after the Obama administration had buried it. 

Keystone XL has been one of the nation’s most divisive environmental issues over the last two 

presidential election cycles. 

Many Republicans argue that it will create construction jobs, safely move energy and lessen U.S. 

dependence on Middle Eastern oil. Democrats see it as furthering America's reliance on fossil 

fuels that will worsen climate change. 

The fate of the $8 billion project likely lies with Nebraska, the only state that hasn't approved the 

route. 

American Indian tribes such as the Ponca have pledged to take a leading role in the 

fight, bolstered by the months-long standoff over the Dakota Access pipeline near the Standing 

Rock Sioux reservation in North Dakota. 

Some contend that the gathering birthed a spiritual awakening among Native Americans, 

bringing together hundreds of tribes for one of the few times in modern history.  

The heated fight over Keystone XL has proven personal for members of the once-exiled Ponca 

Tribe of Nebraska. Now largely landless, the tribe has lined up to protect the pastures and crop 

fields of white farmers and ranchers who worry about the possible environmental threat of 

TransCanada's Keystone XL.  

"I still belong to this land. This land sustained life for my people for thousands of generations," 

said Horinek, a 44-year-old member of the Ponca Tribe of Oklahoma. "And though they may 

have removed us from this land, they could never take it away from us, because it lives in our 

hearts." 

'Keystone is on notice' 

TransCanada's 36-inch crude oil pipeline would essentially be an extension of the original 

Keystone pipeline. 

Both come south from Canada. But the KXL would jut diagonally across Montana, South Dakota 

and Nebraska, rather than taking the longer L-shaped route of the original line.  

The pipeline company maintains that its pipeline will be built with state-of-the-art technology 

and operate under "an unparalleled maintenance regime."  

Much of the debate in Nebraska plays out like déjà vu. Activists on both sides acknowledge that 

the controversy over Energy Transfer's Dakota Access pipeline will shade the next round of 

Keystone XL arguments.  

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/01/24/trump-signs-five-more-orders-pipelines-steel-and-environment/96988428/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2017/01/24/trump-signs-five-more-orders-pipelines-steel-and-environment/96988428/
https://www.usatoday.com/videos/news/2016/10/08/91793488/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2016/10/08/near-standing-rock-dakota-access-pipeline-protest-meets-spiritual-movement/91567854/
http://www.keystone-xl.com/safety/safe-operations/


At the height of the occupation in North Dakota in December, thousands of veterans marched in 

blizzard conditions to stand alongside natives. The same week, Obama halted the Dakota Access 

line for further review — a tangible, but short-lived, win for the protesters.  

Since then, some big banks have pledged to be more cautious about funding future energy 

development projects. U.S. Bank even announced this year that it would not fund oil and gas 

pipelines.  

"I think that Keystone is on notice that they’re not going to face an easy road," said Carolyn 

Raffensperger, the Ames, Ia.,-based executive director of the Science and Environmental Health 

Network, who volunteered legal services at the North Dakota anti-pipeline encampment. "The 

game really shifted with Standing Rock." 

In North Dakota, the so-called water protectors chanted "Mni Wiconi," a Lakota translation of 

"water is life." 

The tribe there argued that Dakota Access' path under the Missouri River could threaten its 

drinking water supply, as well as that of millions of people downstream.  

In Nebraska, water will again play an integral role in the debate: Much of the state sits atop the 

Ogallala Aquifer, also known as the High Plains aquifer, one of the world's largest freshwater 

sources.  

The underground reservoir, which spans parts of eight states, has made Nebraska's soil viable for 

corn and soybeans. And wells help sustain the nearly 2 million head of cattle across Nebraska, 

the nation's second-leading beef producer.  

Opponents say any leaked or spilled oil would run through the state's sandy soil like water in a 

sieve, forever contaminating the aquifer for crops or livestock. 

They also worry about the chemicals infused in the thick Canadian oil sands to make them 

viscous enough to send through pipes.  

TransCanada spokesman Matthew John said five independent environmental impact reviews and 

a 10-month public review from the Nebraska Department of Environmental Quality dispute such 

claims. He also pointed to a University of Nebraska researcher who says a leak or spill into the 

aquifer would remain localized.  

"The suggestion that a pipeline leak could threaten the Ogallala Aquifer is not supported by 

volumes of environmental study conducted on this project," he said.  

Critics rail against the idea of a foreign company using the state's eminent domain authority to 

forcibly win easements on private land. They push for more sources of renewable energy, like 

the wind farms that have popped up within sight of the pipeline's proposed path.  

https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2016/12/04/standing-rock-tribe-says-feds-halt-pipeline-work/94967290/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2016/12/04/standing-rock-tribe-says-feds-halt-pipeline-work/94967290/


Business and labor groups, conversely, tout the economic windfall of the pipeline. It would 

boost property tax revenues along the route, strengthen the continent's energy security 

and provide thousands of jobs during construction.  

"It's not like we don’t care about the environment," said Ron Kaminski, the political director at 

the Laborers International Union of North America Local 1140 in Omaha, whose members could 

earn as much as $100,000 per year working on the line. 

"This is our backyard. We do these projects like it was running through our own personal 

backyards." 

'For us, it's not for sale' 

The cows start ambling toward Ron Crumly's Ford flatbed pickup as soon as it crests the 

horizon.  

"They know we're coming," he said as cattle moo in anticipation. 

During his daily ritual of checking on newborn calves and laying out hay bales, Crumly explains 

the improvements that he's made on his family's land. 

He's worked to protect native grasses on his rolling pastures, and he's shifted to no-till farming to 

stave off nutrient runoff on his 1,800 acres of corn and soybean fields near Page, Neb. 

His mother's family homesteaded on a quarter section here in 1887, and his father's family settled 

just down a dirt road in the early 1900s. 

Now, TransCanada wants to bury its 36-inch pipeline across two quarter-sections of his farm. 

He operates 16 center pivot irrigation heads that sustain his crops from underground wells. If oil 

were to spill in his sandy soil, it would drop right into the aquifer, he said, and get pumped right 

back onto his corn and beans, forever ruining the water supply.  

"I'm done farming," he said. "It's worthless." 

In some places, the aquifer is hundreds of feet below the surface, Crumly said. But on some parts 

of the farm, he can dig a small hole and hit water.  

At 68, he's preparing to hand off the farm to his son, slowly relinquishing land and equipment the 

same way his father did with him. His 18-year-old grandson has expressed interest in eventually 

joining the family business.  

Seven years ago, when TransCanada first called about burying its pipeline here, he leaned over 

to his wife, Jeanne, and told her: "It's not about the money, it's about the grandkids." 

To them, the land is not a commodity. It's an inheritance that must be protected and passed on.  



"God gave us this land to take care of it," Ron Crumly said. "For us, it's not for sale." 

Lessons from Standing Rock 

The last time Nebraskans debated Keystone, the fight was heated and impassioned, but it was 

local, said Mike Flood, the former Republican speaker of the unicameral Legislature.  

He worries about predictions that the massive gathering in North Dakota to fight Dakota Access 

could spill over into the Keystone debate in Nebraska. 

He fears that a flood of outside activists could cause violent confrontations with police.  

"Honestly, I wouldn’t have even thought of this if North Dakota hadn’t happened," said Flood, 

who operates television and radio stations across Nebraska. "Obviously, we’re going to see 

national attention. I wish Nebraska wasn’t the last step." 

But Jane Kleeb, president and founder of Bold Nebraska, which has led the pipeline opposition 

here, dismisses such concerns.  

"Do you really think that I would let a whole bunch of tree-huggers come on somebody’s farm 

and ranch land that we’ve just spent the last seven year protecting and tear it up?" she said. 

"There's no question that we would put up a very strong resistance fight, but it will not look the 

same as Standing Rock. No place ever will look like Standing Rock." 

In North Dakota, the resistance was led mostly by tribes, Kleeb said. With Keystone XL, the 

opposition will center on landowners and their private property rights, with tribes and 

environmentalists standing in solidarity.  

Several years ago, Kleeb and environmental activists across the state joined about 100 

landowners who refused to sign easement agreements with TransCanada, a coalition that remains 

largely intact today. 

"Honestly for us, the lesson at Standing Rock was to not only make it about one constituency," 

she said, "because it's easier for the other side to divide and conquer." 

'I am a man. God made us both' 

Looking over the rusty chalk bluffs at Niobrara State Park near Nebraska's border with South 

Dakota, a maze of grass and sand-covered tongues weave in and out of the Missouri River. 

It's this confluence of the Missouri and the Niobrara rivers that the Ponca people called home for 

generations. 

The tribe, believed to have split off from the nearby Omaha tribe, were forced from these rolling 

acres in 1877 and marched down to Indian Territory in present-day Oklahoma. 



Along the route, at least 11 deaths were documented. In Oklahoma, more than a third of the tribe 

died, mostly from malaria. 

The bones of an 18-month-old girl who died on the journey rest in the Laurel Hill Cemetery near 

Neligh, Neb. Her father asked that the locals care for the grave of White Buffalo Girl as they 

would their own. 

Today, teddy bears, plastic flowers and child's toys surround the small headstone, the only one 

allowed to be decorated year-round.  

Once in Indian Territory, Chief Standing Bear led a small group back north. He fled the 

miserable conditions in Oklahoma to honor a deathbed promise to his son, who asked that his 

bones be buried in the sacred hills near the two rivers.  

With no food or water, they survived on the kindness of strangers, though the natives 

were ultimately captured by the U.S. military. The chief is best known for the landmark trial 

after his arrest and detainment near Omaha. 

After filing suit for a writ of habeas corpus, he gave an impassioned plea to the court. He faced 

the audience and held up his right hand. Though his hand was of a different shade from theirs, he 

said, his and theirs would equally feel pain if pierced.  

"The blood that will flow from mine will be of the same color as yours," Standing Bear said. "I 

am a man. God made us both." 

The judge ruled that American Indians were people and entitled to protection under the law — a 

landmark decision at the time.  

'We know what it's like to have land taken away' 

Though Standing Bear won his freedom, the tribe never fully recovered from the removal, 

said Larry Wright Jr., chairman of the Ponca Tribe of Nebraska.  

While the Ponca Tribe of Oklahoma has a reservation, the Nebraska tribe has never won back 

their land. Wright's people are spread across the state, along with a few tribal offices that provide 

social, medical and cultural services.  

Without a base, the Ponca language, culture and traditional spirituality have waned, Wright said. 

The tribe now holds about 600 acres in northeast Nebraska, where it tends a buffalo herd, an 

educational trail system and powwow grounds.  

"We know what it's like to have land taken away from us by a foreign entity," he said. "Our 

people were willing to die to come back to Nebraska. That's how much this land means to us." 

While the tribe maintains that the pipeline would desecrate sacred sites and burial grounds, 

TransCanada's spokesman said the company has a strong track record of preserving important 



historical and cultural locations, sacred landmarks and ancient indigenous artifacts. He also cited 

a seven-year review of the project that examined historic sites in each state, as required under the 

National Historic Preservation Act. 

Still, the Ponca people will prove a "powerful political unit" in the upcoming August hearings on 

Keystone XL, said Joe Starita, a journalism professor at the University of Nebraska who 

authored a book on Standing Bear and the Ponca removal. 

In recent years, the chief's story and the Ponca Trail of Tears have received heightened attention 

from historians and the local media, Starita said. And the Ponca are more organized this time.  

Like all native peoples, the most sacred thing to the Ponca, he said, is the land where their 

ancestors lie. 

"It’s not an economic value, it's a sacred value. When the Lakota saw the Black Hills, they saw 

god. When white Europeans saw the Black Hills, they saw gold," Starita said. "That’s one letter 

of the alphabet different, but it’s the difference of the Grand Canyon." 

'I was taught you can't own the land' 

To members of the Ponca tribes, maize is more than food or animal feed. It's revered as one 

of four gifts given to the clan from the creator, along with the sacred pipe, a bowl and a dog. 

But the corn, like other traditions, was largely stripped from the Ponca over time. 

 This line of blue corn was revived a few years ago after kernels were found in medicine bags of 

Native Americans that had gone unopened for over 100 years, Mekasi Camp Horinek says.  

He recently led about 90 native people, environmentalists and landowners along the Keystone 

route. They buried an acre's worth of the blue kernels for the fourth year in a row. Last spring's 

planting was an act of celebration. This time, it was an act of civil disobedience.  

The 15 rows of maize confront the proposed path of Keystone XL through Art and Helen 

Tanderup's 160-acre farm, which has been in the family for a century. Years before, natives 

marched across this land during their forced removal from Nebraska.  

Horinek, of the Ponca tribe in Oklahoma, said his great grandfather was among those to walk the 

600-mile Ponca Trail of Tears. Though the removal split the Ponca into two separate tribes, he 

says every trip to Nebraska is a homecoming. 

"I was taught you can't own the land," he said, "you only belong to it." 

He brushes off questions about the unlikely alliance forged between the Native Americans whose 

ancestors grew corn, hunted buffalo and were buried here and the farmers and ranchers who now 

forge a living from the land.  



"They buried their grandmothers and grandfathers in this land. And they have that same 

connection," Horinek said. "They care for this land. It's sustained their life for generations now." 

View photos here: 

 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2017/05/25/removed-land-before-ponca-

nation-vows-protect-earth-keystone-xl/315018001/ 
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Sisters in Ontario blend ecology and spirituality in retreat center ministry 

 

By Dana Wachter  

Global Sisters Report 

With master's degrees and doctorates in eco-theology and eco-ethics, St. Joseph Srs. Linda 

Gregg and Mary Rowell run the Villa St. Joseph Ecology and Spirituality Centre in Cobourg, 

Ontario. The two teach university eco-theology courses from the center, which also houses a 

large community garden, and offer retreats and reflection for all faiths focused on the 

interconnectedness of spirituality and the Earth. 

The building that has become Villa St. Joseph started as a home built around 1836 for a 

prominent local merchant, Winkworth Tremaine, Gregg said. The sisters' archivist is researching 

the exact story of the home, but Gregg said historians believe stagecoach and steamship 

executives later owned the home. 

Cobourg became a summer destination for wealthy American families in the late 1800s, and as 

Gregg described, "many large houses were bought by both sides of the Civil War as 'boltholes' if 

their side didn't win." The home was eventually owned by the daughter of Gen. Ulysses S. Grant 

(who later became a U.S. president), Nellie Grant. 

When she died, her second husband sold the home and 10 acres to the Sisters of St. Joseph in 

1921 to be used as a girls' orphanage. Rowell said they have been in touch with women who 

were raised in the orphanage who had happy memories of their time at the house and grounds. 

By the 1950s, it served as a seasonal retreat center for sisters and, later, was broadened into a 

year-round space for novitiate training, retreats for Catholics and, eventually, spiritual retreats 

for any faith. 

When she arrived at Villa St. Joseph in 1994, Gregg expected to spend only a couple of years 

helping the effort. She hadn't imagined how her personal passion for the Earth and nature would 

develop into a thriving ecological and spirituality center for people from many faith 

backgrounds. 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2017/05/25/removed-land-before-ponca-nation-vows-protect-earth-keystone-xl/315018001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/business/2017/05/25/removed-land-before-ponca-nation-vows-protect-earth-keystone-xl/315018001/
http://www.villastjoseph.ca/
https://www.cobourghistory.ca/architecture/homes-with-a-history


Gregg grew up on Cordova Bay in British Columbia in an isolated, rural setting by the sea. She 

describes learning to garden at just 3 years old from a neighbor who often babysat her. 

As she reflected on the transition into her community, Gregg used a journal entry from the time 

she professed first vows to remember a crisis she faced. 

"How can I live my dedication and commitment to God and not live my dedication and 

commitment to the Earth?" she said. "I prayed very profoundly about that, because at that time, 

sisters weren't into ecology. It was just some little thing that kept me happy, and they were 

delighted to have the flower garden. A tomato plant might appear here and there; it was nice, but 

it wasn't mission. I really felt God saying to me, 'This is what you need to do now, Linda. Follow 

this path. Make your first vows. Keep your love for your Earth in your heart, and I'll show you 

the way,' and God did." 

Rowell credits her love for gardening to her childhood spent in England surrounded by 

"generations of English country gardens, rambling flowers and fruits in the gardens." She entered 

the Sisters of St. Joseph around 2005 after spending her discernment period ministering and 

writing her doctorate at Villa St. Joseph. She had already traveled the world as a nurse and nurse 

educator, experiencing heartbreaking images of poverty and the breakdown of cohesion between 

the environment and humans. After her novitiate, Rowell was assigned elsewhere before 

returning to Villa St. Joseph about five years ago. 

"I realized that we can never separate out the suffering of humans and the suffering of the 

environment. It's like a vicious cycle," Rowell said. "Where there is human suffering, we have 

increasing environmental degradation. Where there's environmental degradation, we have 

increasing human suffering." 

When a community garden in the region lost its land, the sisters were approached to use part of 

the retreat center's 10 acres for new gardening plots. Gregg was thrilled to put her market garden 

background into spiritual use through expanding the ministry at Villa St. Joseph. What started as 

six plots for groups and individuals of varying socioeconomic backgrounds to create a 

community garden overlooking Lake Ontario has turned into 80 plots. 

In an effort to expand its outreach, the center brought on St. Joseph Sr. Christine Carbotte, who 

recently professed first vows, as an IT and computer expert. She helps with technology at the 

center and updates the center's website and social media pages so sisters, community members 

and others interested can learn more about the center's ecological efforts. 

When Carbotte got excited about a new way to save surplus organic carrots over the winter, she 

shared it on Facebook. She plans to use the platform to offer food sustainability and conservation 

advice to the public. 

In the future, Rowell anticipates creating new youth-focused programming "to get them very 

conscious of their relationship with the Earth and understanding it in the light of their faith 

traditions, too." 

https://www.facebook.com/villastjosephcobourg/


[Dana Wachter is a freelance journalist and digital storyteller based in London, Ontario.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/sisters-ontario-blend-ecology-and-spirituality-

retreat-center-ministry-46941 
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Greed biggest issue of the environment, Tibet’s Karmapa Lama says: Cohn 

 

By Martin Regg Cohn, Ontario Politics Columnist 

Toronto Star 

It is not his destiny to be the next Dalai Lama. For he is already reincarnated as the 17th 

Karmapa Lama. 

Yet he may one day succeed his 81-year-old teacher and protector. 

Revered since age 7 as spiritual leader of a 1,000-year-old branch of Tibetan Buddhism, Ogyen 

Trinley Dorje is making his first trip to Canada this week at the age of 31. 

Meeting Ontario politicians Tuesday before sitting down for an interview, the Karmapa padded 

around Queen’s Park in a pair of brown hiking shoes peeking out from under his simple maroon 

robes. A picture of youthful wisdom with his direct gaze, towering above other monks at six feet 

tall, he may yet emerge as the public face of Tibetan Buddhism 

Worshipped as a living god and the Buddha of Compassion, will he also inherit the Dalai Lama’s 

imagery of divinity and celebrity? 

“It is almost impossible to take on the role of the Dalai Lama,” the Karmapa tells me cautiously, 

modestly, in our interview. 

The politics of religion is a delicate subject, not least for the world’s most suffocated and yet 

idealized faith. The Karmapa — which translates roughly as the embodiment of Buddha activity 

— is accompanied by bodyguards to safeguard him from physical threats, but also an entourage 

of aides to protect him from political missteps. 

“I will try to do as much as I can do, but this issue about future leadership, this is not something 

that I alone can decide. I think this is up to the people of Tibet,” he answers diplomatically. 

His intonations and mannerisms are reminiscent of the Dalai Lama, whom I interviewed at his 

residence-in-exile in the Indian redoubt of Dharamsala more than a decade ago, after my own 

trip to Tibet. Like the Dalai Lama, he barrels ahead in blunt English on familiar topics, but deftly 

reverts to an interpreter for the stickier subjects. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/sisters-ontario-blend-ecology-and-spirituality-retreat-center-ministry-46941
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/sisters-ontario-blend-ecology-and-spirituality-retreat-center-ministry-46941
http://kagyuoffice.org/karmapa/
http://www.phayul.com/news/tools/print.aspx?id=5580&t=1
http://www.phayul.com/news/tools/print.aspx?id=5580&t=1


In years past, the Karmapa skirted the succession question by saying he had his hands full in his 

current role. Now older and wiser (and bolder), he maps out another route that stresses the 

propitious over the ambitious. 

“Maybe things need more time to resolve this problem,” he concludes. 

More time. In the meantime, he worries about political positions hardening on both sides, 

blocking the way to an eventual settlement. 

The Tibet he left behind as a 14-year-old — escaping his Chinese minders in the dead of night to 

cross the Himalayas and reach neighbouring India — is in even more desperate circumstances 

today. Hundreds of monks have immolated themselves to protest Chinese repression, which has 

become only worse since violence erupted in the Tibetan capital of Lhasa in 2008. 

In late 2003, the Dalai Lama told me about his diplomatic dialogue with Beijing, which had just 

resumed. All these years later, it has reached a dead end, the Karmapa acknowledges. 

Despite the frustration and radicalization of younger Tibetans, he still believes the middle path is 

the only route to a political settlement. And he may be well placed to find a way, never having 

been denounced by China’s rulers, who continue to demonize the Dalai Lama as a “splittist.” 

“Dialogue between Tibet and China needs to continue,” he answers in Tibetan, throwing in the 

English words “common sense” and “mutual understanding” to make his point. 

“Far too much time is spent on discussing policy and political issues outside, when the real 

attention needs to be paid to the daily experiences of the Tibetan people inside Tibet,” he 

continues. “It’s very easy on the outside to get lost in this policy discussion.” 

In the same vein, he frets about the people’s propensity to lose their way on environmental 

threats and the spectre of global warming, which are no less forbidding for the people of Tibet 

and the world. Like political obstacles, environmental challenges can seen insoluble if addressed 

in their entirety, rather than individually. 

“I think the biggest issue is also related to humans’ motivations — human greed is the biggest 

issue of the environment, because of consumerism,” he muses. “The sad thing is, until something 

happens, people don’t want to change.” 

As the Karmapa ponders the future problems of environmental depredation and the liberation of 

his own people, what about his own personal journey until now? 

At age 7 he was discovered by a group of travelling lamas and plucked from his family to be 

tutored in monasteries and groomed for his reincarnated role. In later years he was watched over 

by the Chinese minders and spies. After his escape as a teenager, he was suspected by the Indian 

security services of being a Chinese plant, and largely confined to lodgings supplied by the Dalai 

Lama in Dharamsala. Only recently has he been given greater freedom to travel (a yellow ID 

document issued by India governs his movements). 

http://www.phayul.com/news/tools/print.aspx?id=5580&t=1
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/2008/11/18/historys_long_end_game_in_tibet.html


Yet even when travelling he remains in a bubble, ensconced by his entourage. At home he dare 

not go for a walk lest he be engulfed by devotees. 

I ask, teasingly, about an exercise machine in his monastery. 

“But no place to put,” he deadpans. 

Does he miss his personal freedom of movement? 

“Yes of course,” he shoots back. “I don’t have much choice . . . sometimes it’s too much.” 

https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2017/05/30/greed-biggest-issue-of-the-environment-

tibets-karmapa-lama-says.html 
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Church leaders express regret over US climate change decision 

Anglican Communion News Service 

Church leaders have expressed their regret over the decision by US President Donald Trump to 

withdraw from the Paris Agreement on climate change. The agreement, reached after years of 

negotiations culminating in the COP21 talks in Paris in December 2015, committed world 

leaders to work towards reducing global temperature increases. 

A significant number of Anglican leaders, headed by the Archbishop of Cape Town, Thabo 

Makgoba, were in Paris for the talks to push the political leaders towards an agreement. 

Yesterday, in the Whitehouse Rose Garden, President Trump confirmed the long-signalled 

decision to withdraw the US from the agreement, saying it was “unfair” on the United States. 

“This agreement is less about the climate and more about other countries gaining a financial 

advantage over the United States,” President Trump said. “The rest of the world applauded when 

we signed the Paris Agreement – they went wild; they were so happy – for the simple reason that 

it put our country, the United States of America, which we all love, at a very, very big economic 

disadvantage. 

“A cynic would say the obvious reason for economic competitors and their wish to see us remain 

in the agreement is so that we continue to suffer this self-inflicted major economic wound. We 

would find it very hard to compete with other countries from other parts of the world.” 

He continued: “We have among the most abundant energy reserves on the planet, sufficient to 

lift millions of America’s poorest workers out of poverty. Yet, under this agreement, we are 

effectively putting these reserves under lock and key, taking away the great wealth of our nation. 

It’s great wealth. It’s phenomenal wealth. Not so long ago, we had no idea we had such wealth 

and [were] leaving millions and millions of families trapped in poverty and joblessness.” 

https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2017/05/30/greed-biggest-issue-of-the-environment-tibets-karmapa-lama-says.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2017/05/30/greed-biggest-issue-of-the-environment-tibets-karmapa-lama-says.html
http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2015/12/anglicans-welcome-end-to-fossil-fuel-era.aspx


President Trump confirmed that new coal mines would be opening shortly in Pennsylvania, 

Ohio, and West Virginia. 

Church leaders were quick to respond to the announcement. 

The message of the Presiding Bishop of the US-based Episcopal Church, Bishop Michael Curry, 

was that: “we’re still in” – as he said that the Episcopal Church would “continue to take bold 

action to address the climate crisis.” 

In a statement, Bishop Curry said that human beings “have been charged with being trustees, 

caretakers, stewards of God’s creation.” 

He continued: “The United States has been a global leader in caring for God’s creation through 

efforts over the years on climate change. President Trump’s announcement changes the US’s 

leadership role in the international sphere. 

“Despite this announcement, many US businesses, states, cities, regions, non-governmental 

organisations and faith bodies like the Episcopal Church can continue to take bold action to 

address the climate crisis. 

“The phrase, ‘We’re still in,’ became a statement of commitment for many of us who regardless 

of this decision by our President are still committed to the principles of the Paris Agreement.” 

He said that faith groups occupied “a unique space in the worldwide climate movement” and he 

highlighted the position of the Episcopal Church as an international body representing 17 

countries with provisional observer status empowered to send accredited observers to UN 

climate change meetings. 

“Furthermore, the Episcopal Church is a member of the worldwide Anglican Communion, the 

third-largest Christian tradition, and we remain committed to ensuring that Anglicans 

everywhere are empowered to undertake bold action on climate change mitigation and 

adaptation,” he said. 

“We know that caring for God’s creation by engaging climate change is not only good for the 

environment, but also good for the health and welfare of our people. The US is currently creating 

more clean jobs faster than job creation in nearly every other sector of the economy, and 

unprecedented acceleration in the clean energy sector is also evident in many other major 

economies. 

“My prayer is that we in the Episcopal Church will, in this and all things, follow the way, the 

teachings and the Spirit of Jesus by cultivating a loving, liberating and life-giving relationship 

with God, all others in the human family, and with all of God's good creation. 

“In spite of hardships and setbacks, the work goes on. This is God’s world. And we are all his 

children.” 



Across the Atlantic, the Church of England’s lead bishop on the environment, the Bishop of 

Salisbury Nick Holtam, went much further with an outright condemnation of President Trump’s 

decision, which he described as an “abject failure of leadership.” 

“I am, frankly, very disturbed by President Trump’s decision to revoke the United States’ 

commitment to the Paris Agreement, which was a global commitment made in good faith,” he 

said. 

“Climate change is one of the great challenges of our times. There is a moral and spiritual 

dimension with a strong consensus built among the faith communities about the care of our 

common home. The scientific, economic and political arguments point in the same direction. 

“How can President Trump look in the eye the people most affected, including the world’s 

poorest in the places most affected by climate change now, and those affected by increasingly 

frequent extreme weather in parts of the USA? The leader of what used to be called ‘the new 

world’ is trapped in old world thought and action.” 

He continued: “President Trump has not recognised the economic potential of renewable energy 

which represents a paradigm shift capable of generating sustainable prosperity. What will our 

children and grandchildren say to us about the way we respond to this extreme carelessness? 

“Ours is the first generation which cannot say we did not know about the human impact on 

climate change. 

“For the US government to withdraw from taking responsible action in keeping with the Paris 

agreement is an abject failure of leadership. The USA emits nearly a fifth of global CO2 

emissions. This step is particularly disappointing at a time when China, the world's other mega-

emitter of CO2, has committed to deep and sustained cuts in emissions to protect its own citizens 

as well as the rest of the world. 

“In challenging President Trump’s decision, ‘We the people’, including churches and other faith 

leaders, must speak clearly: this decision is wrong for the USA and for the world. I commend 

those American churches and faith leaders who are speaking out and organising against this 

decision. 

“How out of touch President Trump is with many of his own people was shown yesterday, when 

the Church of England helped lead a consortium of shareholders with $5 trillion [USD] of assets 

under management at the ExxonMobil AGM. A motion was passed overwhelmingly forcing the 

company to undertake and disclose analysis of what limiting climate change to two degrees 

Celsius would mean for its business. 

“Shareholders can make a difference. So can citizens and electors.” 

The decision was also condemned by leaders of other Christian traditions and ecumenical bodies. 

http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2017/06/church-of-england-wins-exxonmobil-climate-change-battle.aspx


“This is a tragedy, missing an opportunity to show real, accountable leadership for the future of 

humanity and our common home,” the general secretary of the World Council of Churches, the 

Revd Olav Fykse Tveit, said. “This is a decision that is not morally sustainable; and not 

economically sustainable either. The struggle for climate justice has to continue.” 

Rudelmar Bueno De Faria, the general secretary of the Act Alliance, an organisation which 

includes a number of Anglican development agencies, said: “Only 18 months ago global leaders 

welcomed the landmark Paris Climate Agreement for taking into account the immediate needs of 

countries most severely affected by the impacts of climate change. The move by the President of 

the United States today flies in the face of ethics and Christian values.” 

Last month, Pope Francis presented President Trump with a copy of his encyclical on the 

environment, Laudato Si’ during a visit to the Vatican. The chair of the US Conference of 

Catholic Bishops international justice and peace committee, Bishop Oscar Cantú of Las Cruces, 

described President Trump’s decision as “deeply troubling.” 

“The Scriptures affirm the value of caring for creation and caring for each other in solidarity. 

The Paris agreement is an international accord that promotes these values. President Trump’s 

decision will harm the people of the United States and the world, especially the poorest, most 

vulnerable communities. 

“The impacts of climate change are already being experienced in sea level rise, glacial melts, 

intensified storms, and more frequent droughts. I can only hope that the President will propose 

concrete ways to address global climate change and promote environmental stewardship.” 

http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2017/06/church-leaders-express-regret-over-us-climate-

change-decision.aspx 
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Sisters join chorus denouncing Trump's climate move 

 

By Dawn Araujo-Hawkins and Chris Herlinger 

Global Sisters Report 

Women religious added their voices to the chorus of sharp disapproval and disappointment 

following President Donald Trump's announcement June 1, that he was pulling the United States 

from the historic Paris Agreement on climate change. 

A number of Catholic organizations have condemned Trump's move as being catastrophic, as 

National Catholic Reporter cited in an article. Women religious are also expressing their 

concerns about the world's No. 2 polluter reneging on its commitment to the pact, which 

committed 195 countries to keeping global warming below the level at which scientists believe 

irreversible damage could occur. 

http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2017/06/church-leaders-express-regret-over-us-climate-change-decision.aspx
http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2017/06/church-leaders-express-regret-over-us-climate-change-decision.aspx
https://www.ncronline.org/node/147501


In an email to Global Sisters Report, Franciscan Sr. Joan Brown, executive director of New 

Mexico Interfaith Power and Light and a Franciscans International delegate at the 2015 

conference at which the Paris Agreement was adopted, called the move a "mortal sin." 

"This decision disregards our basic human purpose on the planet to love and care for the garden 

and one another," she said. "As I hold the predictable, yet dark decision of the U.S. 

administration in my prayer and work, the warning statement of Pope Francis re-echoes in my 

soul, 'Every year the problems are more grave. ... We are at the limit. We are at the limit of a 

suicide, to say a strong word.' " 

In a statement released Friday, the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas — the largest single 

congregation of women religious in the U.S. — said the decision was "by far the most 

concerning among a number of actions taken by the Trump Administration to weaken the 

country's commitment to address climate change and to protect those most at risk from its 

effects." 

They also called on Congress to take leadership in reducing the nation's carbon emissions and 

moving the country into the renewable energy economy. 

The Dominican Sisters of Peace and Benedictines of Erie, Pennsylvania, have also released 

statements decrying U.S. withdrawal from the Paris Agreement. 

Sr. Anne Curtis, a member of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas' leadership team, told Global 

Sisters Report that the U.S. pulling out of the Paris Agreement was bad, but offered some 

optimism: "I think the resolve that will come out of this is an even deeper commitment to the 

work we've already been doing." 

The Mercy Sisters began their explicit commitment to "reverence Earth" in 1995 at the 

encouragement of their sisters in the Philippines who were witnessing, firsthand, the effects of 

climate change. "We also have sisters in Latin America, Guam and Jamaica," Curtis said, "and 

they've been on the frontlines of seeing some serious issues." 

At the United Nations, where the Paris Agreement has wide support among Catholic sisters who 

represent their congregations, reaction to Trump's announcement was also negative. 

"It is an unacceptable decision while the rest of the world is moving forward," Sr. Teresa 

Kotturan, the U.N. representative for the Sisters of Charity Federation, told GSR. She said it will 

be up to individuals and other countries and states to adhere to the pact. 

"Let us remain committed to implement Paris Climate Change Agreement through our individual 

and collective action, to ensure 'no one is left behind,' " she said. 

On her Facebook page, Kotturan posted a quote from Marshall Islands President Hilda Heine, 

who said, "Today's decision is not only disappointing, but also highly concerning for those of us 

that live on the frontline of climate change." 

http://www.nm-ipl.org/
http://www.nm-ipl.org/
http://franciscansinternational.org/
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/q/q-sr-joan-brown-way-cop21-34601
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/q/q-sr-joan-brown-way-cop21-34601
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/about-us/news-and-events/mercy-denounces-us-pull-out-of-international-climate-agreement/
https://www.facebook.com/DominicanSistersofPeace/
https://www.eriebenedictines.org/story/benedictine-sisters-erie-will-continue-take-action-climate-change
http://sistersofcharityfederation.org/


Noting the threat that climate change poses for small island states like the Marshall Islands, 

Kotturan told GSR, "Think of our brothers and sisters who live on small islands with an 

uncertain future. What do we want to leave for the next generation?" 

Sr. Margaret O'Dwyer, who represents the Company of the Daughters of Charity at the U.N., 

told GSR, "It is profoundly sad that there is a loss of a sense of the common good." O'Dwyer 

also noted that Trump's action "countervenes the message of [Francis' environmental encyclical] 

Laudato Si' that Earth's inhabitants are interconnected." 

She also expressed worry about "the potential for chaos when world leaders agree and then 

rescind agreements at will." 

Sr. Celine Paramunda, the Medical Mission Sisters' representative at the U.N., said she had 

feelings of disappointment in the short-term but hope for the long-term. Paramunda and other 

members of her congregation were in Paris when an agreement on the accord was reached and, 

she recalls, "we, the [members of civil society], rejoiced after tirelessly working for it for years." 

Now, the situation is dire, she told GSR. "It is very unfortunate that even after meeting with Pope 

Francis — who tried to convince Trump not to back out of the global pact — President Trump 

took this decision." 

"I feel this act is of dire consequences not only to the people of the USA but more particularly to 

the less privileged people living in more dangerous places like the small island states and the 

least developed countries, " she said, citing Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, two south Asian countries 

dealing now with, respectively, the effects of a cyclone and deadly flooding. 

What gives Paramunda hope, she said, "is that countries like China, Germany and India are ready 

to take the lead in implementing it [the Paris Agreement] as they realize the global responsibility 

in dealing with this global problem." 

Paramunda notes, too, that a number of U.S. governors, mayors and corporate leaders disagree 

with Trump's decision and that polls show that "a majority of the people in the United States are 

committed to implementing the Paris agreement." 

"When it comes to actions, it is the committed people who matter," she said, noting that world 

leaders, including former U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan, have said the Paris agreement was 

the result of agreement by many nations and that it cannot be undone by a single country. 

"Let this challenge unite the world to do more for a better world," Paramunda said. "The good 

news is that there are more good people in the world who care for the common good — our 

Mother Earth." 

[Dawn Araujo-Hawkins (daraujo@ncronline.org) is a Global Sisters Report staff writer based in 

Kansas City, Missouri. Follow her on Twitter: @dawn_cherie. Chris Herlinger 

(cherlinger@ncronline.org) is GSR international correspondent.] 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://www.medicalmissionsisters.org/
mailto:daraujo@ncronline.org
http://twitter.com/dawn_cherie
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'Cancer Alley' residents say industry is hurting town: 'We're collateral damage'  

By Lauren Zanolli 

The Guardian 

“We’re sick of being sick, we’re tired of being tired,” said Pastor Harry Joseph of Mount 

Triumph Baptist Church, which serves this sleepy riverside town of about 1,000 residents, 

mostly poor and African American. Once a bucolic village of pasturelands and sugarcane fields 

on the banks of the Mississippi, St James, Louisiana, is now a densely packed industrial zone in 

the heart of Louisiana’s petrochemical corridor, commonly referred to as “Cancer Alley”. 

A special prosecutor, the FBI and various congressional committees are all involved in inquiries 

associated with the US president  

It’s only anecdotal evidence of what life is like here, but Joseph says he has buried five residents 

in the last six months, all victims of cancer. 

After a $1.9bn methanol plant recently broke ground and with another $1.3bn methanol plant and 

a controversial new oil pipeline planned for the area, Joseph’s one-room church has become a 

staging ground for an environmental justice fight – albeit one with tempered hopes under Donald 

Trump, even before he served notice on the Paris accord on climate change last week 

Joseph has emerged as the de facto leader of a group of local residents demanding residential 

buyouts – for those who say they have had enough and struggle to sell their homes – and 

pressuring state and federal agencies to halt further development. With regulation that critics say 

is loose and incentives-rich, even by Louisiana standards, St James offers a glimpse into the type 

of unchecked development that Trump has hailed as a precondition for American jobs and 

economic growth.  

The town’s location on the Mississippi river and accessibility to cheap oil and gas feedstock 

make St James what Louisiana Economic Development, a state agency, described to the 

Guardian as an “ideal” site for large industrial projects. About ten years ago, the town was 

rezoned from residential to industrial, paving the way for the highly concentrated development 

seen today. Fifteen large industrial sites – mainly oil storage facilities, pipelines and 

petrochemical plants – now fill the 13-mile stretch of road that defines the town of St James, also 

known as the fifth ward of St James parish. 

Yet residents here say they’ve seen little economic benefit – either in jobs or tax revenues – from 

the industry that has taken over the town. Instead, they say, they’ve been saddled with a myriad 

of health issues, medical bills and environmental degradation. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/sisters-join-chorus-denouncing-trumps-climate-move-47101
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/sisters-join-chorus-denouncing-trumps-climate-move-47101
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/louisiana
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/donaldtrump
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/donaldtrump


“They put [the plants] here and the other parishes are the ones that get the jobs,” claimed Joseph. 

“We’re like the lamb that was sacrificed.” 

The rise of the oil and petrochemical industry at their doorstep has thrust residents into a 

financial trap. They can’t afford to leave without selling their houses, but the predominance of 

industrial plants and pipelines has slashed home values and scared off buyers. Many here see 

only one ticket out: a residential buyout by industrial companies operating here. 

“We’re going to make sure they get compensated right and they are able to move on with their 

life,” said Joseph of the significant population here that wants to leave, many of them elderly. 

“They have dedicated themselves to St James. And right now they are saying, ‘I can live in St. 

James, but I can’t die in St. James.’” 

Industrial ailments 

Geraldine Mayho is one of those residents determined not to die in St James. A large suitcase 

and stack of boxes fill one corner of her modest home, which is bordered on both sides by the 

huge cylindrical oil storage tanks that dominate the local landscape. She walks through the house 

to point out the crooked doorways and window frames and cracked walls – an effect of the near-

constant industrial activity at nearby loading docks that has shifted the house foundation. 

She says she can’t afford to rent an apartment on her monthly pension of about $700 from her 

days as a janitor at the local high school. Her best option is to move in with her grandchildren in 

Mobile, Alabama, until someone – local industry, she hopes –compensates her for her home. 

“Whether or not they buy me out, I’ve got to get out of here,” said Mayho. “I’m so tired of being 

sick.” 

She says that since moving here in 1965, when the area was still mostly agricultural, she has 

suffered a range of ailments, from headaches to stomachaches and heart problems, that doctors 

could never fully explain. But several years ago, she says one doctor gave her a letter stating her 

conditions were the result of exposure to “toxic substances”. 

Her family’s health, too, has been shaped by the town’s air pollution. She rattles off a list of six 

female relatives, all residents, recently diagnosed with or deceased from breast cancer. One son 

has had a persistent cough; another is infertile. Her daughter died in her 30s, but she says doctors 

couldn’t identify the exact cause. 

“She was sick like I was sick,” Mayho said. Asked if she thought her daughter’s death had been 

caused by industrial pollution, she fought back tears: “I know it was.” 

The Louisiana Tumor Registry, a state cancer tracker, only releases data on a regional level, so 

localized cancer rates are hard to come by. But many residents who speak to the Guardian seem 

to have some ailment or an affected family member, from cancer to asthma to multiple sclerosis 

and skin conditions, and they all trace it back to the air pollution from the chemical plants that 

surround them. 



Isle de Jean Charles has lost 98% of its land and most of its population to rising sea levels – but 

as remaining residents consider relocation, what happens next is a test case to address 

resettlement needs  

However, according to the Louisiana department of environmental quality (LDEQ), the state 

regulator, emissions from the collection of plants that surround St James are compliant with state 

and federal regulations. LDEQ representatives point to improvements in air quality over the 

years as a sign of regulatory success. 

“It’s very clear that air quality has greatly improved over time,” Bryan Johnston, who works in 

the air permits division of the LDEQ, said. “Over the last 20 years and even more recently, in 

just the last several years, there has been dramatic declines in air emissions in St James parish.”  

Johnston said the LDEQ would release its long-term emissions data for St James with its 

forthcoming final permitting decision for the YCI plant. Publicly available EPA data is 

inconclusive and often averaged across the entire county. One data set from the EPA’s Toxic 

Release Inventory for “core chemicals” – which does not include chemicals added since 1988 – 

shows wide year-over-year fluctuations in total air emissions for St James Parish since the late 

1980s. In 2015, total core chemicals emissions were 501,150 pounds, scarcely below the 516,088 

reported in 1988.  

But few here would agree with Johnston’s assessment. Some say they simply stopped reporting 

strong chemical smells that regularly waft across the town because, they say, local authorities 

don’t do anything.  

“Back in the day, you knew when you smelled it,” said Brettaiene Celestin, 66, describing 

unusual emissions events. She grew up in the area and lives alone in a small trailer that borders 

an industrial railroad and oil storage terminals. “But now, it’s like a part of your life.” 

Local people say wild lemon and orange trees have stopped bearing fruit, there are no more 

butterflies or crickets, and new flooding issues have plagued the town since their industrial 

neighbors began to use the agricultural ditches that once let rainwater flow through for plant 

drainage use. 

“[We feel] totally unprotected, forgotten about,” added Eve Butler, 60, a resident and local 

advocate. 

Despite the constant refrain from politicians and companies touting job opportunities, few here 

of working age are employed in the local oil and petrochemical plants. Any boom in construction 

jobs is brief and the far fewer permanent jobs tend to go to contractors outside the parish or the 

state. There are some local residents employed by the nearby plants, but, according to residents, 

many people work outside of the town or parish, mainly in professional services positions or at 

other industrial plants.  



“Our quality of life has deteriorated and nobody takes responsibility for that. Because you’re 

told: it’s private industry, it’s going to be good for the community. But the community has not 

benefitted,” said Butler. “We are kind of, like, collateral damage.” 

A state of deregulation 

With two new methanol plants, plus the terminus of the Bayou Bridge pipeline – which would 

carry crude oil from the controversial Dakota Access pipeline – planned for the area, local and 

state activists see an opportunity to fight back. But Trump’s dual aims of handcuffing the EPA 

with budget cuts while also accelerating industrial deregulation have tempered hopes for change 

here. 

In January, Yuhuang Chemical Inc (YCI), a subsidiary of China’s Shandong Yuhuang Chemical 

Co, broke ground on the first phase of its $1.9bn methanol plant. When the project was 

announced in 2014, it was the largest greenfield investment by a Chinese firm in the United 

States. The plant will eventually produce 3m metric tons of methanol per year, 40-60% of which 

could be shipped abroad, according to YCI’s general counsel, Jerry Jones. 

South Louisiana Methanol’s (SLM) $1.3bn plant, to produce 5,300 metric tons per day, is 

planned nearby. The Bayou Bridge pipeline, another project drawing the ire of 

environmentalists, would, once built, cross 163 miles of delicate Louisiana wetlands, including 

eight watersheds, and terminate at oil storage terminals in St James. Both projects are expected 

to receive permits to move forward soon. 

In this largely African American town that grew out of former slave plantations, people are 

concerned with a certain kind of environmental injustice. Two environmental groups have 

pushed the EPA to declare civil rights violations because the cumulative air pollution of existing 

and new plants disproportionately impacts a community of color. 

“We felt it was a perfect example of environmental injustices happening at a community that has 

already got too much to be there,” said Darryl Malek-Wiley, environmental justice organizer at 

the Sierra Club, which, along with the local not-for-profit Louisiana Environmental Action 

Network, filed the EPA petitions against YCI and SLM. 

The EPA did not respond to the SLM petition, but in August, the agency agreed with some parts 

of the group’s petition addressing the YCI plant and kicked the question of the air emissions 

permit back to LDEQ. The state agency floated a revised permit for public comment late last 

year; the same environmental groups again petitioned in March, saying the new version still 

failed to comply with Clean Air Act standards. But another EPA ruling in their favor is an 

unlikely prospect, the advocacy group fears, as the agency prepares for major cuts under Trump, 

including the elimination of its environmental justice program. The LDEQ says it expects to 

issue final approval for the new emissions permit this month. 

For environmentalists in Louisiana, where the LDEQ is widely viewed as an accessory of 

industrial corporations, Trump’s attempts to unravel the EPA are especially worrying. 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/dakota-access-pipeline
https://www.opportunitylouisiana.com/led-news/news-releases/news/2014/07/17/yuhuang-chemical-announces-capital-investment-of-$1.85-billion-in-louisiana-methanol-project


“[LDEQ] feels that it’s their goal to issue permits … not to protect citizens of Louisiana, not to 

protect the environment,” said Malek-Wiley. He says that while the EPA’s Region 6 office, 

which covers Louisiana, has been among the weakest on enforcement, the agency has still 

stepped in at times when the state has not. One of the first environmental justice cases tried by 

the EPA put a stop to a proposed PVC plant in 1998 in Convent, Louisiana, directly across the 

river from St James. 

Johnston, of the LDEQ, strongly rejected claims the office served as a rubber stamp for industry, 

citing what he said were long-term air quality improvements in the state.  

Louisiana has developed an outsized role in the country’s energy and petrochemical industry, 

thanks in part to generous tax breaks that are largely borne at the local level. The state’s 

Industrial Tax Exemption Program (ITEP), which dates back to the 1930s, offers a 10-year local 

property tax exemption for industrial developers. Between 2008 and 2015, the state estimates it 

lost nearly $10bn in revenue under the ITEP. It expects to forego an additional $7bn from 2016 

to 2020. 

St James has been one of the top parishes for the ITEP over the past decade, giving out an 

average of $36.5m in tax breaks every year. That’s compared to a total of $61.8m in taxes 

actually collected in the parish in 2015. 

Nearly 50 farm workers experienced nausea and vomiting apparently caused by a pesticide 

whose scheduled ban was overturned by the Trump administration  

Crawfish broil  

As the latest high-profile company to enter the town, in April, YCI hosted a crawfish boil with 

company representatives on hand to answer questions about the plant. The event turned 

contentious, as Joseph and a group of upset citizens peppered the company president and CEO, 

Charlie Yao, with questions, unsatisfied with his assertion that the plant would be built to the 

highest environmental and safety standards. 

“No one can get 100% support of anything you do,” Yao told the Guardian. “That’s my mission, 

to work with people.” He said the meeting was the start of a community engagement process that 

would include job and vendor fairs this summer. The company plans to hire 90-100 people on a 

permanent basis once the first phase of the plant comes online, by October of 2019.  

“We’re going to try to do the best we can to be a good community neighbor,” Jones, YCI’s 

general counsel, told the Guardian. When asked if the company would participate in any 

residential buyouts, Jones said: “I don’t feel it’s appropriate [for YCI] to bear the burden of 

solving that problem for the community. If the industrial complex wants to figure out a way to 

solve that problem, then we will be a part of that.”  

Still, many here remain skeptical. 

http://revenue.louisiana.gov/Miscellaneous/LED%20Industrial%20Tax%20Exemption%20Program%20%28ITEP%29%20Overview.pdf
http://www.theadvocate.com/acadiana/news/politics/article_06327c0c-9d50-11e6-945b-ab837132b1e1.html


“What you are looking at is a dying community,” said Butler. “Not because of the residents, but 

because of the way industry is allowed to come in. And they call it progress.” Years ago, she 

encouraged her children, who grew up in St James, to move out of Louisiana because of the 

health risks. Within the next ten years or so, she expects the entire town will be nothing but 

plants and pipelines. 

“We’ve got a president now that looks at money and not people,” said Joseph. “Our fight is just 

beginning, because if it’s not going to be this [plant], it’s going to be another one.” Nevertheless, 

he says his hope is that public pressure on YCI will force the company – and others looking at St 

James – to eventually pull out. 

“We might not win all the battles,” he said. “But I think we are going to win the war.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/06/louisiana-cancer-alley-st-james-industry-

environment 
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Standing Rock Sioux Tribe Receives Prestigious Award + $1 Million Investment to Transition 

Away From Fossil Fuels 

 

By Wallace Global Fund 

EcoWatch 

The Wallace Global Fund awarded the inaugural Henry A. Wallace Award and a $250,000 prize 

to the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe for its unyielding courage in the fight against the Dakota 

Access Pipeline, and its dedication to transitioning to renewable energy. In addition to the 

$250,000 prize, the tribe will receive up to a $1 million investment from the Wallace Global 

Fund to support its transition toward fossil fuel independence. 

The award was presented to Tribal Chairman David Archambault II at an award ceremony in 

New York on Thursday; a donor and investor lunch briefing followed the ceremony to highlight 

solar and wind energy projects underway at the Standing Rock Reservation. 

The Henry A. Wallace Award was established in 2017 by the Wallace Global Fund to lift up the 

extraordinary courage and will it takes to stand up to oppressive corporate and political power. 

Henry A. Wallace was a visionary and progressive advocate who served as the 33rd vice 

president of the U.S. under President Franklin D. Roosevelt. 

"Our foundation is guided by my grandfather's framing of a mighty struggle that continues to this 

day: protecting the interests of what he called the 'common man'—ordinary people—against the 

oppressive combination of corporate and governmental power. Democracy, he said, 'must put 

human beings first and dollars second,'" said Scott Wallace, co-chair of the Wallace Global 

Fund.  

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/06/louisiana-cancer-alley-st-james-industry-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/06/louisiana-cancer-alley-st-james-industry-environment
http://www.wgf.org/
http://www.ecowatch.com/tag/dakota-access-pipeline
http://www.ecowatch.com/tag/dakota-access-pipeline
http://www.ecowatch.com/renewable-energy/
http://www.ecowatch.com/tag/solar
http://www.ecowatch.com/tag/wind


"This award in his honor is intended to recognize the type of extraordinary courage that ordinary 

people can summon to fight such abuses of power. No one represents such courage better than 

the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe. And never has such courage been more essential to the health of 

our democracy than right now." 

"We hold the Standing Rock community in high regard for their care for human and ecological 

well-being. By resisting the dysfunctional narrative imposed by the fossil-fuel industry, Standing 

Rock has demonstrated what it looks like to prioritize well-being over profit for the few," said 

Scott Fitzmorris, co-chair of the Wallace Global Fund and great grandson of Henry A. Wallace. 

Over the past year, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe fought to protect its clean water, sacred lands 

and indigenous rights by resisting the Dakota Access Pipeline in a series of peaceful protests 

against Energy Transfer Partners' plans to build the pipeline along a route violating Treaty law. 

The protests drew international attention and support—running from approximately April 2016 

through February 2017, attracting thousands of people and resulting in hundreds of arrests and 

injuries. The Standing Rock Sioux tribe and its supporters who protested in solidarity stood their 

ground for higher principles at grave personal risk, igniting a movement. 

President Trump's executive order that gave the green light for the Dakota Access Pipeline was 

yet another transgression against Native Americans. Although oil began flowing through the 

Dakota Access Pipeline on June 1, 2017, the danger to the tribe's water supply continues and the 

Standing Rock Sioux are not giving up the fight. They are pursuing legal action against the 

pipeline, while moving toward fossil fuel independence through expansion in renewable energy. 

"This is not over. We continue to fight the pipeline in court and await a decision that adequately 

reflects the rule of law established in this country—one so often flouted by this administration. 

However, we will never stop fighting for our planet and future generations; this resiliency is part 

of who we are as a tribe," said Archambault.  

"We are grateful and honored to accept the inaugural Henry A. Wallace Award and a grant from 

the Wallace Global Fund that will help us continue our resistance against the pipeline and 

transition to clean energy technologies like wind and solar." 

https://www.ecowatch.com/standing-rock-wallace-fund-2436994680.html 
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Guardians of Creation 

 

BBC 

Faith communities say these are critical times for the environment. Their driving force comes 

from the belief that they are guardians of creation - protectors of the earth. While people of faith 

the world over are working for change, Ritula Shah asks what special dynamic they bring to the 

https://www.ecowatch.com/arrests-standing-rock-dapl-2280151260.html
http://www.ecowatch.com/tag/pipelines
http://www.ecowatch.com/trump-watch/
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environmental movement and whether they can harness religious conviction to effect global 

policy. 

Pope Francis has joined the voices of Islamic, Jewish, Sikh and Hindu leaders, amongst others, 

in calling for action on climate change, imbuing the debate with a moral and spiritual imperative. 

And it is not just religious leaders. People of faith across the religious spectrum and around the 

world are actively involved in practical projects to protect the environment and raise awareness. 

We visit some of these projects and meet the people running them. We attend an environmental 

workshop for imams, we talk to worshippers in the Punjab celebrating Sikh Environment Day, 

workers at an Eco Village in Tanzania run by Islamic Help and we have tea with volunteers at a 

Christian run community allotment in England. What difference can they make?  

Dr Mary Evelyn Tucker, expert on Religion and Ecology says there are roughly a billion Hindus, 

a billion and a half Muslims, a billion Confucians and two billion Christians alone, making quite 

a moral force. 

Dr Rajwant Singh from Eco Sikh says these vast faith communities have to work together and if 

they do, they are better placed than anyone else to influence governments. 

Listen to the recording here: 

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p054nkxf  
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Politics, culture or theology? Why evangelicals back Trump on global warming 

 

By David Gibson  

Religion News Service  

(RNS) President Trump’s decision to pull out of the landmark Paris agreement sparked a global 

outcry and provided yet another flashpoint to illuminate the nation’s stark political divide on 

climate change: The U.S. right largely rallied to his side while those on the left gnashed their 

teeth over what seemed like a planet-threatening move. 

But the controversial move earlier this month was also another indicator of the sharp contrast 

between conservative Christians and the rest of the American religious scene, as predominantly 

white evangelical Protestants often hailed the president’s action while Catholics, mainline 

Protestants and leaders of other faiths decried it. 

 “Climate change is real. Failing to protect the earth is not just a failure of leadership. It is a 

moral failure,” Chicago Cardinal Blase Cupich wrote in a tweetstorm of criticism that was 

echoed by Catholic officials from Washington to the Vatican, where Pope Francis has made 

environmental protection a priority. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p054nkxf
https://twitter.com/CardinalBCupich/status/870740358908522496


On the other side, however, conservative Christians such as the popular commentator – and 

theology student – Erick Erickson were having none of it. 

“I worship Jesus, not Mother Earth,” Erickson tweeted. “He calls us all to be good stewards of 

the planet, but doesn’t mean I have to care about global warming.” 

Speaking at a town hall meeting in Coldwater, Mich., GOP Rep. Tim Walberg – a graduate of 

evangelical schools – made a similar point: “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.” 

Yet the question of just why white evangelicals are such outliers on this issue remains a matter of 

intense debate. 

The simplest, and most common, explanation is that conservative Christians are simply putting 

their political preferences first, like most people do; indeed, surveys show that white evangelicals 

remain stalwart Trump supporters and backers of GOP economic and other policies, and that 

pattern seems to hold on this issue as well. 

“Reports @realDonaldTrump withdrawing from Paris Accord are good news,” tweeted Ralph 

Reed, a veteran of the religious right and chairman of the Faith and Freedom Coalition. “Hurts 

US economy, kills jobs, goes easy on China & India. Bad deal.” 

But several other factors complicate the straightforward, politics-based answer. 

For example, new research indicates that on environmental issues, at least, conservative 

Christian theology may be the driving force behind the sharply divergent views of evangelicals. 

That’s the upshot of a new study by Nebraska sociologist Philip Schwadel and Washington State 

University sociologist Erik Johnson, published in the April edition of the Journal for the 

Scientific Study of Religion. The study uses almost three decades of repeated cross-sectional 

data to show that the opinions of conservative evangelicals on environmental policies are 

informed by theology more than ideology. 

 “Even in the 21st century, when politics seem to be of utmost importance, differences in support 

for environmental spending among different religious groups have nothing to do with political 

perspectives,” Schwadel said. “Theological views seem to be the biggest factor explaining 

differences between evangelicals and other Americans.” 

In an interview with RNS, Schwadel explained that on environmental concerns, party affiliation 

played as large a role in influencing the views of Americans overall as did their religious beliefs, 

and both those factors outstripped every other variable, such as education, sex, income, race and 

geography. 

But when comparing evangelicals to some other religious groups, the evidence indicated that 

religious views were far more important for evangelicals than for other Christians. 

https://twitter.com/EWErickson/status/870013673753919488
http://religionnews.com/2017/06/01/gop-congressman-on-climate-change-god-will-take-care-of-it-if-its-real/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/06/02/why-so-many-white-evangelicals-in-trumps-base-are-deeply-skeptical-of-climate-change/?utm_term=.c8f39b222625
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-faith/wp/2017/06/02/why-so-many-white-evangelicals-in-trumps-base-are-deeply-skeptical-of-climate-change/?utm_term=.c8f39b222625
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/10/22/religion-and-views-on-climate-and-energy-issues/
https://www.prri.org/research/believers-sympathizers-skeptics-americans-conflicted-climate-change-environmental-policy-science/
https://twitter.com/ralphreed/status/869932792725086208
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The chief theological marker of their beliefs, he said, is that evangelicals tend to have a literal 

view of the Bible – they believe that in Genesis the “earth was given to them to do as humans 

will” and that the prophecy at the end of the New Testament that Jesus will return in glory to 

rapture his followers is soon to be fulfilled. 

Basically, if you believe that God created the world in six actual days, and that it will end in the 

twinkling of an eye, then you might be more prone to short-term thinking about the environment. 

At the same time, other scholars caution that there’s more to the story. 

Molly Worthen, an assistant professor of history at the University of North Carolina, Chapel 

Hill, and author of “Apostles of Reason: The Crisis of Authority in American Evangelicalism,” 

agreed that it is important to push beyond “this tendency among many pundits and political 

scientists to simply read theology as a pious varnish on political opinions.” 

But Worthen argues that even scriptural literalists have a cultural context to their views of the 

Bible, and in the case of conservative evangelicals that context has been strongly affected by 

their deep and long-simmering suspicion of science and professional experts as promoting an 

anti-religion agenda. 

That attitude gained steam in the 19th century with the rise of scientific approaches to biblical 

interpretation and the reaction against Darwin’s theory of evolution. 

In the wake of the ridicule directed toward fundamentalists after the famous 1925 Scopes trial in 

Tennessee – in which a teacher was found guilty of teaching about evolution – conservative 

Christian resentment toward powerful elites and intellectuals grew even more intense. 

Evangelicals, Worthen said, were trained “to see the Bible as a code book that, properly 

interpreted, could reveal the true meaning of current events no matter what the fancy scientists 

and political elites would tell you.” 

In contemporary terms, that has engendered a penchant for conspiracy theories and an appetite 

for “fake news,” and it encourages many evangelicals to view experts – such as climate 

scientists, who hold a broad and deep consensus on global warming and humanity’s role in it – as 

“either dupes or servants of the devil’s cause,” she said. 

Conservative Christians have also developed a network of institutions to provide alternative 

theories that seem to rebut the “secular” experts using their own tools of science and reason 

against them. So what may once have been theology has become its own self-affirming culture 

dedicated to providing an alternate answer to whatever “facts” the world provides. 

Whether the effects of climate change in the coming years will change evangelical minds isn’t 

clear; surveys show the rest of the country is increasingly concerned, and 6 in 10 disagreed with 

Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Paris agreement. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/13/opinion/sunday/the-evangelical-roots-of-our-post-truth-society.html?_r=0
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/06/05/post-abc-poll-nearly-6-in-10-oppose-trump-scrapping-paris-agreement/


For now, however, conservative Christians like Erickson seem to be doubling down on their 

biblical worldview. 

“The truth is we are all going to die. But it won’t be because of global warming,” Erickson wrote 

in an epic response that threw the Book of Revelation back in the face of liberals and scientists. 

“I have read the end of the book. There will be famine. There will be drought. There will be 

flood. And there will be war. Then there will be a last day where we stand before our Maker are 

are called to account. 

“Worrying about global warming and social justice won’t get you past the pearly gates,” 

Erickson continued. “Saving souls will. But it is hard to save souls when you don’t believe in the 

God of creation because you are too busy worshipping that creation.” 

http://religionnews.com/2017/06/09/politics-culture-or-theology-why-evangelicals-back-trump-

on-global-warming/ 
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Religious Liberals Sat Out of Politics for 40 Years. Now They Want in the Game. 

 

By Laurie Goodstein 

New York Times  

“We’re in a real battle for the soul of faith, of Christianity, of this nation,” said the Rev. Troy 

Jackson, executive director of the Amos Project, a multifaith social-justice coalition in 

Cincinnati. 

The last time the religious left made this much noise was in protesting the Vietnam War, when 

the members of the clergy were mostly white men. Now, those in the forefront include blacks 

and Latinos, women and gays, along with a new wave of activist Catholics inspired by Pope 

Francis. And they include large contingents of Jews, Muslims and also Sikhs, Hindus and 

Buddhists in some cities — a reflection of the country’s religious diversity. 

Most surprising of all, perhaps, is that religious progressives are being joined at the ramparts by a 

noticeable number of energized young evangelicals. 

Such a loose alliance of people of many faiths, many causes — and no small number of 

intractable disagreements — may never rival the religious right in its cohesion, passion or 

political influence. And its mutually standoffish relationship with the Democratic Party, dating to 

the 1970s, stands in stark contrast to Christian conservatives’ sway over the Republican Party. 

But those on the left say that they do not need to mirror the Christian right’s strategic alliance 

with the Republican Party to gain a healthy measure of political influence — and that they are 

undaunted by how long it might take. 

http://theresurgent.com/were-all-going-to-die-because-of-donald-trump/
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A Fight for the ‘Moral Center’ 

Late on a Friday three weeks into the Trump administration, the Rev. William J. Barber II was in 

a Raleigh, N.C., hotel room, talking through his speech for the next day with advisers, including 

fellow ministers, a Muslim activist and a couple who had marched with the Rev. Dr. Martin 

Luther King Jr. All confessed they remained demoralized since the election. But they also 

marveled at the surge in political protests, fueled in part by Christian, Jewish and Muslim 

activists working together. 

Dr. Barber, fighting a flu, smiled broadly. “Rosa Parks didn’t just decide to sit down one day,” 

he said. “We can’t choose the moment that the flame bursts out, but we can be the kindling.” 

He has been piling up sticks for years. 

As president of the North Carolina N.A.A.C.P. and pastor of a small Disciples of Christ church 

in Goldsboro, Dr. Barber began staging “Moral Monday” protests in Raleigh in 2013 to oppose 

voting-rights restrictions and other policies of the Republican-led state government. The 

demonstrations attracted thousands of participants and helped defeat the governor in 2016. 

Last year, he branched out. Along with the Rev. Traci Blackmon, a well-known supporter of the 

Black Lives Matter movement, and other clergy members, Dr. Barber trained thousands of 

activists in 32 states, an effort that continues. 

 “If we’re going to change the country,” he says, “we’ve got to nationalize state movements. It’s 

not from D.C. down. It’s from the states up.” 

To his admirers, Dr. Barber, a gifted preacher with a big-tent vision, is the strongest contender 

for King’s mantle. And he invites the comparison. In April, to mark the 50th anniversary of the 

landmark sermon at Riverside Church in Manhattan in which King denounced the Vietnam War, 

saying, “I cannot be silent,” Dr. Barber preached against Mr. Trump from the same pulpit and 

denounced what he saw as pervasive racism across the political right. 

“When we see signs of a rising fascism,” he said, “we know that we cannot be silent.” In May, 

he stepped down from his N.A.A.C.P. post to announce a latter-day version of King’s 1968 Poor 

People’s Campaign. 

“If you think this is just a left-versus-right movement, you’re missing the point,” Dr. Barber said 

in Raleigh. “This is about the moral center. This is about our humanity.” 

Loath to be labeled left-leaning or liberal, Dr. Barber cites the Constitution and the common 

good as freely as the Bible. “We use the words that progressives have thrown away — morality, 

welfare, poor, faith — because those are soul words,” he says. 

He calls himself an evangelical “who takes seriously the Old Testament and Jesus.” Yet he has 

fully embraced gay and transgender rights — and in North Carolina, home of the law restricting 

http://www.breachrepairers.org/
https://thinkprogress.org/the-biggest-liberal-protest-of-2013-in-35-photos-video-ef93ca1c1e3c
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bathroom use by transgender people. The Bible, he notes, says far more about caring for the 

needy than it does about homosexuality or abortion. 

“How do you take two or three Scriptures and make a theology out of it, and claim it is the moral 

perspective, and leave 2,000 on the table?” he said. “That is a form of theological malpractice.” 

This stance has cost Dr. Barber some allies, including in black churches, but has won him others. 

Imam Abdullah Antepli of Duke University said he had hesitated to march alongside gay pastors 

until he realized their struggles were linked. 

“We can’t have only Jews cry for anti-Semitism, and Muslims cry for Islamophobia,” Imam 

Antepli said. “We can only win this if we see it as one big fight.” 

The fervor powering that fight could be seen in Raleigh the next day. Behind Dr. Barber, Imam 

Antepli, two rabbis and a lesbian bishop were some 80,000 people. 

Hunched over a cane he has used since his 20s, when he was struck with debilitating arthritis, Dr. 

Barber took the first step. 

“Forward together!” he bellowed, calling for a response. 

The crowd supplied it: “Not one step back!” 

Tense Ties to Democrats 

Just how much ground the religious left must cover before it amounts to a meaningful 

counterweight to the Christian right was evident last November, when, despite deep concerns, 

white evangelical conservatives rallied behind Mr. Trump in overwhelming numbers. 

Muscle memory alone could have played a part: For nearly four decades, Christian conservatives 

have coalesced around the Republican presidential nominee, reaching right into the pews to 

mobilize voters. 

Relations between Democrats and religious progressives have been more difficult since 1980, 

when evangelicals deserted Jimmy Carter — one of their own, whom they had supported in 1976 

— for Ronald Reagan. 

As Republicans cemented the Christian right as a cornerstone of the party’s base, Democrats 

moved in the opposite direction, so intent on separating church and state that they recoiled from 

courting religious blocs of voters, recalled Gary Hart, the former senator, who grew up in the 

Church of the Nazarene and graduated from divinity school. 

During his ill-fated 1988 presidential campaign, Mr. Hart said, he was often asked, “‘Why don’t 

you talk about your religious background more?’ And the answer was, ‘I don’t want to be seen as 

pandering for votes.’” 

https://divinity.duke.edu/faculty/abdullah-antepli
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/11/09/how-the-faithful-voted-a-preliminary-2016-analysis/
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/21/magazine/gary-hart-the-elusive-front-runner.html


Issues on which the religious left is at odds with Democratic doctrine include military spending 

and the death penalty, though the most polarizing is abortion — the main barrier, for many 

liberal evangelicals and Catholics, to voting as Democrats — as could be seen when the party 

split recently over whether to endorse an anti-abortion Democrat running for mayor of Omaha. 

Setting abortion aside, political appeals based on religious beliefs continue to carry risk for 

Democrats, given the growing numbers of Americans who claim no religion: Secular voters 

overwhelmingly vote Democratic, and younger voters are far more secular than older voters. 

Still, Hillary Clinton’s snub of even moderate evangelicals in the 2016 presidential race 

squandered many opportunities to cut into Mr. Trump’s support. Where Barack Obama had 

worked hard in 2008 to show he would at least listen to evangelicals, Mrs. Clinton rebuffed 

interview requests from evangelical media outlets and signaled leftward moves on abortion rights 

that helped many conservative voters overcome their doubts about Mr. Trump. 

“The fact that one party has strategically used and abused religion, while the other has had a 

habitually allergic and negative response to religion per se, puts our side in a more difficult 

position in regard to political influence,” said the Rev. Jim Wallis, the evangelical social justice 

advocate who founded the Sojourners community and magazine in 1971. 

“Most progressive religious leaders I talk to, almost all of them, feel dissed by the left,” he said. 

“The left is really controlled by a lot of secular fundamentalists.” 

If Dr. Barber works from the outside in, Mr. Wallis is the consummate inside player. His Capitol 

Hill operation is on an upswing, its big new offices bustling with interns plotting social media 

campaigns like a “Matthew 25 Pledge,” to “protect and defend vulnerable people in the name of 

Jesus.” 

Mr. Wallis counsels lawmakers on applying faith to public policy — as when Representative 

Joseph P. Kennedy III scolded the House speaker, Paul D. Ryan, a fellow Catholic, for saying it 

would be an “act of mercy” to repeal the Affordable Care Act. “He and I must have read 

different Scripture,” Mr. Kennedy, a Democrat, said in a well-watched floor speech. 

Others on the religious left are eyeing more direct forays into politics. The PICO National 

Network, a faith-based community organizing group active in 22 states, is recruiting clergy and 

lay leaders to run for office next year, said its political director, Bishop Dwayne D. Royster, a 

former Norristown, Pa., councilman. And not necessarily as Democrats, he added: “We have to 

make the parties work for us, not us work for the parties.” 

Those rooting for a progressive religious revival, mindful of past failures, harbor few illusions 

that it will be easy. 

“The movement never does arrive,” the Rev. Daniel Schultz, who pastors a United Church of 

Christ congregation in Wisconsin, wrote in a piece on the Religion Dispatches website. “It never 

arrives because the left (or at least the Democratic Party) is too diverse and its priorities too 

different for anything like a mirror image of the religious right to coalesce.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/21/us/politics/bernie-sanders-democrats-nebraska.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/04/21/us/politics/bernie-sanders-democrats-nebraska.html
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Sister Simone Campbell, a liberal Catholic lobbyist who also barnstormed with Dr. Barber, said 

the movement’s diversity could be an obstacle, as she discovered in a room full of white 

Catholics, black Baptists and agnostic Unitarians. 

“People are trying to figure out: How do we get traction? But it has not yet jelled,” she said. “So 

I yell at the Holy Spirit, ‘Hurry up!’” 

Responding to a Threat 

Religious conservatives have taken notice of the stirrings among liberals. The Rev. Franklin 

Graham, a Trump supporter, has told audiences in North Carolina to beware of preachers like Dr. 

Barber who “call themselves progressive,” warning: “It’s just another word for ‘I’m an atheist.’” 

And Gary L. Bauer, the social conservative leader, said he worried more about nonbelievers than 

about the religious left, citing what he called its affinity for government solutions to social 

problems. 

Yet opposition to Mr. Trump is plainly catalyzing new alliances of religious progressives — and 

no other cause has united them more than protecting immigrants and refugees, especially those in 

their flocks. 

In Cincinnati alone, 21 churches have joined a sanctuary coalition, forming teams to respond 

when immigrants are detained, as one group of ministers did recently when a Guatemalan man 

seeking asylum was held at a nearby jail. 

“I think a big part of why this is happening now is every group feels threatened,” said the Rev. 

Alan Dicken, a young coalition organizer. 

Among the most intriguing participants in these coalitions are evangelical leaders like the Rev. 

Rich Nathan of Columbus, Ohio, pastor of the nation’s largest church in the evangelical 

Vineyard denomination, who joined a rabbi and an imam on talk radio to denounce Mr. Trump’s 

travel ban. 

More and more, younger evangelicals are questioning their association with the religious right, 

Mr. Nathan said: “I don’t know almost any evangelical Christians who feel comfortable with the 

old evangelical guard. They’re certainly not in my orbit. Millennial Christians are really 

concerned about social justice.” 

And they are keeping busy. 

In Cincinnati recently, the sanctuary coalition held a vigil outside a Methodist church with a gay 

pastor after vandals scrawled anti-gay slurs on its sign. Then a priest sounded an alarm: One of 

his parishioners, a mother of four who had fled gang violence in Mexico, had been picked up by 

immigration agents and was about to be deported. 

https://networklobby.org/staff/simonecampbellsss/
http://religionnews.com/2017/05/05/we-are-the-no-cardinal-tobin-says-as-faith-leaders-vow-to-support-immigrants/
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https://vineyardusa.org/about/core-values-beliefs/
http://radio.wosu.org/post/local-faith-groups-respond-travel-ban-and-immigration-issues


In the end, she was, despite the group’s vigils, petitions and a social media campaign. But Mr. 

Jackson of the Amos Project, a pastor with Independent Christian Churches, discerned a measure 

of progress. 

“I wish we were not in this place,” he said, “but it’s one of the gifts of this moment. The energy 

is there, and there’s new, deep relationships that are being forged between clergy and 

congregations that never existed before.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/10/us/politics/politics-religion-liberal-william-barber.html 
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Growing Concern Over Climate Change Is Creating Interfaith Dialogue 

 

By Justin Catanoso 

Pacific Standard  

Two years after Pope Francis launched Laudato Si, the Vatican's plea to save the Earth, Trump 

rejected its tenets and the Paris Agreement. But people of all faiths are unified globally to beat 

climate change. 

On May 24th, a grim-faced Pope Francis handed a signed copy of Laudato Si to President 

Donald Trump during his visit to Rome. The United States president, who has called climate 

change "a hoax," promised to read the papal encyclical, a spiritual and secular plea to save the 

Earth from environmental destruction. 

A week later, Trump announced plans to yank the U.S. out of the 2015 Paris Agreement, whose 

prologue was influenced by the principles embodied in Laudato Si. In doing so, Trump 

repudiated 195 nations' pledges to reduce their carbon footprint to mitigate the worst effects of 

climate change; he repudiated Pope Francis and his encyclical as well. 

Two years after the release of Laudato Si—and long after its intense global attention has faded—

it's worth asking: is the uncompromising and unprecedented Catholic teaching document 

fulfilling Vatican expectations by uniting leaders of all faiths, along with their billions of 

congregants, to take decisive climate action "in care for our common home"? 

The answer is a qualified "yes"—based on evidence from interviews with a range of faith 

leaders, recent conferences, signed pledges, and a host a concrete actions, large and small, in 

congregations and seminaries around the world. 

"There is an assumption that if religious leaders let the pope talk about [environmental 

protection], it will usher in rapid, large-scale change," said Fletcher Harper, executive director of 

GreenFaith, a U.S.-based interfaith environmental activism organization with an international 

reach. 

http://wvxu.org/post/maribel-trujillo-diaz-deported#stream/0
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/10/us/politics/politics-religion-liberal-william-barber.html
https://psmag.com/environment/six-points-trump-and-paris-agreement


"That's magical thinking. It's not how the world works. What matters is discipline in determining 

long-term work by faith groups. It's not happening as fast as I'd like it to, but it's underway," he 

said. 

Harper offered up his own organization as an example of incremental progress. GreenFaith 

conducted a training session in Brazil in May with 55 "emerging faith leaders" from 17 

countries. The goal: Promote environmental awareness and identify realistic renewable energy 

and sustainability projects that can be achieved in each country. But harvesting the fruits of the 

seeds planted at that international meeting will take considerable energy and time. 

Push and Pull Among Catholics 

The Catholic church in the U.S. has been slow to embrace the encyclical and its call for action. 

The pope's popularity there dropped with the encyclical's release on June 18th, 2015; too few 

pastors are preaching environmental protection from the pulpit, Catholic insiders say; and polls 

revealed that a majority of American Catholics voted for Trump. 

Cardinal Peter Turkson, president of the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, which oversaw 

the research and writing of Laudato Si, said in a 2016 interview: "We are not unaware of the 

tensions the encyclical has presented in some places." Noting that wealthy U.S. Catholic donors 

tend to be conservative politically, Turkson lamented, "You cannot bite the hand that feeds you, 

but we hope to change that." 

Slowly, that change in coming. 

On May 10th, nine large Catholic organizations—one global, five from Italy, two from the U.S., 

and one from the United Kingdom—announced their divestment from coal, oil, and gas stocks in 

what was deemed "the largest Catholic fossil fuel divestment to date," by the Global Catholic 

Climate Movement. 

"This statement aims to be the first concrete commitment in the logic of the integral ecology and 

the care of our common home, which Pope Francis called us to," said Archbishop Tomasso 

Valentinetti of Pescara-Penne, Italy. 

Sister Sheila Kinsey, who is based in Rome and is on the steering committee of the Global 

Catholic Climate Movement, added, "Laudato Si and its spirit are still alive, and more and more 

relevant, considering that climate action is a crucial issue on the international political agenda." 

She noted that, on January 27th, more than 125 international organizations—including a host of 

Catholic congregations, universities, along with environmental groups such as Greenpeace and 

350.org—gathered in Rome for a conference titled "Laudato Si and Catholic Investing." 

Meanwhile, in Benin in East Africa, where each Catholic diocese maintains its own farm, 

sustainable agricultural training centers inspired by the encyclical are growing in number. And 

across Australia, a number of Catholic schools are heeding the Vatican call to invest in solar 

panels to cut carbon emissions and save energy costs. 



Interfaith Appeal 

"The pope doesn't expect this movement to just be a Catholic thing," said longtime Vatican 

observer Robert Mickens, English editor of La Croix International in Rome. "What is 

extraordinary about the encyclical is that it is a project that the whole human race can engage in 

together. What unites all of humanity? The environment. It's our common home; our common 

interest." 

As if to underscore that point, 33 faith-based groups from around the world signed the Interfaith 

Statement to World Leaders at the 22nd United Nations Climate Summit in Marrakesh, Morocco 

(COP22), last November. They pledged their commitment to the goals of the Paris Agreement—

and, by extension, Laudato Si. 

Gopal Patel is director of the London and India-based Bhumi Project, launched in 2009. Among 

its goals, the project promotes ways for Hindu communities to jettison coal for renewable 

energy, and to improve waste management and reduce pollution around temples. He signed the 

interfaith statement at COP22. 

"All religions have been doing environmental work for a long time," Patel said. "What Laudato 

Si did, and continues to do, is ensure that faith voices are heard in the broad climate space. It was 

the biggest kind of support that the faith movement could get to show that we have something to 

say about caring for the Earth." 

Patel couldn't help but mention Pope Francis' gift to Trump: "The pope could have given him 

many things. A punch in the face? Whatever. But he gave Trump Laudato Si, right? That's 

another opportunity for the faith community to say, 'We're still relevant and so is this message.'" 

Patel also believes that the document written by Catholic thought leaders aligns well with core 

Hindu beliefs: "Hinduism believes that there is a universal ecosystem, not only on this planet but 

in all of creation. There is a universal structure and order to the world. People are a part of that. 

So are the trees and mountains and birds and fish." 

Echoing a persistent theme in Laudato Si, he added, "One of the primary responsibilities of 

human beings to is ensure the maintenance of that universal harmony and balance that is 

creation." 

Inspiration for Muslims 

Nana Firman, co-founder of the Global Muslim Climate Network, recalled that, in early 2015—

before Pope Francis made known his intention to produce Laudato Si—Muslim environmental 

leaders were drafting a statement in support of the U.N. climate negotiations to occur in Paris at 

year's end. 

"We were discussing how to bring our position to the forefront. Then the pope released Laudato 

Si [in June of 2015] and we were, like, perfect! It stimulated and inspired us," Firman said. "Two 

months later, we released the Islamic Declaration on Climate Change." 



Since then, she stressed, "a lot has been going on, even if it hasn't received much media 

attention." 

"We are launching a campaign of clean-energy mosques in the Middle East and North Africa," 

she said. "The government of Morocco committed to transforming its 15,000 mosques around 

the country to renewable energy by 2019. Jordan has the same commitment to transform to solar 

energy." 

Firman described hardware (projects) and software (Muslim leaders) that are being mobilized to 

help the poor and those most vulnerable to climate change. She spoke of joining the battle to 

fight rampant deforestation in Indonesia, and of the need to take action in low-lying Bangladesh, 

which is threatened by sea-level rise. More challenges await in drought-prone sub-Saharan 

Africa, she acknowledged. 

"We are training imams as environmental scholars to speak from the pulpit to the community and 

to the public," she said. "When people come to the mosque, they see solar panels and they learn 

about why they are important. All of this is connected to our faith. We are stewards upon this 

Earth." 

Faith and the Pace of Change 

For all the anecdotal evidence of progress, an undertone of impatience resonates in the faith-

based community, just as it does among environmental leaders. Carbon emissions are still 

increasing; the Earth experiences record temperatures year after year; sea-level rise and extreme 

weather are the norm. 

Almost everywhere, the scale of investment and the pace of social change trails the quickening 

march of climate change. 

In the U.S., dozens of seminaries—mostly Protestant—are integrating environmental education 

into their theological training. A younger and bigger generation of clergy is being urged to ramp 

up the urgency in their parishes for local and governmental climate action. 

But the hope and promise of Laudato Si could remain beyond human reach without even more 

aggressive and engaged faith leaders mobilizing the billions they represent in all corners of the 

globe to pressure their governmental leaders and to act on their own. 

"My students are excited and they want to take this on, but the challenges are so big," said Tim 

Van Meter, an associate professor of ecology and justice at the Methodist Theological School in 

Ohio. "People are just tired. It seems inevitable that we will drive ourselves to collapse." 

Then, in an instant, Van Meter shook off that gloomy perspective: "One of the core 

understandings of what it means to be a person of faith is that you can't give in to despair. You 

have to live out of hope. As tired as we might get, I know we are working toward a greater good. 

And we will continue in this work." 



https://psmag.com/social-justice/growing-concern-over-climate-change-is-creating-interfaith-
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Theologians blast Paris Agreement withdrawal, call for creation care 
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Albuquerque, N.M.  - Catholic theologians expressed concern and dismay about President 

Donald Trump's decision to withdraw from the Paris Agreement on climate change, with at least 

one theologian calling such action "objectively sinful." The president's announcement had come 

one week before a group of Catholic theologians met for their annual convention, which focused 

on the intersection of faith and care for the environment. 

"By reneging on its commitments, the U.S. could well undermine the shared trust that keeps 

other nations committed to the accord, with potentially devastating consequences for the entire 

planet," said Jesuit Fr. David Hollenbach, outgoing president of the Catholic Theological Society 

of America. "This suggests that Trump's decision to withdraw can be seen as objectively sinful." 

Meanwhile, a group of Hispanic theologians took a public position expressing "deep regret and 

disappointment" in the president's withdrawal from the international agreement, noting that the 

decision "runs directly counter to the vision for care of creation presented by Pope Francis in his 

Encyclical Letter 'Laudato Si',' among other ecclesial documents." 

The statement from the Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States was 

released at the conclusion of its June 5-8 meeting in Albuquerque and dated June 9. The Catholic 

Theological Society of America meeting followed on June 8-11, gathering more 360 theologians 

from around the United States and the world. 

"We stand with the international community of scientists, academics and citizens of the world, 

who recognize the impact of climate change on all of creation, particularly the world's most 

vulnerable citizens," said the Hispanic theologians' statement. "As such, we commit to stand with 

global and local leaders who act in a manner that promotes environmental stewardship that meets 

or surpasses the previously held commitment of the United States to the Paris Climate 

Agreement." 

Hollenbach also praised mayors and governors who have pledged to continue the Paris 

Agreement commitments. His talk, titled "The Glory of God and the Common Good: Solidarity 

in a Turbulent World," argued that promoting the common good — such as through the Paris 

Agreement — and giving greater glory to God are deeply interconnected. 
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"Every Christian has a moral duty to make such contributions to the common good," Hollenbach 

said, adding that the church — as the single largest global institution in the world today — is in a 

position to be a key agent of the common good through its social ministry. 

But Hollenbach said promoting the common good — in care for the environment and all its 

inhabitants — is not only a social duty but a religious one. Citing the example of St. Ignatius of 

Loyola, Hollenbach said it is clear that "the promotion of the common good is itself a way to 

show forth God's glory in the midst of history — part of the distinctively religious Christian 

vocation." 

Such a commitment is essential when the tendency of populist and nationalist movements is "to 

replace collaboration for the international common good with pursuit of an illusory 

understanding of national self-interest," he said, noting that anti-globalist sentiment has both 

racist and anti-Islamic sentiment as well as roots in real suffering. 

Yet he added that when St. Augustine and Luther described sin as being "turned in on oneself," 

"they could have been describing important currents in our politics." 

Hollenbach said Francis' connection of the Eucharist with the work to protect our "common 

home" in "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home" is evidence of the link between the 

common good and the glorification of God in history. 

Lauding Laudato Si' 

The pope's encyclical was the topic of numerous presentations at the conference. One panel 

looked at the reception of the document in an age of polarization — and of Twitter. With more 

than 34 million followers and tweets in nine languages, Francis' Twitter accounts and other 

social networks are intentionally being engaged in the promulgation and reception of magisterial 

teaching, argued Stephen Okey of St. Leo University in Florida. 

Okey pointed to the Vatican's "Twitterbomb" in the days following the release of the encyclical 

as evidence of social media use for promulgation, while the continuing use of the hashtag 

#LaudatoSi reflects attempts to understand, interpret and apply the teachings — or reception. 

Drawing on survey data surrounding the awareness and support, or lack thereof, of Laudato Si', 

Annie Selak of Boston College noted that a majority of Catholics were not even aware of the 

encyclical, raising the question: "What does reception look like in an uninformed age?" 

Those knowledgeable about the encyclical had divergent opinions about it, but Selak argued that 

such diversity was not a problem, unless it leads to ecclesial polarization. "Polarizing opinions 

shaped by the U.S. political system run the risk of ossifying as exclusiveness, resulting in church 

members being diametrically opposed to one another and failing to be in communion," she said. 

Dialogue is the appropriate response to such polarization, argued Gregory Hillis of Bellarmine 

University in Kentucky, and the pope models and urges that dialogue in Laudato Si'. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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The pope "urges all within the church away from the selfish fragmentation that is at the root of 

environmental degradation and toward a conversion of openness to others, both human and non-

human," said Hillis, adding that a dialogical church is "a countercultural one that rejects the 

dominant culture's prevailing individualism." 

The church, which "too often operates under the logic of a world that it supposedly rejects," is in 

need of conversion, said Hillis, citing Francis. "For it is only through dialogue that the church 

truly can be a sign of contradiction," Hillis said. 

Some speakers, while praising the encyclical, were also critical of parts of it. In her keynote 

address on the topic of water and an "ethic of aridity," Christiana Zenner Peppard of Fordham 

University said she would have liked Francis to have cited at least one of the many communities 

of women religious whose have long worked toward environmental justice. 

Feminist theologian St. Joseph Sr. Anne Clifford of Iowa State University also raised questions 

about the encyclical's limited citation of women (only Mary, the mother of Jesus, and St. Thérèse 

of Lisieux, rather than any contemporary ecofeminists) and about its use of "mother" language 

when the pope quotes St. Francis of Assisi's Canticle at the beginning of the document. The 

"shadow side" of gendered language for nature is that it is "too weighed down by matter-spirit 

dualism." 

The encyclical also "ignores the role societal gender patterns play in consumption of Earth's 

resources," said Clifford. For example, women are 14 times more likely to die in ecological 

disasters than men are, she said, as was the case in the 2004 Indian Ocean earthquake and 

tsunami in Bangladesh. 

In his response to Clifford's talk, Daniel Castillo of Loyola University Maryland agreed that "we 

should be mindful of the manner in which even this seemingly benign term [Mother  Earth] 

might be freighted with sexist and exploitative undercurrents characteristic of androcentric 

colonial power relations." 

Castillo also urged ecofeminists — those who see connections between patriarchy's exploitation 

of women and of the Earth — to retrieve wisdom from Catholic tradition and from Jesus by 

"interpreting the book of nature by reading it in light of the book of Scripture." 

Environmental justice 

Another speaker, Andrew Prevot of Boston College, differentiated between "mere 

environmentalists" and proponents of environmental justice who prioritize the needs of the poor 

and oppressed. The latter, he said, "are natural conversation partners for liberation theology." 

Prevot said he worried "that it may be easier for a Christian today to be attracted to the green 

turtle than to a darkly colored poor person who lives and dies amid the refuse of this world's 

racialized capitalist political economy." 

https://www.fordham.edu/
https://www.fordham.edu/
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Catholic Theological Society of America members also discussed divesting from fossil-fuel-

producing companies, with the board gathering input from members to make a decision in the 

next year. "Our investment policies must not betray the social mission of the church, which 

includes promoting ecological responsibility," states a policy report created by an ad hoc 

committee that has been studying the issue since 2013. 

More than 50 attendees also donated more than $700 in carbon footprint offsets, to compensate 

for emissions involved in traveling to the conference. 

Jesuit Fr. Francis Xavier Clooney, an expert in Hinduism and the religions of South Asia, was 

honored for his pioneering work in modern comparative theology with the society's 2017 John 

Courtney Murray Award for distinguished theological achievement. Mercy Sr. Margaret Farley, 

a feminist ethicist, received the Ann O'Hara Graff Memorial Award for her scholarship and 

liberating action on behalf of women in the church and broader community. 

The Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States, which met jointly with the 

Black Catholic Theological Symposium on the topics of incarceration and detention, also 

recognized Mercy Sr. Ana Maria Pineda, associate professor at Santa Clara University, for 

achievement in theological writing with its Virgilio Elizondo Award. 

Next year's convention of the Catholic Theological Society of America will be held in 

Indianapolis. The theme is "Grace at Work in the World." 

[NCR contributor Heidi Schlumpf teaches communications at Aurora University and is the 

author of Elizabeth Johnson: Questing for God.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/theology/theologians-blast-paris-agreement-withdrawal-call-
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ExxonMobil shareholders push through climate resolution 

 

By Brian Roewe   

National Catholic Reporter 

When ExxonMobil shareholders overwhelmingly voted in late May in favor of a resolution 

aimed at shedding light on the impacts of addressing climate change on the oil company's long-

term assets, Dominican Sr. Patricia Daly was among those beaming brightest. 

"This was very sweet," said the director emeritus of the Tri-State Coalition for Responsible 

Investment, which spans Connecticut, New Jersey and New York. 

Through investment groups like the coalition, which comprises 40 Catholic institutions, and the 

larger Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, she and other faith-based investors have 
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been working for two decades to bring about change at Exxon in how it recognizes and responds 

to climate change. 

At the annual ExxonMobil meeting in Dallas May 31, the shareholder resolution, co-filed by the 

New York Common Retirement Fund and the Church of England and joined by the Interfaith 

Center on Corporate Responsibility and 50 other institutions representing $5 trillion in managed 

assets, received 62.3 percent of the shareholders' vote — the highest ever at Exxon for a climate-

related measure. 

The resolution, which Exxon opposed, seeks for the world's largest energy company to produce 

an annual report of the long-term impacts on its oil and gas reserves from global climate policies 

aimed at restricting average temperature rise well below 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees 

Fahrenheit) and as low as 1.5 degrees C — the primary goal of the Paris Agreement on climate 

change, which calls for drastic cuts in carbon emissions and a global shift toward a zero-carbon 

economy in order to meet the 2 C target and avert the worst climate impacts. 

Tracey Rembert, assistant director of Catholic responsible investing for Christian Brothers 

Investment Services, said in a statement that while Exxon continues to bank "on an energy future 

that looks a lot like the past," i.e., highly reliant on oil and gas, "we want Exxon to be prepared 

and wide-eyed if a different market unfolds, and this proposal, we believe, jumpstarts that 

process." 

Similar proposals also received majority shareholder support during votes last month at 

Occidental Petroleum (67 percent) and PPL Corporation (57.2 percent). Other resolutions at 

energy companies came up just short of majority support, The Washington Post reported. 

A vote on a shareholder resolution above 50 percent is generally viewed as a mandate for a 

company and its board to act upon it, Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility said in a 

statement. 

"You don't want to ignore a vote that high," Daly said. 

The vote came amid widespread news reports that President Donald Trump intended to withdraw 

the U.S. from the Paris climate accord, an action he indeed announced the next day. 

Daly, who attended the COP21 climate summit in December 2015 that culminated in the Paris 

Agreement, said she agreed with some assessments that the Exxon shareholder vote was of 

greater importance than Trump's decision — which cannot formally take effect until November 

2020, though at the federal level the U.S. has signaled it will cease implementation of its Paris 

emissions-reducing pledge. 

Part of the significance in the Exxon vote, Daly said, was that large investment firms, several of 

which supported the resolution, are more and more seeking disclosures from companies of the 

business risks posed by countries under the Paris accord taking policy steps to reduce carbon 

emissions, the primary source being the burning of fossil fuels. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/05/31/exxonmobil-is-trying-to-fend-off-a-shareholder-rebellion-over-climate-change/?utm_term=.f337151b38d9


"Even if the U.S. pulls out of the agreement, they still need to operate with integrity and in 

alliance with other country goals," Daly said. 

Despite the political context of the president's pullout decision, the shareholder motion was a 

major achievement for Daly, Fr. Michael Crosby and others with the Interfaith Center on 

Corporate Responsibility who have engaged ExxonMobil on climate change over the course of 

two-plus decades. 

"This one's a long time coming," Daly said. 

The interfaith investors' interactions predated the Exxon-Mobil merger in 1999. Two years 

earlier, Crosby, a Capuchin Franciscan friar, had introduced the first resolution asking for a 

report on the impacts of climate change on the company's policies and practices, including 

liabilities it may incur and what it could do to reduce carbon emissions from fossil fuels. 

From there, the interfaith center's resolutions have sought for ExxonMobil to disclose its 

greenhouse gas emissions; to disclose funds it spent on lobbying and supporting organizations at 

the forefront of climate denial; to report climate risks to its business; and to report its investments 

in renewable energy. 

Those efforts yielded some positive results. Exxon shared information on its renewables 

investments, which it continues to do annually, though at the time of the initial request most of 

the initiatives were still based in oil and gas. 

Earlier this year, Crosby, who is executive director of the Seventh Generation Interfaith 

Coalition for Responsible Investment, withdrew a resolution — one first issued three years 

earlier that sought a person with climate change expertise be nominated to Exxon's board of 

directors — after climate scientist Susan Avery was appointed to the board. 

Those successes, at Exxon and at other companies on issues such as human trafficking, reinforce 

for Daly the merits of shareholder advocacy in effecting positive change in companies, especially 

at a time when environmental groups, including numerous religious and Catholic efforts, have 

pushed for widespread divestment from fossil fuels. 

So far, 27 Catholic institutions have divested from fossil fuels, among them more than a dozen 

religious communities. Twenty of the announcements have come in the past two years through a 

campaign of the Global Catholic Climate Movement. In addition, the University of Dayton and 

Georgetown University have both divested their endowments from fossil fuels in some capacity. 

While Daly credits the divestment movement with educating about climate change, she doesn't 

endorse it, believing to shift the global economy away from reliance on greenhouse gas-emitting 

fuels requires more work: "You don't change companies and you don't change economic systems 

of this country or the world by deciding to lose your seat at the table." 

https://seventhgenerationinterfaith.org/
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"There are a lot of people who wash their hands of it and they call it a win and they can sleep at 

night, and you know what, they have done nothing to bring about a world free of greenhouse gas 

emissions," Daly added. 

Instead, the four-decade veteran of corporate responsibility encourages people to become 

informed and active shareholders and be involved with investment groups like the Interfaith 

Center on Corporate Responsibility that are advocating for socially responsible changes. 

"Imagine what would happen if people started really actively engaging in the companies that 

they own. The management and board of directors don't own those companies — we do," she 

said. 

While divestment is largely credited with helping end apartheid in South Africa, the Interfaith 

Center on Corporate Responsibility at its forming in 1971 sought to use shareholder advocacy to 

pressure companies providing critical services to leave the country until the oppressive system 

was abolished. 

Engaging with a company doesn't mean overlooking its faults and failings, Daly clarified. 

The Exxon Knew reports — which detail how Exxon knew of the risks of climate change as far 

back as the late 1970s yet withheld the information from its stockholders and funded groups 

sowing climate denial, allegations Exxon "completely rejects" — has been the source of "honest, 

tense conversations" and remains an ongoing concern, the Dominican sister said. 

She added she was happy that lawsuits brought by the attorneys general of New York and 

Massachusetts and an investigation by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission continue to 

move forward. In Daly's view, the company's role in distorting and delaying action on climate 

change only "gives them a greater responsibility to take the lead on initiatives and different 

investing to turn climate change around." 

Faith-based investors continue to watch how Exxon will change under its new CEO, Darren 

Woods, who succeeded Rex Tillerson after the latter's appointment as U.S. secretary of state. 

Daly organized a phone call for shareholders to thank the company for the letters it wrote, 

including one from Woods, to Trump urging him to keep the U.S. in the Paris Agreement. 

That Tillerson, who also advocated for remaining in the deal, was absent in the White House 

Rose Garden during Trump's Paris pullout announcement signaled to her that he still understands 

the risks of climate change. The irony of a former oil man who has only offered tempered 

support of climate action is now considered something of an ally on the issue under the present 

political times is not lost on Daly, a sign she takes of how delightful life can be. 

"I never would have dreamed of this scenario, but here we are," she said. 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him 

on Twitter: @BrianRoewe.] 
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How Standing Rock became a spiritual pilgrimage for activists 

 

By Eileen Markey  

America: The Jesuit Review 

In December 2016, when thousands of Native Americans, environmental activists and their 

supporters were camped on the high plains of North Dakota hoping to stymie an oil pipeline 

mapped beneath the drinking water source of the Standing Rock Sioux reservation, Chief Arvol 

Looking Horse, a Lakota spiritual leader, addressed a massive interfaith prayer service. People 

from Native American nations across the United States had traveled to camp at Standing Rock 

and on nearby land, the most comprehensive gathering of native people since before the Indian 

wars of the 1870s. Indigenous people from Hawaii, Norway, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, 

Mexico and Honduras arrived at the camps and hoisted their flags beside those of 300 American 

tribes. 

Brayton Shanley, a Catholic peace and environmental activist who lives in an intentional 

community in rural Massachusetts, has a shock of white hair and the robust energy of someone 

who spends a great deal of time outdoors. At the end of November, he drove to North Dakota in 

a truck filled with straw bales, offered as insulation on the windswept, winter prairie. Joe Fortier, 

S.J., a former entomology professor at St. Louis University, who for the past 15 years has lived 

and ministered on the Colville Indian Reservation in Washington State, arrived the day before, 

changing out of his usual clothes and into a clerical collar, so people would know a Catholic 

priest was supporting the protest. Father Fortier, a self-effacing man whose gentleness belies the 

depth of his convictions, felt compelled to align himself with the people gathered at Standing 

Rock. 

The camps had become a place to take a stand for the right to clean water and against its 

privatization, contamination and degradation. But they were also a site of pilgrimage, a place of 

profound prayer where Lakota women walked to the Cannonball River each morning to enact a 

water ceremony and where chants in the Lakota language, called to the rhythm of round drums, 

rose from the camp at dawn and Lakota elders tended a sacred fire all day and night. “Water is 

life,” they said. “Defend the sacred.” 

On this biting cold December day, when fingers went numb if exposed to the air for more than a 

few minutes, more than 1,000 people gathered for a three-hour prayer service in which a rabbi, a 

Buddhist monk, various Protestant clergy and Father Fortier each offered prayers before the fire 

that Lakota elders had been tending throughout the protest. They spoke of their faiths’ common 

commitment to caring for the earth and their common belief in the sacredness of the physical 

world. Looking Horse spoke of the threat to clean water at Standing Rock as only one of millions 

of attacks on the integrity of the earth’s elements. Fighting back would take a particular kind of 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/exxonmobil-shareholders-push-through-climate-resolution
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power, he said. “We will be victorious through tireless, prayer-filled and fearless nonviolent 

struggle. Standing Rock is everywhere.” 

A few months into the Trump administration, oil is flowing through the pipeline and the historic 

encampment has been dispersed. The oil industry won. But Looking Horse may yet have been 

correct. The explicitly religious and imagination-grabbing protest at Standing Rock has inspired 

similar encampments and other forms of protest in defense of clean water across the country. 

From Pennsylvania to Texas, Florida to New Jersey and in South Dakota, Ohio, Massachusetts 

and Canada, newly emboldened “water protectors” have taken to the land in hopes of disrupting 

oil and natural gas pipelines they consider dangerous. For many of these protectors, defending 

access to clean water is a project rich in religious and spiritual meaning. They draw inspiration 

from “Laudato Si’” as well as indigenous religious practice. 

The tribal leadership of the Lakota Sioux is pursuing lawsuits against Energy Transfer Partners, 

the Texas-based company behind the Dakota Access pipeline. Some of the Lakota and other 

indigenous people who were part of the Standing Rock protests have reconvened at a prayer 

camp on the Cheyenne River Reservation downriver in South Dakota. 

A coordinated campaign 

On May 9, the Treaty Alliance Against Tar Sands Expansion, a coalition of 121 indigenous 

groups from the United States and Canada, launched a coordinated divestment campaign against 

the banks funding the Dakota Access pipeline and crude oil pipelines snaking from Canada to 

Mexico. Religious congregations organized under the Interfaith Center on Corporate 

Responsibility are engaged in shareholder activism, urging major banks to withdraw from 

financing the Dakota Access pipeline and demanding that corporations from Coca-Cola to 

Campbell Soup adopt specific policies respecting water and the rights of local communities to 

consultation. The Sisters of Charity of Halifax presented a shareholder resolution at the May 11 

general shareholder meeting of Enbridge, an energy transportation company with a 27.5 percent 

share in the Dakota Access pipeline. The resolution called for the company to address social and 

environmental risks in its acquisition deals, particularly those involving indigenous people. The 

resolution was rejected by shareholders, but the company committed to broader disclosure in the 

sustainability report it produces each year. The Jesuit Committee on Investment Responsibility 

has been working with large agribusiness companies that trade on the New York Stock Exchange 

to convince them to adopt sustainable water management practices and join the United Nations’ 

CEOWater Mandate, an initiative to engage businesses in water stewardship and sustainable 

development goals. 

Cities, counties, public employee pension funds and individuals have withdrawn $5 billion from 

companies invested in the Dakota Access pipeline in an echo of the the divestment movement 

against South African apartheid in the 1980s. Major investment banks in Norway, the 

Netherlands and France have sold their shares of loans to Energy Transfer Partners. The Jesuits, 

women religious, Catholic Workers and others have joined or deepened their involvement in 

water protection efforts. They draw links between the environmental battles of indigenous people 

in the United States and those elsewhere—notably in Honduras and in the Amazon region, where 
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several environmentalists have been killed by corporate security forces and assassins linked to 

the national military forces. 

We are here 

In Conestoga, Pa., a farm field along the route of a natural gas pipeline has been transformed into 

a quiet protest site. On weekends, area residents gather to sing, pray and make art. They have 

been pushing for three years for their municipal governments to ban the proposed pipeline, citing 

instances of natural gas explosions and tainted drinking water. They attempted legal maneuvers 

to escape eminent domain to no avail, explained Mark Clatterbuck, a Conestoga resident and 

professor of religion at Montclair State University. He and his wife, Melinda, a Mennonite 

pastor, have been central actors in the pipeline opposition. Out of options, in February, Lancaster 

Against Pipelines, an association of local citizens, launched the Lancaster Stand in this placid 

corner of the county famous for its gently undulating farmland and its Amish community. “If 

we’re not careful we could lose the countryside and then what would we have? That’s what’s at 

risk,” said Tim Spiese, the Lancaster Against Pipelines board president, as he stood in the 

unplanted corn field before a large whitewashed barn with the words “Welcome to the Stand” 

painted in block letters on its side. 

On a Saturday in early April, two dozen people, most in their 50s and 60s, are gathered inside a 

large army tent. Seated on low benches made from cement blocks and long 2-by-8 boards, they 

are shaking painted maracas and beating rhythm sticks as two women with guitars lead the 

group: We are here standing strong in a ripe old place/ Solid as a tree/ silent as a rock/ We are 

here in a ripe old place. The back wall of the tent is rolled up, open to the breeze, framing the 

Lancaster County hills in spring: budding trees and green fields. More than 300 people have 

completed training in nonviolent protest at the camp. Committees meet to plan civil 

disobedience, to sort food donations and devise a rainwater collection system. 

In May, Regina Braveheart, a Lakota woman who survived the massacre at Wounded Knee in 

1973 and was part of the prayer at Standing Rock, visited the Lancaster Stand to urge the 

activists on and share stories. For Kathleen Meade, a case manager in a brain trauma 

rehabilitation center, who like many of her neighbors relies on well water, participating in the 

Lancaster Stand has meant forming deep friendships and standing up for what she values. “We 

just so pride ourselves on the land here. It’s horse people and dairy farmers, outdoors people and 

Amish. What’s unique is that Lancaster County is Republican, and this unites a lot of us, the idea 

that the government can’t just come and take your land,” she said as she stood in the afternoon 

sun in the breezy field, gazing across the round hills. “It’s just amazing how the existing 

structure is set up for the corporations, not the people.... We realize that we’re up a creek and if 

we don’t do something soon, we’re out of luck.” 

Mr. Clatterbuck and other Lancaster people visited the camps at Standing Rock in the fall and 

were struck by the prayerful attitude, the deeply spiritual stance of the Lakota leaders. They 

noticed how it affected other activists. “The language that’s used is the language of the sacred,” 

said Mr. Clatterbuck, who edited a volume on Native American and Christian interaction this 

year called Crow Jesus: Personal Stories of Native Religious Belonging, published by University 



of Oklahoma Press. “All of these kinds of religious streams are feeding in together. The way 

religious language is fueling the resistance right now, religion becomes relevant again.” 

So many people in conservative and bucolic Lancaster County, hardly a hotbed of protest, have 

been drawn to the Stand because it represents something deeper than the defense of property 

values or landowner rights (important as those might be), Mr. Clatterbuck said. Instead, they see 

a moral imperative to protect the place they call home, to care for the their corner of creation. 

Pope Francis instructed the same embrace of the integrity of creation in “Laudato Si’,” writing 

that access to clean drinking water is a fundamental human right and that humans need to live in 

concert with the earth. 

Saving a fragile system 

Cherri Foytlin is not Catholic, but she takes Pope Francis’ words to heart. “I couldn’t understand 

how people can pray to God, praising his creation, and then not do everything they can to care 

for it. It’s like saying Picasso is a great artist and then ripping up his paintings,” she said. The oil 

that moves through the Dakota Access pipeline will eventually finish its journey in Louisiana, 

where Ms. Foytlin lives. A former newspaper writer, she has been working for environmental 

justice in the Louisiana wetlands since BP’s Deepwater Horizon oil spill in 2010. While 

reporting on the spill, she saw that many bayou crawfishermen, who have made their living in 

the swamps of Louisiana since their ancestors were expelled from French Acadia, had their 

livelihoods destroyed, and she saw how the oil company lied about and covered up the extent of 

the damage. The miasmic grandeur of the sleepy bayou, with its ancient cypress trees, which 

began growing when Christ walked beside the Jordan, and its drooping moss, in whose humid 

tangle migrating birds seek rest, were under grave threat, she realized. 

“These systems are quite fragile, really. I think how quickly we can lose that,” she said. Pipelines 

have criss-crossed the bayou country for a generation, ferrying oil and natural gas to refineries on 

the coast, a significant component of Louisiana’s economy. But Ms. Foytlin believes this latest 

one, the Bayou Bridge Pipeline, is too dangerous. And it only anticipates 12 permanent jobs. The 

proposed pipeline channels through bayous already damaged by previous infrastructure, which 

has chewed away at the swampland and degraded its ability to absorb storms. The loss of 

Louisiana wetlands was one of the reasons Hurricane Katrina and more recent flooding 

elsewhere in the state have been so devastating. The company constructing the Bayou Bridge 

Pipeline was fined in early May by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission for spilling 

several million gallons of thick chemical-laced mud into Ohio wetlands, during drilling for a 

separate pipeline there. The slurry, which is used to make underground space for laying pipes, 

suffocated plants and aquatic life in the wetland that helps filter water for nearby farmland. 

Ohio’s environmental protection agency expects it will take years to restore the wetland. 

With Bold Louisiana, a community organizing group she directs, and a network of 

environmental, homeowner, crawfishermen and indigenous groups, Ms. Foytlin is trying to 

inform Louisianans of the threat to their water and their wetlands. The groups are leafleting at 

New Orleans Jazzfest and protesting at the state capital. They are sending postcards to their 

elected officials and raising money through bake sales. Ms. Foytlin, who is a member of the 



Cherokee Nation and originally from Oklahoma, visited Standing Rock to show her support and 

be part of the historic gathering of indigenous people. More recently she traveled to the Two 

Rivers camp near Marfa, Tex., where protesters were trying to stop a pipeline that would flow 

under the Rio Grande, carrying U.S. natural gas for export. That camp was broken up in April 

and that arm of the pipeline, another Energy Transfer Partners project, was completed. 

“I wanted to let them know that what they were doing was important,” Ms. Foytlin said, adding 

that the power of the Standing Rock prayer camps continues to reverberate. “People felt 

activated and connected spiritually in the water and the land,” she said. “Standing Rock 

continues. People are eager to put it to bed, but it’s not over. These little people are still together 

and that has power.” An amalgam of groups, Ms. Foytlin’s among them, plans to launch a protest 

camp deep in the bayous in late June, when they expect the state to give Energy Transfer 

Partners final approval permits for the pipeline. On rafts built from repurposed plastic bottles and 

water barrels, with art and music and a deep love for their unique southern Louisiana waterways, 

they’ll make a watery stand. The camp is called L’eau Est La Vie, or Water Is Life. 

Our common home 

On the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, people are still digesting the experience of 

Standing Rock—and carrying on the work, said Peter Klink, S.J., the vice president of mission 

and ministry and former president of the Jesuit Red Cloud Indian School on Pine Ridge. At the 

height of the protests, the girls basketball team at Red Cloud wore “Water Is Life” slogans on 

their jerseys. Lakota people from Pine Ridge joined the encampment and some took central roles 

in promoting the divestment campaign. “What we need to continue to nurture is: How are we 

going to care for our common home, Mother Earth? I’m not sure we can close our eyes to what 

we are doing on a daily basis,” Father Klink said. A consumerist, acquisitive culture is ultimately 

driving the environmental crisis, he believes. “If we don’t check that machine, that sense that 

what we have is never enough, that becomes the motor of destruction of our common home.” 

During the Standing Rock encampment, the Jesuit Conference of Canada and the United States 

issued a statement in support of the Lakota people’s right to sovereignty and clean water. 

Tashina Rama, who is executive director of development at the Red Cloud Indian School and 

daughter of Dennis Banks, co-founder of the American Indian Movement, testified on the 

Dakota Access pipeline threats to water at a February briefing for members of Congress 

organized by the Jesuit conference. Rama walked to a microphone in the briefing room and 

placed a few printed pages on the podium, then addressed the crowd in the Lakota language, 

identifying herself by way of her lineage and her ancestors. She named her parents, her 

grandmothers, her grandfathers. Switching to English, she spoke of the central need for access to 

clean water, invoking the sentiment found in “Laudato Si’” that indigenous people must be 

consulted on projects that affect them, and she mourned the destruction of the Standing Rock 

camps, including one she stayed in with the female members of her family. 

Ms. Rama underscored the value of water by invoking the Sun Dance, a Lakota ceremony that 

spans four days in June, when select members of the community dance all day in the blazing 

Badlands of South Dakota. “There is little relief with no clouds or breeze. Our lips are cracked 

and our mouths dry because whatever water we had in our bodies was gone by the second day of 



dancing,” she told the congressional staff. “Our ancestors prayed in this way and they passed it 

down to us; we are taught that through this sacrifice the Great Spirit will hear our prayers. For 

four sacred days we give ourselves to the Sun. Our bodies are dying and we know that with that 

first drink of water when the Sun Dance is over, that water is life. I was raised to pray in this 

way, and I find it to be a humbling way to connect with the Great Spirit, our Creator God and to 

give of myself so my children and my family can be healthy. We owe it to ourselves and our 

descendants to protect what remaining lands we have, the lands where our ancestors roamed and 

the sacred sites where they are buried so they can have these ceremonies to pass on to their 

children and so on.” 

Forming right relationships 

The Canadian and U.S. Jesuits see a link between protecting water and the defense of human and 

cultural rights. “We see common environmental and human rights challenges from extractive 

industries facing indigenous people around the world,” explained Cecilia Calvo, the senior 

adviser on environmental justice to the Jesuit Conference. “And a common thread really is 

water.” Of particular concern is what Ms. Calvo terms the criminalization of environmental and 

human rights activists who stand up for their rights. In Honduras, 123 environmental activists, 

most of whom protested against energy or mining companies, have been killed since a U.S.-

supported coup in 2009, according to Global Witness. Similarly, environmental activists in the 

Amazon region face death threats. The worldwide association of Jesuits has taken on the defense 

of the Amazon region as a congregation-wide priority, calling it the lungs of the planet. 

On March 17, Zebelio Kayap Jempekit, a member of the Awajun Wampi indigenous people of 

Peru, walked into the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights in Washington, D.C., 

carrying with him the pleas and alarm of thousands of Amazonian people. Part of a team 

representing a coalition of indigenous and church groups across nine Amazon countries, called 

Red Eclesial Panamazonia, Mr. Jempeki urged the commission to take action to preserve the 

rights of indigenous people to protect their ancestral lands and water. The delegation, which 

included Archbishop Pedro Ricardo Jimeno, S.J., of Huancayo, Peru, was hosted by the Jesuits, 

the Sisters of Mercy, the Maryknolls and other U.S. Catholic groups, and visited Georgetown 

University and Catholic University. Jempekit, speaking in Spanish and wearing a traditional 

headband of deep red and brilliant yellow flowers, told the commission that oil extraction had 

destroyed the drinking water and fishing in his home and spoke of a mining project that made 

water undrinkable and killed the fish in the river his people relied on. He has received death 

threats because of his work. 

“We see that not only in our own backyard are people facing environmental degradation and 

struggling for access to clean water, but around the world this is multiplied,” said Ms. Calvo, 

who in early May attended the Pan-Amazonian Social Forum in Peru, which brought together 

people working on water and other environmental and social issues across the region. The threats 

to water “are a call to examine our own economy, our lifestyle and what path do we want to be 

on,” Ms. Calvo said. Those issues animate the Jesuit Conference’s work in the United States as 

well. In the past few months, they have signed on to letters urging the Trump administration not 

to weaken elements of the Clean Water Act that regulate surface mining rules, to commit to the 

Paris climate agreement and to continue the Green Climate Fund, which helps the developing 



countries most affected by climate change. “We recognize that water is a fundamental 

component of all life and that stewardship of water is part of our call to care for God’s creation,” 

they wrote in a letter opposing an executive order that directed the Environmental Protection 

Agency and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to withdraw from an aspect of the Clean Water 

Act which protects waterways and fish habitats. 

Religious work on water moves in many streams, from the Religious Organizations Along the 

River, a coalition of groups in New York’s Hudson Valley advocating against fracking and for 

Hudson River cleanup, to WaterSpirit, a retreat center on a bluff overlooking the Atlantic run by 

the Sisters of St. Joseph of Peace on the New Jersey shore. There, laypeople, Catholic and not, 

visit to deepen their connection to the most basic of elements, the water that flows through their 

bodies, washes the shore, bathes them in baptism and made possible the emergence of their 

earliest single-celled ancestors. WaterSpirit endeavors to link the spiritual aspect of water with 

the practical, corporeal concerns of caring for creation. The center has led group study 

workshops on “Laudato Si’” and brought high school students to the shore to pray and catalog 

the plastic debris they find on the beach. The message is a mystical one, with its feet planted in 

the sand: You are part of this water of life. 

In Pennsylvania, the Adorers of the Blood of Christ, an order of sisters, have for several years 

been resisting the efforts of Williams Transco, a natural gas company that plans to drill through 

their land in West Hempfield Township in Lancaster County. In February, the Federal Energy 

Regulatory Commission gave the company final approval to build on private land, including that 

of the Adorers. The sisters “vehemently denounce” the decision, said Sister Janet McCann, the 

U.S. regional councilor for the order. The pipeline would be a violation of the congregation’s 

land ethic, explained Sister Sara Dwyer, peace and justice coordinator for the community. The 

land ethic, a statement of the sisters’ theological and ecological beliefs adopted several years ago 

after contemplation of the religious dimensions of environmental crisis, commits them to 

“respect the Earth as a sanctuary where all life is protected” and to “establish justice and right 

relationships so all creation might thrive,” explained Sister Dwyer. In the land ethic statement, 

the sisters vow to “seek collaborators to help implement land use policies and practices that are 

in harmony with our bioregions and ecosystems.” 

It is in fealty to that statement that the Adorers have decided to put their prayers where their feet 

stand. Their neighbors at Lancaster Against Pipelines, the people praying and building 

community in Conestoga, asked to erect an open-air chapel on the Adorers’ field that the gas 

company covets. It will serve as a place of prayer for people of any faith, a physical mark linking 

spiritual and physical resistance to industry that threatens water and earth. The chapel will be 

dedicated at a ceremony July 9, attended by leadership of the Adorers, Lancaster Against 

Pipelines and supporters. It may not stand for long—the laws favor the energy company’s right 

to take what land it wants—but for Sister Dwyer and others, “tireless, prayer-filled and fearless 

nonviolent struggle” is worth standing for. 

Eileen Markey is an independent reporter and the author of A Radical Faith: The Assassination 

of Sr. Maura (Nation Books). She lives in the Bronx. 
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June 14, 2017 

 

Unprecedented Meeting of World Faith Leaders to Take on Global Deforestation 

Parliament of the World’s Religions 

 

Unprecedented Meeting of World Faith Leaders to take on Global Deforestation Monday, 

June 19, at the Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway 

 Norway to host leaders from world’s spiritual and religious traditions, engaging 

faith communities to protect rainforests  

 Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Daoist, Jewish leaders to join with indigenous 

forest guardians to express moral commitment, explore faith-based mobilization to end 

deforestation 

For the first time, leaders from many of the world’s religions will meet to discuss the spiritual 

and ethical responsibility they share to protect rainforests, one of the planet’s most vital life-

support systems. Besieged by growing global demand for commodities, tropical rainforests are 

being cleared at a perilous rate, with an area the size of Austria chopped down each year.  

The meeting, which will take place in the presence of His Majesty King Harald V of Norway, 

will discuss how to activate the collective moral influence of religious communities across the 

planet. Based on sheer numbers, they could prove decisive in protecting the world’s last standing 

rainforests.  

There is growing consensus among the world’s religions that environmental concerns are closely 

linked to social justice, a position reinforced by Pope Francis’ Laudato si and high-level 

declarations from many other faiths about the spiritual imperative of protecting the planet and its 

most vulnerable people. 

The multi-faith summit marks the first significant engagement by the world’s religions with an 

issue that climate scientists and development experts argue is a lynchpin for global efforts to 

address climate change, poverty, food insecurity and violations of human rights.  It also heralds 

the first time that religious leaders from a broad spectrum of faiths will work hand-in-hand with 

indigenous peoples, the historical guardians of rainforests, on an action agenda to end 

deforestation.  

Host: His Excellency Vidar Helgesen, Minister of Climate and Environment (Norway) 

Partners: The meeting is being convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest 

Initiative (NICFI), Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) and the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), in cooperation with the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/06/14/how-standing-rock-became-spiritual-pilgrimage-activists
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/06/14/how-standing-rock-became-spiritual-pilgrimage-activists


University, GreenFaith, Parliament of the World’s Religions, Religions for Peace, REIL 

Network, and the World Council of Churches. 

Where: Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway 

When: Monday, 19 June 2017 - Detailed schedule to come 

Who: 

 Indigenous Peoples Leaders 

 Sônia Guajajara, National Coordinator, Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil – 

APIB (Brazil) 

 Joseph Itongwa, executive Committee Member, Indigenous Peoples of Africa 

Coordinating Committee – IPACC (Democratic Republic of Congo) 

 Abdon Nababan, Vice Chairperson, National Council, Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the 

Archipelago, AMAN (Indonesia)      

 Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Religious Leaders  

 H.E. Metropolitan Emmanuel, Exarch, Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople 

(Christian)  

 Dr. Nanditha Krishna, Founder, The C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation (Hinduism)  

 Abbot Phra Paisal Vongvoravisit, Co-Founder, Sekiya Dhamma (Buddhism)  

 Sir Rabbi David Rosen, International Director of Interreligious Affairs, American Jewish 

Committee and Director, Heilbrunn Institute for International Interreligious 

Understanding (Judaism)  

 H.E. Monsignor Marcelo Sánchez Sorondo, Chancellor, Pontifical Academy of Sciences 

and Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences (Catholic) 

 Bishop Emeritus Gunnar Stålsett, Honorary President, Religions for Peace (Lutheran)   

 Dr. Din Syamsuddin, Chairman, Center for Dialogue and Cooperation Among 

Civilizations (Islam)   

 The Right Reverend Bishop Pierre W. Whalon, Bishop-In-Charge, Convocation of 

Episcopal Churches in Europe (Episcopal)  

Interfaith Leaders  

 Reverend Henrik Grape, Coordinator, Working Group on Climate Change, World 

Council of Churches 

 Reverend Fletcher Harper: Executive Director, GreenFaith 

 Dr. Kusumita Pedersen, Vice Chair, Parliament of the World’s Religions 

 Dr. Mary Evelyn Tucker: Director, Forum on Religion and Ecology, Yale University 

 Dr. William F. Vendley: Secretary General, Religions for Peace 

Academics and Experts  

https://www.nobelpeacecenter.org/en/visit/#howtofindus


 Lars Løvold, Director, Rainforest Foundation Norway  

 Dr. Antonio Donato Nobre, Visiting Scientist at the National Institute for Space Research 

(INPE) and Senior Researcher at the National Institute of Amazonian Research (INPA) 

 Frances Seymour, Distinguished Senior Fellow, World Resources Institute 

Among the questions to be addressed at the event: 

 How do religious and spiritual teachings support the care and protection of rainforests, 

and how do they relate to environmental, socio-cultural and economic justifications for 

ending deforestation? 

 How can religious and spiritual communities contribute to the battle to protect rainforests 

and stop deforestation? What are the specific actions on the ground undertaken by 

spiritual groups and mainstream religions to protect forests? 

 Where are forests most under threat and what do spiritual and religious leaders, and their 

communities and constituencies, propose to do to protect them? 

 What can indigenous forest communities teach that can help influence a world that judges 

the value of forests through the lens of price, utility, or efficiency? 

 How does this initiative complement and add to other interfaith efforts? 

 Why are the Norwegian government and civil society convening this event? Why now? 

 What are the planned next steps for this initiative? 

About Norway's International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI) 

Since its launch in 2007, the Government of Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative 

(NICFI) has cooperated with international partners, governments in forest and donor countries 

and a broad range of non-governmental organizations to reduce tropical deforestation and forest 

degradation.  

About Rainforest Foundation Norway 

Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) is one of the world's leading organizations in the field of 

rights-based rainforest protection. We support Indigenous Peoples and traditional populations in 

the three main rainforest regions of the world: the Amazon, the Congo basin and Southeast Asia. 

We work to counter drivers of deforestation, influence political, legal and economic framework 

conditions for rainforest management, and support rights-based sustainable forest management 

by forest-dependent local communities. 

To attend, or request interviews and press materials, please contact:  

Ellen Wilson at ewilson@burness.com or +1 301 466 3205, or 

Coimbra Sirica at csirica@burness.com or +1 301 943 3287, or 

Susan Tonassi at stonassi@burness.com or +49 160 9327 9327 

Learn more about the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative. 

View the provisional agenda for the High-Level Segment on June 19, 2017.  

http://www.regnskog.no/en/
mailto:ewilson@burness.com
mailto:csirica@burness.com
mailto:stonassi@burness.com
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative.pdf
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative_High-Level_Agenda.pdf
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'Laudato Si' ' Pledge seeks mass Catholic climate mobilization ahead of encyclical anniversary 

 

By Brian Roewe   

National Catholic Reporter 

Nearly two years after publication of Pope Francis' landmark encyclical Laudato Si', a global 

Catholic campaign hopes to recruit 1 million Catholics to keep its message alive and animated in 

the daily lives of Catholics, in particular around the issue of climate change. 

The Laudato Si' Pledge, created by the Global Catholic Climate Movement, seeks to rededicate 

Catholics to Francis' calls in the first papal encyclical on the environment and human ecology for 

all to do their part in protecting God's creation. It comes ahead of the two-year anniversary, June 

18, of the release of "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home." 

The campaign has set a goal of mobilizing 1 million Catholics worldwide to commit to take steps 

like reducing energy use and adopting clean energy, and to push for such measures within their 

communities and countries. Individuals, families, parishes and organizations can sign the pledge, 

which is currently available in four languages. 

The pledge, accessible at LiveLaudatoSi.org, reads: "Answering Pope Francis' urgent call in 

Laudato Si', I pledge to: Pray for and with creation; Live more simply; Advocate to protect our 

common home." 

Those who sign on will receive invitations to various Global Catholic Climate Movement 

programs, such as those planned around the Season of Creation (in September) and Earth Day, to 

turn their pledge into actions and lifestyle changes. 

"Pope Francis helped transform the climate debate by reframing it as a moral issue. Now is the 

turn for the Church to 'walk the walk' and bring the encyclical's message to life," said Tomas 

Insua, executive director of Global Catholic Climate Movement, in a statement. 

The international network of 400-plus Catholic organizations points to the sheer size of the 

global Catholic Church — 1.2 billion people, or roughly 16 percent of the world's population, 

along with its hundreds of thousands of parishes, schools and other institutions — and the 

accompanying carbon footprint not only as reason for Catholics to make the climate issue a 

priority but as potential for meaningful impact through collective action. 

In his encyclical, Francis wrote, "The climate is a common good, belonging to all and meant for 

all," adding later that for Christians, care for creation is "an essential part of their faith." 

https://parliamentofreligions.org/blog/2017-06-14-1507/unprecedented-meeting-world-faith-leaders-take-global-deforestation
https://parliamentofreligions.org/blog/2017-06-14-1507/unprecedented-meeting-world-faith-leaders-take-global-deforestation
http://www.livelaudatosi.org/
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/season-creation-marks-month-eco-contemplation-christians


"It is good for humanity and the world at large when we believers better recognize the ecological 

commitments which stem from our convictions," the pope wrote. 

"The gravity of the ecological crisis demands that we all look to the common good, embarking 

on a path of dialogue which requires patience, self-discipline and generosity, always keeping in 

mind that 'realities are greater than ideas,' " Francis said. 

Franciscan Sr. Sheila Kinsey, executive co-secretary of the Justice, Peace and Integrity of 

Creation Commission of the International Union of Superiors General, told NCR the pledge 

demonstrates "the common good matters for us." 

"We are part of a global family and we realize that our actions affect the whole world," Kinsey 

said. 

A key aspect of the campaign, she added, is that it is a community effort among Catholics across 

the world. Recognizing that others are doing their part "creates kind of a momentum," Kinsey 

said. "It creates a climate, in a sense, that things can change." 

A kick-off event for the Laudato Si' Pledge was set for June 17 in the Philippines, the same 

locale where Global Catholic Climate Movement formed in January 2015 during the pope's visit 

to the Pacific archipelago. 

The island nation has served a similar role for past GCCM programs, not only because of the 

enthusiasm there around environmental justice but also in its state as a global ground-zero for the 

impacts of climate change, including rising seas and more intense storms, such as 2013's Super 

Typhoon Haiyan, which killed at least 6,300 people. 

Insua, in Manila for the pledge kick-off, told NCR in an email that there is "extremely exciting 

momentum building up around the pledge, particularly with the bishops of the Philippines." 

Both Cardinal Luis Tagle of Manila and Lingayen-Dagupan Archbishop Socrates Villegas, 

president of the Bishops Conference of the Philippines, were expected to attend the event. 

The Laudato Si' Pledge has drawn initial support from four additional cardinals, from climate 

vulnerable parts of the globe, as well as the United States. 

"This is a crucial ministry to help the global church respond to the climate crisis," said Cardinal 

John Ribat of Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, who also serves as president of the Federation 

of Catholic Bishops' Conferences of Oceania. 

Ribat, elevated to a cardinal in October, was among the heads of six continental bishops' 

conferences who issued an appeal calling for a global deal to address climate change ahead of the 

2015 United Nations climate summit that concluded in the Paris Agreement. He has been 

outspoken about the present-day impacts climate change has had on the people of the Pacific 

islands, where relocation due to rising seas has already begun for some communities, including 

in the Carteret Islands. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/global-catholic-climate-network-launches-ahead-papal-visit-philippines
https://www.ncronline.org/news/world/philippine-church-marks-hurricane-anniversary-amid-recovery
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https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/st-francis-feast-film-screenings-bring-climate-refugees-light


"On behalf of the vulnerable communities of Oceania, I urge all Catholics to join and support 

this important effort to bring Laudato Si' to life," Ribat said. 

Boston Cardinal Sean O'Malley, a member of Pope Francis' Council of Cardinals, said in a 

statement that through Laudato Si' "Pope Francis provides an important contribution to the good 

of the world we live in by making clear that we have a responsibility to care for the extraordinary 

gift of God's creation," not only for all people today but for future generations, too. 

Cardinal Blase Cupich of Chicago described the encyclical as "an unequivocal call to action to 

protect our common home." 

"As we mark the second anniversary of this groundbreaking document, there is an even greater 

urgency to work together to honor the gift of our creator," he said. 

Others endorsing the pledge so far were eco-theologian Columban Fr. Sean McDonagh; Pax 

Christi International president Marie Dennis; Franciscan Fr. Richard Rohr; May Boeve, 

executive director of the 350.org grassroots climate organization; and former U.N. climate 

executive secretary Christiana Figueres. 

"Now more than ever, the world needs to heed the moral imperative of Laudato Si', and step up 

to the bold and urgent action that is necessary," Figueres said. 

Since its founding, Global Catholic Climate Movement has emphasized grassroots steps for 

Catholics to address climate change, whether as individuals or within their local communities. It 

has also partnered in large demonstrations and marches organized by 350.org and other climate 

action organizations. 

The "local actions" sentiment was redoubled following the November U.S. election of President 

Donald Trump, who pledged to reverse the country's climate policies. Since assuming the 

presidency, he has ordered a review of the Clean Power Plan and has sought to overhaul the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency, proposing major budget cuts and a simplified focus on clean 

air and water. 

Most recently, Trump announced he intends to remove the U.S. from the Paris Agreement, which 

would effectively cease implementation of the nation's pledge at the federal level. 

The Laudato Si' Pledge comes as the second worldwide signature drive undertaken by Global 

Catholic Climate Movement, the first coming ahead of the COP21 climate negotiations and 

collecting 900,000 signatures to a petition seeking negotiators to reach a deal that sought to limit 

average global temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

That threshold, included as a tertiary goal to the "well below" 2-degree mark in the Paris 

Agreement, was a priority for island nations, such as the Philippines, which provided more 

signatures than any of the 135 countries that participated. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/cop22-and-capitol-hill-faith-groups-step-climate-efforts
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World Faith Leaders to Protect Global Deforestation 

 

Regional Interfaith Network  

Norway will host an Unprecedented Meeting of World Faith Leaders to engage Global 

Deforestation on Monday, June 19, at the Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway. Norway will host 

leaders from world’s spiritual and religious traditions, engaging faith communities to protect 

rainforests. Leaders from Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Pagan, Daois and, Jewish leaders 

will join with both indigenous forest guardians and leaders from International Interfaith 

Organisations to express moral commitment, explore faith-based mobilization to end 

deforestation. 

 

For the first time, leaders from many of the world’s religions will meet to discuss the spiritual 

and ethical responsibility they share to protect rainforests, one of the planet’s most vital life-

support systems. Besieged by growing global demand for commodities, tropical rainforests are 

being cleared at a perilous rate, with an area the size of Austria chopped down each year.  

The meeting, which will take place in the presence of His Majesty King Harald V of Norway, 

will discuss how to activate the collective moral influence of religious communities across the 

planet. Based on sheer numbers, they could prove decisive in protecting the world’s last standing 

rainforests.  

There is growing consensus among the world’s religions that environmental concerns are closely 

linked to social justice, a position reinforced by Pope Francis’ Laudato si and high-level 

declarations from many other faiths about the spiritual imperative of protecting the planet and its 

most vulnerable people.  

The multi-faith summit marks the first significant engagement by the world’s religions with an 

issue that climate scientists and development experts argue is a lynchpin for global efforts to 

address climate change, poverty, food insecurity and violations of human rights. It also heralds 

the first time that religious leaders from a broad spectrum of faiths will work hand-in-hand with 

indigenous peoples, the historical guardians of rainforests, on an action agenda to end 

deforestation.  

Host: His Excellency Vidar Helgesen, Minister of Climate and Environment (Norway)  

Partners: The meeting is being convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest 

Initiative (NICFI), Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) and the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), in cooperation with the Forum on Religion and Ecology 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/laudato-si-pledge-seeks-mass-catholic-climate-mobilization-ahead-encyclical
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at Yale University, GreenFaith, Parliament of the World’s Religions, Religions for Peace, 

REIL Network, and the World Council of Churches. 

Where: Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway 

When: Monday, 19 June 2017 – Detailed schedule to come 

Who: 

 Indigenous Peoples Leaders 

 Sônia Guajajara, National Coordinator, Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil – 

APIB (Brazil) 

 Joseph Itongwa, executive Committee Member, Indigenous Peoples of Africa 

Coordinating Committee – IPACC (Democratic Republic of Congo) 

 Abdon Nababan, Vice Chairperson, National Council, Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the 

Archipelago, AMAN (Indonesia)      

 Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Religious Leaders  

 H.E. Metropolitan Emmanuel, Exarch, Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople 

(Christian)  

 Dr. Nanditha Krishna, Founder, The C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation (Hinduism)  

 Abbot Phra Paisal Vongvoravisit, Co-Founder, Sekiya Dhamma (Buddhism)  

 Sir Rabbi David Rosen, International Director of Interreligious Affairs, American Jewish 

Committee and Director, Heilbrunn Institute for International Interreligious 

Understanding (Judaism)  

 H.E. Monsignor Marcelo Sánchez Sorondo, Chancellor, Pontifical Academy of Sciences 

and Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences (Catholic) 

 Bishop Emeritus Gunnar Stålsett, Honorary President, Religions for Peace (Lutheran)   

 Dr. Din Syamsuddin, Chairman, Center for Dialogue and Cooperation Among 

Civilizations (Islam)   

 The Right Reverend Bishop Pierre W. Whalon, Bishop-In-Charge, Convocation of 

Episcopal Churches in Europe (Episcopal)  

Interfaith Leaders  

 Reverend Henrik Grape, Coordinator, Working Group on Climate Change, World 

Council of Churches 

 Reverend Fletcher Harper: Executive Director, GreenFaith 

 Dr. Kusumita Pedersen, Vice Chair, Parliament of the World’s Religions 

 Dr. Mary Evelyn Tucker: Director, Forum on Religion and Ecology, Yale University 

 Dr. William F. Vendley: Secretary General, Religions for Peace 

Academics and Experts  

https://www.nobelpeacecenter.org/en/visit/#howtofindus


 Lars Løvold, Director, Rainforest Foundation Norway  

 Dr. Antonio Donato Nobre, Visiting Scientist at the National Institute for Space Research 

(INPE) and Senior Researcher at the National Institute of Amazonian Research (INPA) 

 Frances Seymour, Distinguished Senior Fellow, World Resources Institute 

Among the questions to be addressed at the event: 

 How do religious and spiritual teachings support the care and protection of rainforests, 

and how do they relate to environmental, socio-cultural and economic justifications for 

ending deforestation? 

 How can religious and spiritual communities contribute to the battle to protect rainforests 

and stop deforestation? What are the specific actions on the ground undertaken by 

spiritual groups and mainstream religions to protect forests? 

 Where are forests most under threat and what do spiritual and religious leaders, and their 

communities and constituencies, propose to do to protect them? 

 What can indigenous forest communities teach that can help influence a world that judges 

the value of forests through the lens of price, utility, or efficiency? 

 How does this initiative complement and add to other interfaith efforts? 

 Why are the Norwegian government and civil society convening this event? Why now? 

 What are the planned next steps for this initiative? 

About Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI) 

Since its launch in 2007, the Government of Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative 

(NICFI) has cooperated with international partners, governments in forest and donor countries 

and a broad range of non-governmental organizations to reduce tropical deforestation and forest 

degradation.  

About Rainforest Foundation Norway 

Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) is one of the world’s leading organizations in the field of 

rights-based rainforest protection. We support Indigenous Peoples and traditional populations in 

the three main rainforest regions of the world: the Amazon, the Congo basin and Southeast Asia. 

We work to counter drivers of deforestation, influence political, legal and economic framework 

conditions for rainforest management, and support rights-based sustainable forest management 

by forest-dependent local communities. 

To attend, or request interviews and press materials, please contact:  

Ellen Wilson at ewilson@burness.com or +1 301 466 3205, or 

Coimbra Sirica at csirica@burness.com or +1 301 943 3287, or 

Susan Tonassi at stonassi@burness.com or +49 160 9327 9327 

Learn more about the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative. 

View the provisional agenda for the High-Level Segment on June 19, 2017.  

http://www.regnskog.no/en/
mailto:ewilson@burness.com
mailto:csirica@burness.com
mailto:stonassi@burness.com
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative.pdf
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative_High-Level_Agenda.pdf


http://regionalinterfaith.org.au/?p=1766#more-1766 

 

 

June 17, 2017 

 

World Faith Leaders to Protect Global Deforestation  

 

Religions for Peace Australia 

Norway will host an Unprecedented Meeting of World Faith Leaders to engage Global 

Deforestation on Monday, June 19, at the Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway. Norway will host 

leaders from world’s spiritual and religious traditions, engaging faith communities to protect 

rainforests. Leaders from Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Pagan, Daois and, Jewish leaders 

will join with both indigenous forest guardians and leaders from International Interfaith 

Organisations to express moral commitment, explore faith-based mobilization to end 

deforestation. 

 

For the first time, leaders from many of the world’s religions will meet to discuss the spiritual 

and ethical responsibility they share to protect rainforests, one of the planet’s most vital life-

support systems. Besieged by growing global demand for commodities, tropical rainforests are 

being cleared at a perilous rate, with an area the size of Austria chopped down each year.  

The meeting, which will take place in the presence of His Majesty King Harald V of Norway, 

will discuss how to activate the collective moral influence of religious communities across the 

planet. Based on sheer numbers, they could prove decisive in protecting the world’s last standing 

rainforests.  

There is growing consensus among the world’s religions that environmental concerns are closely 

linked to social justice, a position reinforced by Pope Francis’ Laudato si and high-level 

declarations from many other faiths about the spiritual imperative of protecting the planet and its 

most vulnerable people.  

The multi-faith summit marks the first significant engagement by the world’s religions with an 

issue that climate scientists and development experts argue is a lynchpin for global efforts to 

address climate change, poverty, food insecurity and violations of human rights. It also heralds 

the first time that religious leaders from a broad spectrum of faiths will work hand-in-hand with 

indigenous peoples, the historical guardians of rainforests, on an action agenda to end 

deforestation.  

Host: His Excellency Vidar Helgesen, Minister of Climate and Environment (Norway)  

Partners: The meeting is being convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative 

(NICFI), Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) and the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), in cooperation with the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale 

University, GreenFaith, Parliament of the World’s Religions, Religions for Peace, REIL 

Network, and the World Council of Churches. 

http://regionalinterfaith.org.au/?p=1766#more-1766


Where: Nobel Peace Center, Oslo, Norway 

When: Monday, 19 June 2017 – Detailed schedule to come 

Who: 

 Indigenous Peoples Leaders 

 Sônia Guajajara, National Coordinator, Articulation of Indigenous Peoples of Brazil – 

APIB (Brazil) 

 Joseph Itongwa, executive Committee Member, Indigenous Peoples of Africa 

Coordinating Committee – IPACC (Democratic Republic of Congo) 

 Abdon Nababan, Vice Chairperson, National Council, Indigenous Peoples Alliance of the 

Archipelago, AMAN (Indonesia)      

 Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, U.N. Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

Religious Leaders  

 H.E. Metropolitan Emmanuel, Exarch, Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople 

(Christian)  

 Dr. Nanditha Krishna, Founder, The C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar Foundation (Hinduism)  

 Abbot Phra Paisal Vongvoravisit, Co-Founder, Sekiya Dhamma (Buddhism)  

 Sir Rabbi David Rosen, International Director of Interreligious Affairs, American Jewish 

Committee and Director, Heilbrunn Institute for International Interreligious 

Understanding (Judaism)  

 H.E. Monsignor Marcelo Sánchez Sorondo, Chancellor, Pontifical Academy of Sciences 

and Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences (Catholic) 

 Bishop Emeritus Gunnar Stålsett, Honorary President, Religions for Peace (Lutheran)   

 Dr. Din Syamsuddin, Chairman, Center for Dialogue and Cooperation Among 

Civilizations (Islam)   

 The Right Reverend Bishop Pierre W. Whalon, Bishop-In-Charge, Convocation of 

Episcopal Churches in Europe (Episcopal)  

Interfaith Leaders  

 Reverend Henrik Grape, Coordinator, Working Group on Climate Change, World 

Council of Churches 

 Reverend Fletcher Harper: Executive Director, GreenFaith 

 Dr. Kusumita Pedersen, Vice Chair, Parliament of the World’s Religions 

 Dr. Mary Evelyn Tucker: Director, Forum on Religion and Ecology, Yale University 

 Dr. William F. Vendley: Secretary General, Religions for Peace 

Academics and Experts  

 Lars Løvold, Director, Rainforest Foundation Norway  

https://www.nobelpeacecenter.org/en/visit/#howtofindus


 Dr. Antonio Donato Nobre, Visiting Scientist at the National Institute for Space Research 

(INPE) and Senior Researcher at the National Institute of Amazonian Research (INPA) 

 Frances Seymour, Distinguished Senior Fellow, World Resources Institute 

Among the questions to be addressed at the event: 

 How do religious and spiritual teachings support the care and protection of rainforests, 

and how do they relate to environmental, socio-cultural and economic justifications for 

ending deforestation? 

 How can religious and spiritual communities contribute to the battle to protect rainforests 

and stop deforestation? What are the specific actions on the ground undertaken by 

spiritual groups and mainstream religions to protect forests? 

 Where are forests most under threat and what do spiritual and religious leaders, and their 

communities and constituencies, propose to do to protect them? 

 What can indigenous forest communities teach that can help influence a world that judges 

the value of forests through the lens of price, utility, or efficiency? 

 How does this initiative complement and add to other interfaith efforts? 

 Why are the Norwegian government and civil society convening this event? Why now? 

 What are the planned next steps for this initiative? 

About Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI) 

Since its launch in 2007, the Government of Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative 

(NICFI) has cooperated with international partners, governments in forest and donor countries 

and a broad range of non-governmental organizations to reduce tropical deforestation and forest 

degradation.  

About Rainforest Foundation Norway 

Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) is one of the world’s leading organizations in the field of 

rights-based rainforest protection. We support Indigenous Peoples and traditional populations in 

the three main rainforest regions of the world: the Amazon, the Congo basin and Southeast Asia. 

We work to counter drivers of deforestation, influence political, legal and economic framework 

conditions for rainforest management, and support rights-based sustainable forest management 

by forest-dependent local communities. 

To attend, or request interviews and press materials, please contact:  

Ellen Wilson at ewilson@burness.com or +1 301 466 3205, or 

Coimbra Sirica at csirica@burness.com or +1 301 943 3287, or 

Susan Tonassi at stonassi@burness.com or +49 160 9327 9327 

Learn more about the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative. 

View the provisional agenda for the High-Level Segment on June 19, 2017.  

http://www.regnskog.no/en/
mailto:ewilson@burness.com
mailto:csirica@burness.com
mailto:stonassi@burness.com
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative.pdf
http://fore.yale.edu/files/Interfaith_Rainforest_Initiative_High-Level_Agenda.pdf


http://religionsforpeaceaustralia.org.au/2017/06/17/world-faith-leaders-to-protect-global-

deforestation/ 

 

 

June 18, 2017  

 

‘Laudato Si’’ two years later: Parishes throughout diocese continue to answer pope’s call to 

environmental stewardship 

 

By Lisa Dahm 

The Catholic Sun 

With the pull out of the United States from the Paris agreement, the U.S. Conference of Catholic 

Bishops issued a statement on June 1 regretting the withdrawal from the consortium created by 

the United Nations Framework Convention on climate change and signed by 197 parties in 

November 2016. 

In the release, Bishop Oscar Cantú of Los Cruces said the USCCB, “along with Pope Francis and 

the entire Catholic Church, has consistently upheld the Paris agreement as an important 

international mechanism to promote environmental stewardship and encourage climate change 

mitigation.” 

Bishop Cantú, who is the chairman of the USCCB Committee on Justice and Peace, called the 

president’s decision “deeply troubling.” 

Despite the U.S. withdrawal from the Paris agreement, Catholics throughout Arizona and the 

world have been embracing ecological responsibility highlighted in Pope Francis’ encyclical on 

the environment, Laudato Si’: On Care for our Common Home, promulgated May 24, 2015. 

Exactly two years later, during the pope’s visit with President Donald Trump at the Vatican on 

May 24, Pope Francis gave the president a copy of Laudato Si’ as well as a signed copy of his 

message from this year’s World Day of Peace and copies of his apostolic exhortations Evangelii 

Gaudium (The Joy of the Gospel) and Amoris Laetitia on the family. 

Parishes make an environmental difference 

Since the release of Laudato Si’, parishes across the diocese have formed reading groups, held 

lectures and offered daylong retreats to study the document. Their preparation is paying off as 

parishes put Pope Francis’ ideas into action. 

For Melanie Cantua and members of the Care of Creation Ministry at St. Mary’s Basilica in 

Phoenix, living Pope Francis’ message has become their mission. After reading the encyclical 

together, they are now working to encourage the whole parish to protect the environment. 

“What is most interesting (about the document) is the pope’s words really inspire people,” 

Cantua said. “As Catholics, we just can’t sit and wait for the work to be done.” 

http://religionsforpeaceaustralia.org.au/2017/06/17/world-faith-leaders-to-protect-global-deforestation/
http://religionsforpeaceaustralia.org.au/2017/06/17/world-faith-leaders-to-protect-global-deforestation/
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/environment/
http://saintmarysbasilica.org/care-of-creation/


The parish bulletin includes a corner where ministry members offer simple tips on caring for 

God’s creation. Suggestions include planting one tree each, going meatless on Fridays to 

conserve energy and using hand towels rather than paper towels. 

“We use those as opportunities to get the message out,” Cantua said. “It’s weekly education in 

our bulletin in what they can do every day. … What we are teaching is that it is the culmination 

of all of our little differences and behavior changes that makes a big difference.” 

At the parish Earth Day event on April 23, they also partnered with Liberty Wildlife to bring in a 

peregrine falcon, a Harris hawk and a great horned owl to teach visitors the importance of 

wildlife and to show them how to make their yards more wildlife friendly. 

A conversion through Laudato Si’ 

Julie Murphy Erfani, one of the Care for Creation ministry members, was not Catholic when she 

first learned of the pope’s encyclical. 

Murphy Erfani, the director of the master’s program in Social Justice and Human Rights at 

Arizona State University, had a graduate student in her class who told her about Laudato Si’. The 

young Catholic student pointed her toward the Franciscan Renewal Center in Scottsdale for more 

information. 

“I started to read it and I was so taken aback by everything it said,” Murphy Erfani said about the 

encyclical. “Not only is it erudite, it is hopeful. … I was inspired by Laudato Si’.” 

She said she took “a spiritual interest in Franciscan Catholicism” motivated by the document. 

After a few classes with them, she decided to become Catholic and started RCIA classes at St. 

Mary’s. She was recently accepted into the Church at the Easter Vigil April 15, and she credits 

her journey to Laudato Si’. 

“I found the encyclical inspiring because it is pretty lofty critical theory and it is very 

sophisticated, but written so it can be intelligible by most people,” Murphy Erfani said. 

Retrofitting a parish: both business savvy and moral mandate 

Almost five years ago, Sacred Heart Parish in Prescott took to heart Pope Francis’ message of 

“Let us be the Protector of Creation,” the theme of his inaugural Homily on March 19, 2013, in 

St. Peter’s Square. 

Earlier, in October 2012, Sacred Heart Parish and School in Prescott commissioned a 160-

kilowatt solar PV system. In its first three years, Sacred Heart’s solar plant contributed to a 69 

percent reduction in energy costs, and the school derives 100 percent of its power from solar. 

Smaller changes throughout the parish and school included retrofitting all of the lighting for LED 

lights for a cost savings of about $12,000 annually, committing to recycling and using organic 

cleaning supplies and switching to tankless water heaters and low-flow toilets. 

http://www.sacredheartprescott.com/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2013/documents/papa-francesco_20130319_omelia-inizio-pontificato.html


“At first it was pragmatic, but it has multiplied our mission,” said Gene Murphy, parish business 

manager. 

Murphy also partners with the Catholic Climate Covenant, and many Sacred Heart students and 

parishioners have already taken the Franciscan Pledge to pray, act and advocate regarding 

climate change. 

“Because this is what he asked us to do,” Murphy said of Pope Francis. “All the popes have 

spoken on the protection of the environment — this is all information the popes have been saying 

for years. One thing about Pope Francis, he is building upon what has already been done, yet he 

is adding a whole other layer.” 

The St. Francis Pledge 

I/we pledge to pray, act, and advocate to solve climate change 

Taking the St. Francis Pledge commits you or your organization to respond to the moral call for 

action on climate change. By pledging, you commit to praying, acting and advocating to solve 

climate change. How you fulfill those commitments is up to you. Here are a few ideas for how to 

fulfill the Pledge commitments: 

Pray 

 Set a time to pray for climate action. 

 Pray as a family or as a church group. 

 Keep a prayer journal. 

 Publish prayers via a blog or newsletter. 

Act 

 Investigate solar and renewable options. 

 Learn how climate affects the vulnerable. 

 Calculate your carbon footprint. 

 Take steps to reduce your footprint. 

Advocate 

 Connect with policy makers. 

 Connect with your municipal council. 

 Explore sustainable policies at work. 

 Hear your pastor’s position on ecology. 

 

http://www.catholicsun.org/2017/06/18/laudato-si-two-years-later/ 

 

 

http://www.catholicclimatecovenant.org/pledge
http://www.catholicsun.org/2017/06/18/laudato-si-two-years-later/


June 19, 2017 

 

Global religious and indigenous leaders warn against deforestation 

 

By Alister Doyle, Reuters  

The Christian Science Monitor 

 

Representatives from around the world attended the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative in Oslo on 

June 19, calling for protections to forests for their cultural, environmental, and religious 

significance.  

Oslo, Norway—Religious and indigenous leaders appealed on Monday for better protection of 

tropical forests from the Amazon to the Congo basin, with a Vatican bishop likening current 

losses to a collective suicide by humanity. 

Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist, and Daoist representatives met indigenous peoples 

in Oslo to explore moral and ethical arguments to shield forests that are under threat from 

logging and land clearance for farms. 

Organizers said the Oslo Interfaith Rainforest Initiative from June 19-21 was the first to gather 

religious and indigenous peoples to seek out common ground to protect forests. They hope to 

organize a summit in 2018. 

"Without the forests we don't have life," said Bishop Marcelo Sanchez Sorondo, head of the 

Vatican's Pontifical Academy of Sciences. "If we continue to do this deforestation it's like 

suicide." 

Din Syamsuddin, an Indonesian Muslim leader, called for new technologies and changes of 

lifestyles to protect forests. "A true believer should maintain the balance with nature," he said. 

Norwegian climate and environment minister Vidar Helgesen, a host of the talks, said forests 

were homes and a source of income to millions of people, as well as habitats for creatures from 

tigers to birds of paradise. 

He said rainforests were also a giant natural store of carbon dioxide, the main greenhouse gas 

from burning fossil fuels. Trees release the gas when they rot or are burnt to make way for farms, 

such as for cattle or palm oil plantations. 

"The Paris Agreement is doomed if deforestation continues," Mr. Helgesen said. 

Many countries have reaffirmed support for the 2015 Paris pact to phase out greenhouse gas 

emissions after President Trump announced plans on June 1 to pull out, saying he wants to 

promote the United States fossil fuel industry. 

Many speakers noted that a "tree of life" is a part of many religious traditions. 



"Trees don't have only ecological value for us, but also cultural value for us. Every tree," said 

Joseph Itongwa of Democratic Republic of Congo, a representative of indigenous peoples in 

Africa. 

The net extent of the world's forests shrank by 12,700 square miles a year from 2010-15, about 

the size of Belgium, the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization says. 

The rate is about half that of the 1990s. 

Mary Evelyn Tucker, director of Yale University's forum on religion and ecology, said religious 

groups such as the World Council of Churches were seeking ever more to restrict investments in 

areas that damage the environment. 

https://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0619/Global-religious-and-indigenous-leaders-

warn-against-deforestation 

 

 

June 19, 2017 

 

King Of Norway To Host A Meeting Of Religious And Indigenous Leaders On Climate Change 

 

By Antonia Blumberg 

Huffington Post  

 

Attendees say this will be the first conference aimed at tackling deforestation from an interfaith 

perspective. 

King Harald V of Norway plans to host a meeting of religious and indigenous leaders, interfaith 

advocates and scientists this week to address the worldwide crisis of deforestation and its effects 

on climate change. 

Religious and indigenous leaders from 21 countries convened at the Nobel Peace Center in Oslo 

on Monday for a three-day conference on rainforest protection. They are slated to meet with 

forest advocates, climate scientists and human rights experts to develop goals and actions for a 

rainforest initiative that blends science, faith and indigenous knowledge. 

“The fact that the U.N. and a major government are open to hosting this and synergizing science 

and religion, ecology and ethics makes it an exciting moment,” said Mary Evelyn Tucker, 

director of Yale University’s Forum on Religion and Ecology, one of the co-sponsors of the 

event. 

The conference participants include indigenous leaders from tropical forest nations like 

Indonesia, Brazil and the Democratic Republic of Congo, as well as religious leaders from 

Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions. Bishop Marcelo Sanchez Sorondo, head of the 

Pontifical Academy of Sciences, Rabbi David Rosen, the director of interreligious affairs at the 

https://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0619/Global-religious-and-indigenous-leaders-warn-against-deforestation
https://www.csmonitor.com/Environment/2017/0619/Global-religious-and-indigenous-leaders-warn-against-deforestation


American Jewish Committee, and Dr. Din Syamsuddin, an Islamic scholar and head of the 

Center for Dialogue and Cooperation Among Civilizations, are listed among the attendees. 

“A decade ago, Norway decided to make reducing tropical deforestation one of its top 

international priorities,” said Vidar Helgesen, the country’s minister of climate and environment, 

in a statement. “In that decade ― the scientific case, the economic case, and the geopolitical case 

for ending deforestation has only grown.”  

This week’s conference, convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative, 

Rainforest Foundation Norway and the United Nations Development Programme, aims to 

investigate how religious and cultural values can bolster efforts to protect the world’s 

rainforests.  

“This will be the first conference of its kind on the role of religions and indigenous peoples on 

forest conservation,” Tucker told HuffPost. 

Attendees say they hope religious and indigenous leaders can help turn the tide on forest 

preservation by encouraging a cultural shift in how the world views climate efforts. 

“A new norm is emerging against illegal deforestation,” said Frances Seymour, a senior fellow 

for the World Resources Institute, referring to the 2015 Paris climate agreement. “To have the 

faith community engaged in the issue could be quite significant.” 

Rainforests are capable of storing billions of tons of carbon, and scientists consider them to be 

among the most important resources for mitigating climate change. 

On a more immediate level, tropical rainforests provide food, water and income to some 1.6 

billion people, according to the United Nations. (And of course, that’s to say nothing of the vital 

role they play for countless animal and plant species.) The humanitarian component of forest 

conservation is something Tucker said almost all of the world’s religions can get behind. 

“Many of the religions have had values [of] justice for people ― taking care of the poor, aiding 

the sick and the elderly,” she said. “On the other hand, you have environmentalists trying to 

preserve forests for their ecological complexity, but sometimes without an understanding of the 

people who live there.” 

Rural communities in developing countries get over 20 percent of their household income from 

gathering wild products like bush meat and wood in the forest, Seymour said. These 

communities also benefit from “forest-based ecosystem services,” including water and resilience 

to extreme weather. 

“When a forest is degraded through logging and converted to different land uses, the poor are 

made worse off, because they lose access to forest goods and services and don’t necessarily 

benefit from new employment opportunities,” she said. 

http://www.wri.org/blog/2016/01/forests-are-paris-agreement-now-what
http://www.sciencemag.org/news/2014/11/perus-forests-store-nearly-7-billion-metric-tons-carbon
https://www.cgdev.org/page/infographics-why-forests-why-now
http://www.un.org/climatechange/summit/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/07/New-York-Declaration-on-Forest-%E2%80%93-Action-Statement-and-Action-Plan.pdf


Deforestation and illegal logging have had a devastating impact on indigenous communities 

around the world. Many of them lack legal rights to care for the land that is both essential to their 

livelihood and sacred in their belief systems. 

Pope Francis wrote about the special bond between indigenous peoples and the land in his 2015 

encyclical on the environment. “For them land is not a commodity,” he wrote, “but rather a gift 

from God and from their ancestors who rest there, a sacred space with which they need to 

interact if they are to maintain their identity and values.” 

Indigenous groups have historically found themselves confronted by third-party companies 

unlawfully encroaching on their land and cutting down forests without consent. In places like 

Brazil, the government has tried to establish legal protections to end the practice. But in a 

conflict that conservationists say resembles the “Wild West,” indigenous groups have often been 

driven to stage protests and even fight on the ground to protect their land. 

“Forest communities around the world have put their lives on the line to care for the planet’s 

tropical forests,” Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, the U.N. special rapporteur on the rights of indigenous 

peoples and an attendee of the Oslo conference, said in a statement. “We are nothing without our 

forests. Our culture, our spirituality, our livelihoods, our incomes and our health are tied to 

them.” 

Research has also shown that when indigenous communities have the rights to their land, 

rainforests in those regions are more likely to remain standing. Indigenous groups therefore need 

to be “part of the solution” in forest conservation, Seymour said. 

Both she and Tucker said that conference attendees will work to draft immediate, concrete action 

plans, including coordinating a follow-up summit for 2018. 

But interfaith and intercultural efforts can be challenging by nature, given their tendency to run 

into differing belief systems and traditions. 

“Religions have their problems, and they have their promise,” Tucker said. 

Their promise, Seymour said, lies in their ability to help bring about social change and a “shift in 

norms,” in which deforestation would go from being generally accepted to universally 

condemned. Such a shift in public opinion could in turn lead to new legislation to protect the 

world’s forests. 

“I’m the daughter of a Baptist minister, and in my father’s lifetime the cause was civil rights,” 

Seymour said. “I saw how in a brief generation, attitudes, laws and practices regarding racial 

segregation could change with the help of religious leaders. My hope is that environmental 

justice issues could similarly witness that kind of sea change.” 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/norway-climate-

conference_us_59384eede4b00610547ebe80?section=us_religion# 

 

http://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-latin-america-33449789/deforestation-and-the-impact-on-amazon-tribes
http://www.burness.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/Baseline-Press-Release-FINAL.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si_en.pdf
https://w2.vatican.va/content/dam/francesco/pdf/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si_en.pdf
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/12/131222-amazon-kayapo-indigenous-tribes-deforestation-environment-climate-rain-forest/
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2013/12/131222-amazon-kayapo-indigenous-tribes-deforestation-environment-climate-rain-forest/
http://www.wri.org/publication/securing-rights-combating-climate-change
https://berkleycenter.georgetown.edu/posts/the-challenges-of-interfaith-dialogue
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/norway-climate-conference_us_59384eede4b00610547ebe80?section=us_religion
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/norway-climate-conference_us_59384eede4b00610547ebe80?section=us_religion
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Interfaith Rainforest Initiative in Oslo Photos and Images  

 

European Pressphoto Agency 

 

See photos here: 

 

http://www.epa.eu/religion-photos/churches-organisations-photos/interfaith-rainforest-initiative-

in-oslo-photos-53594094 

 

 

June 19, 2017 

 

Holy smoke: saving the rainforests 

 

The Economist  

 

Religious leaders gather in Oslo today along with indigenous peoples’ representatives and 

climate activists for a save-the-planet pow-wow convened by Norway’s International Climate 

and Forest Initiative. The summit is the first to bring together faith leaders and native 

communities at such a high level. It also frames saving the rainforests—still disappearing at a 

rate of 6,000 acres per hour—as a moral imperative rather than just a climate or conservation 

worry. Though Norway is increasingly secular, environmentalism is on the rise. Its government 

has invested almost $3bn over the past decade to reduce deforestation. But this largesse is only 

made possible by Norway’s oil wealth. The environment minister, Vidar Helgesen, will today 

demand a “tectonic shift in values”. With a record number of wells being drilled in the Barents 

Sea this year he might also consider the morality of drilling in the fragile Arctic. 

 

https://espresso.economist.com/1e79596878b2320cac26dd792a6c51c9?fsrc=scn/tw/te/bl/ed/holy

smokesavingtherainforests20170620espresso 
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Religious, indigenous leaders demand rainforests be saved 

 

By Matti Huuhtanen, Associated Press 

Island Packet 

Religious and indigenous leaders on Monday called for an end to deforestation in the first 

international multi-faith, multi-cultural plea to reduce the emissions that fuel climate change. 

Participants from 21 countries gathered at a conference in the Norwegian capital of Oslo, hoping 

that billions of people of faith worldwide will unite to protect the Earth's rainforests. Those 

http://www.epa.eu/religion-photos/churches-organisations-photos/interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-oslo-photos-53594094
http://www.epa.eu/religion-photos/churches-organisations-photos/interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-oslo-photos-53594094
https://espresso.economist.com/1e79596878b2320cac26dd792a6c51c9?fsrc=scn/tw/te/bl/ed/holysmokesavingtherainforests20170620espresso
https://espresso.economist.com/1e79596878b2320cac26dd792a6c51c9?fsrc=scn/tw/te/bl/ed/holysmokesavingtherainforests20170620espresso


forests are fundamental to human life but are suffering from agricultural and industrial 

exploitation in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. 

Hosting the one-day meeting, Norwegian Climate and Environment Minister Vidar Helgesen 

said that halting deforestation requires "a global, tectonic shift in values." 

The Interfaith Rainforest Initiative was launched by the Scandinavian country that has made 

reducing tropical deforestation one of its top international priorities, with investments of some $3 

billion in the past decade. 

"In that decade, the scientific case, the economic case, and the geopolitical case for ending 

deforestation has only grown. However, more is needed," Helgesen said. "It is not the realm of 

policy, commerce or science, but of spirit, faith and moral conviction." 

Tropical rainforests contain most of the Earth's land-borne biodiversity, help regulate rainfall and 

temperature globally and regionally, and provide food, water and income to 1.6 billion people. 

The conference the rapid decreased in tropical rainforests has been fueled by palm oil 

plantations, cattle, soy and crop production and "rapacious and often illegal mining and logging 

operations." It said the reduction of the rainforests amounted to an area the size of Austria, or 

nearly 84,000 square kilometers (33,600 square miles). 

"Forest communities around the world have put their lives on the line to care for the planet's 

tropical forests," said Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. "We are nothing without our forests. Our culture, our spirituality, our livelihoods, our 

incomes and our health are tied to them." 

Those at the meeting included representatives of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim and Hindu 

faiths, and indigenous leaders, including ones from Indonesia and Brazil. 

http://www.islandpacket.com/news/business/article156902589.html 
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Religious, Indigenous Leaders Demand End to Tropical Rainforest Deforestation 

 

Halting deforestation requires "a global, tectonic shift in values," the Norwegian climate and 

environment minister said 

 

By Matti Huuhtanen 

NBC Bay Area 

Religious and indigenous leaders on Monday called for an end to deforestation in the first 

international multi-faith, multi-cultural plea to reduce the emissions that fuel climate change. 

http://www.islandpacket.com/news/business/article156902589.html


Participants from 21 countries gathered at a conference in the Norwegian capital of Oslo, hoping 

that billions of people of faith worldwide will unite to protect the Earth's rainforests. Those 

forests are fundamental to human life but are suffering from agricultural and industrial 

exploitation in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. 

Hosting the one-day meeting, Norwegian Climate and Environment Minister Vidar Helgesen 

said that halting deforestation requires "a global, tectonic shift in values." 

The Interfaith Rainforest Initiative was launched by the Scandinavian country that has made 

reducing tropical deforestation one of its top international priorities, with investments of some $3 

billion in the past decade. 

"In that decade, the scientific case, the economic case, and the geopolitical case for ending 

deforestation has only grown. However, more is needed," Helgesen said. "It is not the realm of 

policy, commerce or science, but of spirit, faith and moral conviction." 

Tropical rainforests contain most of the Earth's land-borne biodiversity, help regulate rainfall and 

temperature globally and regionally, and provide food, water and income to 1.6 billion people. 

The conference the rapid decreased in tropical rainforests has been fueled by palm oil 

plantations, cattle, soy and crop production and "rapacious and often illegal mining and logging 

operations." It said the reduction of the rainforests amounted to an area the size of Austria, or 

nearly 33,600 square miles. 

"Forest communities around the world have put their lives on the line to care for the planet's 

tropical forests," said Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. "We are nothing without our forests. Our culture, our spirituality, our livelihoods, our 

incomes and our health are tied to them." 

Those at the meeting included representatives of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim and Hindu 

faiths, and indigenous leaders, including ones from Indonesia and Brazil. 

http://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/national-international/indigenous-religious-leaders-end-

rainforest-deforestation-429420393.html 
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Religious, indigenous leaders demand rainforests be saved 

 

The Associated Press 

Yale Daily News 

HELSINKI (AP) — Religious and indigenous leaders worldwide are calling for an end to 

deforestation in an international multi-faith, multi-cultural plea to reduce the emissions that fuel 

climate change, which is killing tropical rainforests. 

http://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/national-international/indigenous-religious-leaders-end-rainforest-deforestation-429420393.html
http://www.nbcbayarea.com/news/national-international/indigenous-religious-leaders-end-rainforest-deforestation-429420393.html


Participants from 21 countries at a conference in the Norwegian capital of Oslo are hoping that 

billions of people of faith worldwide will unite to protect the Earth's rainforests. The rainforests 

are fundamental to human life but are suffering from agricultural and industrial exploitation in 

South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. 

Vidar Helgesen, Norway's environment minister, launched the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative and 

is hosting the one-day meeting. He says Monday that halting deforestation requires "a global, 

tectonic shift." 

Among those at the meeting are representatives of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim and 

Hindu faiths, and indigenous leaders, including ones from Indonesia and Brazil. 

http://www.nydailynews.com/newswires/news/business/religious-indigenous-leaders-demand-

rainforests-saved-article-1.3259078 
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Religious leaders join interfaith rainforest initiative in Oslo today  

 

World Council of Churches 

 

New hope for world’s tropical forests arises as the Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, 

Buddhist, Daoist leaders join indigenous forest guardians to launch global effort to end 

deforestation. Interfaith rainforest initiative, created by global coalition to fight escalating 

threats to endangered forests in Africa, Southeast Asia and Latin America is vital to slowing 

climate change. 

Religious and indigenous leaders from all corners of the globe launched today an unprecedented 

initiative they say will bring needed moral attention and spiritual commitment to bear on global 

efforts to end deforestation and protect the tropical rainforests—forests that are fundamental to 

human life, the planet’s health and reducing the emissions fueling climate change. It marks the 

first time religious leaders from a broad spectrum of faiths will work hand-in-hand with 

Indigenous Peoples, the world’s leading rainforest guardians, to call upon and activate billions of 

people of faith worldwide to stand up for rainforests. The gathering was attended by His Majesty 

King Harald V of Norway. 

Tropical rainforests in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia are falling rapidly due to a 

range of forces, including palm oil plantations, cattle, soy and crop production, and rapacious 

and often illegal mining and logging operations. The losses amount to an area the size of Austria 

each year. 

“The story of creation in the book of Genesis tells us of trees that are beautiful to behold and a 

source of sustenance. Rainforests are pivotal for life on earth, provisioning people’s needs, 

promoting biodiversity and protecting the climate”, said World Council of Churches (WCC) 

general secretary Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit. “Today when the rainforests are threatened by 

http://www.nydailynews.com/newswires/news/business/religious-indigenous-leaders-demand-rainforests-saved-article-1.3259078
http://www.nydailynews.com/newswires/news/business/religious-indigenous-leaders-demand-rainforests-saved-article-1.3259078


deforestation driven by a shortsighted, profit-oriented economy, we must use the knowledge of 

what is good and our faith-driven action to protect and care for the rainforests and therefore the 

earth and all life”. 

With their capacity to store billions of tons of carbon, the preservation of tropical rainforests is 

widely viewed as fundamental to halting climate change. Many climate experts note that forests 

are the only proven approach for capturing and storing large amounts of carbon. Thus, staving 

off their destruction could keep carbon emissions at bay, buying time for the world to transition 

to a low carbon energy future, and also playing an indispensable role in reaching global carbon 

neutrality in the second half of this century. 

Tropical rainforests also provide food, water and income to 1.6 billion people. They contain most 

of the planet's land-borne biodiversity and help regulate rainfall and temperature globally, 

regionally and locally. 

Religious and indigenous leaders from 21 countries will have discussions with forest advocates, 

climate scientists and human rights experts in Oslo on June 19-21 to develop goals and actions, 

along with milestones to mark their progress. They expect to follow up with an action plan and a 

global interfaith rainforest summit in 2018. 

The group was convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative (NICFI), 

Rainforest Foundation Norway (RFN) and the United Nations Development Programme 

(UNDP), in cooperation with the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, 

GreenFaith, the Parliament of the World’s Religions, Religions for Peace, REIL Network and the 

WCC. 

“Our goal—working in concert with the spiritual and indigenous leaders gathered here—is to 

define a shared action plan to create a popular movement for expanded political will and on-the-

ground action to protect rainforests,” said Bishop Emeritus Gunnar Stålsett, honorary president 

of Religions for Peace. “The scope of this initiative is global. But we are also putting special 

focus on religious and indigenous leaders, networks and institutions in countries with the most 

significant tropical rainforests.” 

The initiative is linked to a surge of grassroots action over the last few years in which 

environmental, climate and indigenous rights issues are being embraced as spiritual imperatives 

that strike a chord with multiple faiths and traditions. Other leaders of Evangelical Christian and 

Muslim organizations, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, have stressed the shared human 

responsibility to protect the planet. Lending crucial leadership and indispensable momentum to 

these efforts was the official letter or “encyclical” issued in 2015 by Pope Francis that called on 

all people of the world to take swift action, to bring, "the whole human family together to protect 

our common home." He also noted the unbreakable link between Indigenous Peoples and the 

environment: "For them land is not a commodity, but rather a gift from God and from their 

ancestors who rest there, a sacred space with which they need to interact if they are to maintain 

their identity and values." 



"The world’s rainforests are a stunning example of the life-sustaining beauty of the planet; they 

are spectacular, vital to life, and at grave risk”, said Rev. Fletcher Harper, executive director of 

GreenFaith. “This meeting represents a tremendously important first step forward for faith 

communities, who must join First Peoples and commit to rainforests’ health and restoration.” 

Rev. Henrik Grape, coordinator of the WCC Working Group on Climate Change, represented 

WCC at the event. 

“Learning from the ecumenical and interfaith activities on climate change, the action to protect 

the rainforests could gain a lot,” he said. “Actually, climate change and protection of the 

rainforests are very closely related, so this is natural way to go further in our common pilgrimage 

for justice and peace. Peace with earth. And the Indigenous People’s spirituality and 

understanding are indispensable to a more sustainable future.” 

Citing the spiritual, environmental, social and economic benefits the world’s tropical rainforests 

provide, the partners of the multi-faith initiative emphasize humanity’s shared ethical and moral 

responsibility to protect them. They are committed to taking concrete, collective action to 

protect, restore and sustainably manage those forests. The world’s religious and spiritual 

communities have long sheltered and protected forests—from the rainforest-dwelling Ashaninka 

in Peru and Brazil to Buddhist monks ordaining trees in Thailand. Yet, this is the historical effort 

for such a broad-scale and global mobilization of faith communities to protect the tropical forests 

so essential for the earth’s climate. 

WCC work on Care for Creation and Climate Justice 

WCC encourages renewed climate efforts after US withdrawal 

Rainforest Foundation Norway 

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/religious-leaders-join-interfaith-rainforest-

initiative-in-oslo-today 
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Europe bishop represents Anglicans, Episcopalians at launch of Interfaith Rainforest Initiative in 

Norway 

Episcopal News Service 

 

Religious and indigenous leaders from across the globe launched an unprecedented initiative 

June 19 in Oslo, Norway, aimed at bringing “moral attention and spiritual commitment” to bear 

on global efforts to end deforestation and protect tropical rainforests—forests that are 

fundamental to human life, the planet’s health and reducing the emissions fueling climate 

change. 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/climate-change
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/wcc-encourages-renewed-climate-efforts-after-us-withdrawal
http://www.regnskog.no/en/
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/religious-leaders-join-interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-oslo-today
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/religious-leaders-join-interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-oslo-today


“The Norwegian government has made major investments in protecting the rainforest, but this is 

the first attempt to bring together religious leaders, scientists and indigenous peoples,” the Rt. 

Rev. Pierre Whalon, bishop of the Convocation of Episcopal Churches in Europe, said from Oslo 

in a telephone interview with Episcopal News Service. 

Whalon helped organize the conference and was scheduled to speak during a June 19 dinner. 

Indigenous people from across Africa, Brazil, Peru, Colombia and Indonesia have joined 

Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Daoist and Buddhist religious leaders for the June 19-21 

launch of the Interfaith Rainforest Initiative aimed at framing rainforest protection in moral 

terms. 

The conference is meant to “change minds and hearts and get people working together,” said 

Whalon. The urgency is clear, he added, from the stories shared by indigenous people living in 

the rainforest and from satellite images. 

“Rainforest destruction is not just tearing down all the trees and turning into soy fields. It’s 

literally ethnic cleansing,” said Whalon. There’s a real moral and spiritual imperative to 

protecting the rainforest. Conference organizers made sure to give indigenous peoples a chance 

to share their stories from the front lines, and what they have to say will “curl your hair,” he said. 

Palm oil plantations; cattle, soy and other crop production, and illegal mining and logging 

operations are destroying tropical rainforests in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia at 

high rates. Rainforests are home to indigenous people; provide food, water and income to 1.6 

billion people; contain most of the planet’s land-borne biodiversity; help regulate rainfall and 

temperature globally, regionally and locally, and store billions of tons of carbon, which is 

essential for curbing global warming. 

“The world’s rainforests are a stunning example of the life-sustaining beauty of the planet; they 

are spectacular, vital to life and at grave risk. This meeting represents a tremendously important 

first step forward for faith communities, who must join First Peoples and commit to rainforests’ 

health and restoration,” said the Rev. Fletcher Harper, an Episcopal priest based in New Jersey 

and the executive director of GreenFaith, in a press release. 

Religious and indigenous leaders from 21 countries will have discussions with forest advocates, 

climate scientists and human rights experts to develop goals and actions, along with milestones 

to mark their progress. They expect to follow up with an action plan and a global interfaith 

rainforest summit in 2018. The group was convened by Norway’s International Climate and 

Forest Initiative, Rainforest Foundation Norway and the United Nations Development Program 

in cooperation with the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, GreenFaith, the 

Parliament of the World’s Religions, Religions for Peace, REIL Network and the World Council 

of Churches. 

The rainforest initiative is linked to a surge of grassroots action over the last few years in which 

environmental, climate and indigenous rights issues are being embraced as spiritual imperatives 

that strike a chord with multiple faiths and traditions. Other leaders of Evangelical 

http://www.christiansandclimate.org/


Christian and Muslim organizations, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, have stressed the shared 

human responsibility to protect the planet. 

“Tropical rainforests occupy a sacred place in many faiths, religions and spiritual traditions,” 

said Mary Evelyn Tucker, director of the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, in 

a press release. “Indeed, spiritual reverence for nature and all life can be found across the world’s 

religions, including among indigenous peoples and other residents of the world’s tropical 

rainforests. Given what we are hearing from religious and indigenous leaders worldwide, we 

believe we can create a global movement around this shared vision.” 

Whalon became involved in the conference’s planning because of previous involvement in 

roundtable discussions related to the environment and communicating the message of Pope 

Francis’ encyclical on the environment and human ecology. He was invited into the roundtable 

discussions following the December 2015 U.N. climate negotiations in France, when he and 

American Cathedral in Paris Dean Lucinda Laird organized several events for conference 

attendees. 

http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2017/06/19/europe-bishop-represents-anglicans-

episcopalians-at-launch-of-interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-norway/ 
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Religious and indigenous leaders seek to save rainforests 

 

By Josephine McKenna, Religion News Service  

National Catholic Reporter 

 

Rome - Religious and indigenous leaders from 21 countries gathered in Norway on Monday to 

launch a new initiative aimed at saving the world's tropical rainforests from the impact of 

deforestation and climate change. 

It was the first time leaders from Catholic, Protestant Jewish, Buddhist and other faiths joined 

indigenous leaders from Brazil, Peru, Indonesia, Colombia and the Democratic Republic of the 

Congo to call for urgent action to protect the forests. 

Inspired by Pope Francis' outspoken stance on global warming and overdevelopment in his 2015 

"Laudato Si'" encyclical, the groundbreaking event was held in Oslo and backed by Norway’s 

King Harald V. 

"Without the forests we do not have life; we live thanks to the forests," Monsignor Marcelo 

Sanchez Sorondo, who heads the Vatican's Pontifical Academy of Sciences, told the conference. 

"If we continue to do deforestation, it is like suicide. We need to act together to defend our 

common house." 

http://www.climatenetwork.org/press-release/islamic-climate-declaration-calls-fossil-fuel-phase-out
http://www.climatenetwork.org/press-release/islamic-climate-declaration-calls-fossil-fuel-phase-out
http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/5569/archbishop-joins-faith-leaders-calling-for-action-on-climate-change
http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/articles.php/5569/archbishop-joins-faith-leaders-calling-for-action-on-climate-change
https://laudatosi.com/watch
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2015/12/14/episcopal-cop21-delegates-emboldened-in-climate-change-advocacy/
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2015/12/08/episcopal-cop21-delegation-adds-churchs-voice-to-the-climate-talks/
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2015/12/08/episcopal-cop21-delegation-adds-churchs-voice-to-the-climate-talks/
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2017/06/19/europe-bishop-represents-anglicans-episcopalians-at-launch-of-interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-norway/
http://episcopaldigitalnetwork.com/ens/2017/06/19/europe-bishop-represents-anglicans-episcopalians-at-launch-of-interfaith-rainforest-initiative-in-norway/
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/rome


The conference was told the size of tropical rainforests in South America, sub-Saharan Africa 

and Asia is falling rapidly due to palm oil, soy and crop production, and extensive mining and 

logging operations with annual losses equal to an area the size of Austria. 

Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, an indigenous leader for the Kankana-ey Igorot people in the Philippines, is 

U.N. special rapporteur on the rights of indigenous peoples. 

She said that forest communities had put their lives on the line to care for the planet's tropical 

forests and the conference was the first step towards critical collaboration. 

"Many of these dominant religions have been linked to the colonization of our communities," she 

told RNS. "It is important that they come together to support the indigenous people who are the 

main guardians of the forest." 

Tauli-Corpuz, who led community opposition to logging expansion under the late Philippine 

President Ferdinand Marcos, said deforestation and mining had taken their toll on her community 

of 1 million people in northern Luzon and others in the Philippines. 

"We are nothing without our forests," she said. "Our culture, our spirituality, our livelihoods, our 

incomes and our health are tied to them." 

Tauli-Corpuz said she hoped the Oslo talks would lead to more cooperation with indigenous 

people and stop the violation of their rights. "These are concrete things that can happen," she 

said. 

Din Syamsuddin is a professor of Islamic thought who also heads a center for promoting 

dialogue between civilizations in Jakarta, Indonesia. He said respecting nature was included in 

the teachings of the Quran and it was time to educate a new generation about saving the forests. 

"Conserving rainforests is timely; sustainability is the responsibility of all, before it is too late," 

he told the Oslo conference. "Why don't we start now?" 

Rabbi David Rosen, international director of interreligious affairs at the American Jewish 

Committee, said the world is "a divine creation" and that he also believes there is a moral 

responsibility to protect it for future generations. 

The Oslo conference was organized by Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative, 

Rainforest Foundation Norway and the U.N. Development Program, in cooperation with the 

Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale University, the World Council of Churches and others. 

Participants hope to follow up with an action plan and a global interfaith rainforest summit in 

2018. 

"Tropical rainforests occupy a sacred place in many faiths, religions and spiritual traditions," said 

Mary Evelyn Tucker, co-director of Yale's Forum on Religion and Ecology. 



"Given what we are hearing from religious and indigenous leaders worldwide, we believe we can 

create a global movement around this shared vision." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/religious-and-indigenous-leaders-seek-save-

rainforests 
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Religious, indigenous leaders demand rainforests be saved 

 

By Matti Huuhtanen, Associated Press 

The Wichita Eagle  

Religious and indigenous leaders on Monday called for an end to deforestation in the first 

international multi-faith, multi-cultural plea to reduce the emissions that fuel climate change. 

Participants from 21 countries gathered at a conference in the Norwegian capital of Oslo, hoping 

that billions of people of faith worldwide will unite to protect the Earth's rainforests. Those 

forests are fundamental to human life but are suffering from agricultural and industrial 

exploitation in South America, sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. 

Hosting the one-day meeting, Norwegian Climate and Environment Minister Vidar Helgesen 

said that halting deforestation requires "a global, tectonic shift in values." 

The Interfaith Rainforest Initiative was launched by the Scandinavian country that has made 

reducing tropical deforestation one of its top international priorities, with investments of some $3 

billion in the past decade. 

"In that decade, the scientific case, the economic case, and the geopolitical case for ending 

deforestation has only grown. However, more is needed," Helgesen said. "It is not the realm of 

policy, commerce or science, but of spirit, faith and moral conviction." 

Tropical rainforests contain most of the Earth's land-borne biodiversity, help regulate rainfall and 

temperature globally and regionally, and provide food, water and income to 1.6 billion people. 

The conference the rapid decreased in tropical rainforests has been fueled by palm oil 

plantations, cattle, soy and crop production and "rapacious and often illegal mining and logging 

operations." It said the reduction of the rainforests amounted to an area the size of Austria, or 

nearly 84,000 square kilometers (33,600 square miles). 

"Forest communities around the world have put their lives on the line to care for the planet's 

tropical forests," said Vicky Tauli-Corpuz, UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples. "We are nothing without our forests. Our culture, our spirituality, our livelihoods, our 

incomes and our health are tied to them." 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/religious-and-indigenous-leaders-seek-save-rainforests
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/religious-and-indigenous-leaders-seek-save-rainforests


Those at the meeting included representatives of Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Muslim and Hindu 

faiths, and indigenous leaders, including ones from Indonesia and Brazil. 

http://www.kansas.com/news/business/article156902589.html 
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Religious and indigenous leaders urge better protection of forests 

 

By Alister Doyle  

Reuters 

OSLO - Religious and indigenous leaders appealed on Monday for better protection of tropical 

forests from the Amazon to the Congo basin, with a Vatican bishop likening current losses to a 

collective suicide by humanity. 

Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Hindu, Buddhist and Daoist representatives met indigenous peoples 

in Oslo to explore moral and ethical arguments to shield forests that are under threat from 

logging and land clearance for farms. 

Organizers said the Oslo Interfaith Rainforest Initiative from June 19-21 was the first to gather 

religious and indigenous peoples to seek out common ground to protect forests. They hope to 

organize a summit in 2018. 

"Without the forests we don't have life," said Bishop Marcelo Sanchez Sorondo, head of the 

Vatican's Pontifical Academy of Sciences. "If we continue to do this deforestation it's like 

suicide." 

Din Syamsuddin, an Indonesian Muslim leader, called for new technologies and changes of 

lifestyles to protect forests. "A true believer should maintain the balance with nature," he said. 

Norwegian Climate and Environment Minister Vidar Helgesen, a host of the talks, said forests 

were homes and a source of income to millions of people, as well as habitats for creatures from 

tigers to birds of paradise. 

He said rainforests were also a giant natural store of carbon dioxide, the main greenhouse gas 

from burning fossil fuels. Trees release the gas when they rot or are burnt to make way for farms, 

such as for cattle or palm oil plantations. 

"The Paris Agreement is doomed if deforestation continues," Helgesen said.  

Many countries have reaffirmed support for the 2015 Paris pact to phase out greenhouse gas 

emissions after U.S. President Donald Trump announced plans on June 1 to pull out, saying he 

wants to promote the U.S. fossil fuel industry. 

http://www.kansas.com/news/business/article156902589.html


Many speakers noted that a "tree of life" is a part of many religious traditions.  

"Trees don't have only ecological value for us, but also cultural value for us. Every tree," said 

Joseph Itongwa of Democratic Republic of Congo, a representative of indigenous peoples in 

Africa. 

The net extent of the world's forests shrank by 33,000 square km (12,700 square miles) a year 

from 2010-15, about the size of Belgium, the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization 

says.  

The rate is about half that of the 1990s. 

Mary Evelyn Tucker, director of Yale University's forum on Religion and Ecology, said religious 

groups such as the World Council of Churches were seeking ever more to restrict investments in 

areas that damage the environment. 

(Editing by Mark Heinrich and Alison Williams) 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-religion-forests-idUSKBN19A19K 
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Climate change in Vietnam causing farm failures 

 

By Joachim Pham   

National Catholic Reporter  

 

Hue City, Vietnam - Unseasonable heavy rain poured down in late May causing serious damage 

to fields in Thua Thien Hue Province, central Vietnam. Dykes were breached and more than 

3,000 hectares (about 7,400 acres) of rice were destroyed . 

Tran Dai Hien, a farmer from Quang Dien District, said 2.5 acres of 20-day rice on his farm was 

waterlogged and died. Another quarter acre of rice almost ready for harvest was 2 feet 

underwater, he added. 

Hien, 52, blamed the heavy rain on climate change, undercutting his production. "We harvest 10 

tonnes [about 22,000 pounds] of rice a year but have to pay 6 tonnes for costs. We scrape out a 

meager living because we live only on the rest," the father of three said. 

Growing rice is the main source of income for the area. 

"Our future looks uncertain when the weather is unpredictable," Hien said. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-religion-forests-idUSKBN19A19K
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/hue-city-vietnam


Le Quoc Chu, another farmer from Phu Mau commune, said in the past the area got a few 

scattered afternoon showers in April and August. The weather was suitable for growing rice, 

vegetables and flowers. 

"It is strange that heavy rain and chill wind lasted one week this period of the year," said Chu, 

who lost about a half-acre of young rice. 

"We still owe the bank 30 million dong (US$1,322) but we do not know how to pay it back," he 

said. 

Both Tran Dai Hien and Le Quoc Chu are among many farmers in the Thua Thien Hue province 

who have received support from the Daughters of Mary Immaculate. 

Chu said since January the sisters have given his family cooking oil, instant noodles, 40 

kilograms (about 88 pounds) of rice, some clothes and 200,000 dong ($9).  

"Although their support is not much, it is a great consolation to us in a difficult time. We owe 

them a great debt of gratitude," the rice farmer said. 

Chu is concerned about how he can continue to support his two daughters who are studying at 

local colleges because he is not sure about good crops in the future, he said in a low voice, 

wiping sweat from his face. 

"We hope the sisters will have funds to offer scholarships to our children so that they can finish 

their studies," he said. 

Chu said local farmers are deeply concerned that if they sow seeds again at this point, crops 

would not be ready for harvest until September, when the usual annual floods hit the area. 

In late May, heavy rain also flooded many cities and provinces and damaged thousands of acres 

of crops across the country. Various insects, enhanced by the unusual weather, damaged crops, 

according to state-run newspapers. 

However, a few days after the rain, scorching heat started to roast northern and central provinces, 

with readings from 98 to 104 degrees Fahrenheit, and a few places reaching 110. 

Weather experts blamed the extreme weather on climate change. 

Agriculture and Rural Development Minister Nguyen Xuan Cuong said at a meeting in April that 

the climate this year is unpredictable and will cause as much damage as in 2016. 

Cuong said last year floods and storms led to 264 people dead or missing and destroyed 370,400 

houses, 2 million acres of crops, and damaged many roads, dykes and other public facilities. The 

total loss is estimated at more than $1.7 billion. 



Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan, chairwoman of the National Assembly, said at an international 

conference on May 11 that Vietnam is one of the Asian Pacific countries most affected by 

climate change. An estimated 54 percent of the country's flatland will be inundated, and 10-12 

percent of the population will be affected directly, she said. 

Sisters rush to offer food to victims of climate change 

St. Paul de Chartres Sister Ephreme Nguyen Thi Luu and other sisters offered $9 per household 

to 50 families in Phu Mau Commune on May 29. "Most farmers here have had poor crops and 

lacked basic food for months," Luu said. Last January, the nuns also gave them cooking oil, 

cake, dried fruits and sugar to celebrate the Lunar New Year. 

Luu said people have fallen into poverty due to climate change and many have fled to cities to 

look for jobs. "It is hard for them to live on their farmlands," she added. 

She said the nuns will ask benefactors to provide scholarships so the children can continue 

pursuing their studies in the new school year in September. 

Daughters of Mary Immaculate Sister Mary Truong Thi Thu said the nuns have been giving rice, 

instant noodles, blankets, second-hand clothes and money to farmers in the districts of Huong 

Thuy, Phu Loc, Phu Vang and Quang Dien since December when floods hit the province. 

"We only give basic supplies to victims of climate change when we get donations from 

benefactors, so we could share with them only irregularly," Thu said. 

Le Thi Sen from Phu Mau commune said local people who suffered crop loss have received 

nothing from the government since early this year. 

"We do not know what to live on, without the nuns' supplies," the mother of two said. 

During the meeting held May 25 by the government's Vietnam Fatherland Front in Ho Chi Minh 

City, representatives from 14 religions reviewed their activities to protect the environment and 

strengthen people's resilience to climate change. 

Auxiliary Bishop Joseph Do Manh Hung of Ho Chi Minh City Archdiocese said the church 

educates Catholics in environmental protection by collecting and classifying garbage, saving 

water sources and energy, using environment-friendly materials and planting trees. Local 

Catholics make donations to funds for victims of climate change. 

Followers of other religions grow organic vegetables, collect used pesticide containers and save 

water in cultivation.  

Eidvin Archer, head of Nordic Assistance to Vietnam, a Norwegian NGO giving social and 

humanitarian assistance in Vietnam, appreciated religions' environment activities and promised 

to support initiatives to join local religions in environment protection. 



[Joachim Pham is a correspondent for Global Sisters Report based in Vietnam.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/climate-change-vietnam-causing-farm-failures 

 

 

June 21, 2017 

 

YDS religion-ecology scholar speaking at international rainforest conference  

 

Yale Divinity School 

 

Mary Evelyn Tucker, Senior Lecturer and Senior Research Scholar in Religion and Ecology at 

Yale Divinity School, was a speaker at an international rainforest-protection conference hosted 

by the King of Norway this week. The meeting of religious and indigenous leaders, interfaith 

advocates, and scientists addressed the worldwide crisis of deforestation and its relationship to 

climate change. 

Leaders from 21 countries participated in the three-day conference, held at the Nobel Peace 

Center in Oslo and convened by Norway’s International Climate and Forest Initiative, Rainforest 

Foundation Norway, and the United Nations Development Program. 

 

“The fact that the U.N. and a major government were open to hosting this and synergizing 

science, religion, ecology, and ethics made it an exciting moment,” said Tucker, who, along with 

John Grim, co-directs Yale’s Forum on Religion and Ecology, which co-sponsored the 

conference. 

Tucker spoke in a session on “Creating an Interfaith Action Agenda on Rainforests: 

Opportunities and Challenges” and gave closing comments in a plenary discussion of “The Way 

Forward.”  

 

Read more in the Huffington Post (link is external)and at the Forum on Religion and Ecology 

website (link is external). 

 

CONTACT: 

Communications Office 

(203) 436-8379 

tom.krattenmaker@yale.edu  

http://divinity.yale.edu/news/yds-religion-ecology-scholar-speaking-international-rainforest-

conference 

 

 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/climate-change-vietnam-causing-farm-failures
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/norway-climate-conference_us_59384eede4b00610547ebe80?ncid=engmodushpmg00000004
http://fore.yale.edu/news/item/unprecedented-meeting-of-world-faith-leaders-to-take-on-global-defores/
http://fore.yale.edu/news/item/unprecedented-meeting-of-world-faith-leaders-to-take-on-global-defores/
http://divinity.yale.edu/news-media/communications-office
http://divinity.yale.edu/news/yds-religion-ecology-scholar-speaking-international-rainforest-conference
http://divinity.yale.edu/news/yds-religion-ecology-scholar-speaking-international-rainforest-conference
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The Life: Sisters reflect on care for the Earth 

 

By The Life Panelists 

Global Sisters Report  

Since its start three years ago, Global Sisters Report has provided a forum to "give voice" to 

women religious from around the world. We publish award-winning journalism about the 

mission and ministry of sisters, but the columns written by sisters are at GSR's heart. Now we're 

taking that part of our mission a step further in a new monthly feature called The Life, an 

international panel of 20 sisters who write short reflections on various topics. About five or so 

will respond to a question posed every month. 

We had so many applicants that it was challenging to select the panelists for this current round. 

Yet we emerged from that process with what we think is truly a representation of the "global 

sisterhood." 

On the panel are sisters who've been in religious life for decades and one who just professed first 

vows this month; one from India who is serving in Zambia; an American sister who's spent most 

of her ministry — 50 years — in the Philippines; a sister from Nigeria in the U.S.; and a sister 

from Nicaragua and another from Mexico who serve their communities in Rome. 

Other panelists are in Australia, Canada, Vietnam, India, Kenya, Ethiopia and the Philippines. 

Some head congregations and others have led religious conferences involving many 

communities and multiple congregations. Some minister solo; others live in community. 

They assist refugees, combat human trafficking, help drug addicts, teach grade school and high 

school, catechism and college theology courses. 

For this month's question, we turned to Pope Francis and asked the sisters this question: 

Two years after the release of Pope Francis' "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 

Home" how are you and/or your community carrying out Francis' call for caring for the 

Earth?  

 

Mary Nguyen Thi Phuong Lan is a Dominican Sister of Our Lady of the Rosary in 

Vietnam.  

Some parish pastors in Vietnam responded to Pope Francis by spending time before or after 

Mass helping Christians to understand the meaning of this encyclical letter so that they would 

know how to care for the common house and to better protect the environment for family, 

society and all of the world. Quoting Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Francis writes: "For 

human beings ... to destroy the biological diversity of God's creation; for human beings to 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html


degrade the integrity of the earth by causing changes in its climate, by stripping the earth of its 

natural forests or destroying its wetlands; for human beings to contaminate the earth's waters, its 

land, its air, and its life — these are sins" (Laudato Si', 8). 

Communities of our congregation studied the encyclical in parishes. But each member of our 

congregation also has a responsibility to build the future of this planet by making the 

environment in her small community better and safer. One community, known as the St. Holy 

Family community, includes six sisters and 17 poor children who are trying to carry out the 

calling of Francis. It has a large garden with many different kinds of fruit trees, such as 

rambutans, durians, avocados, mangos, mangosteens and jackfruits. 

We grow these fruit trees without using chemicals and growth substances to stimulate the fruits. 

We use fresh water to irrigate the plants and the dung of chickens and pigs to fertilize these trees. 

That is why our fruits are not bigger and nicer than the fruits that are grown using chemicals and 

growth substances. We are not interested in earning more money from the fruit crops; we pay 

attention to the health of the community. 

Especially as nuns, we must realize that "our responsibility with creation, and our duty toward 

nature and the Creator, are an essential part of our faith," as Francis quoted Pope John Paul II. 

Then Francis continued: "It is good for humanity and the world at large when we believers better 

recognize the ecological commitments which stem from our convictions" (Laudato Si', 64). 

Furthermore, it is our responsibility to educate children about the protection of all fruit trees in 

the garden, including not picking fruits and throwing them unconsciously onto the ground. And 

when they are grown, they will be aware of caring for the health of their community by not using 

chemicals on fruit trees and vegetables. They will also know how to protect the environment's 

safety and not destroy plants rashly. 

 

Teresita Abraham is a Presentation Sister from India living in rural Zambia. 

For me, Laudato Si' is a celebration of all those who pioneered the vision of a single sacred 

community and the motherhood of Earth. It is a wake-up call to humanity. 

I feel affirmed about the direction of our congregation: Over the past two decades, our 

Presentation community has grown in awareness and action on behalf of the integrity of creation. 

With Pope Francis' timely call and challenge, we respond with urgency to the beat of our time. 

We are committed to this by waking ourselves and inviting others to wake up. Our network for 

justice, peace and the integrity of creation has been working with sisters and co-workers to bring 

home the message of Laudato Si', the U.N. Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris climate 

agreement in a variety of ways. 

Together with the local community, we have initiated a new ministry in rural Zambia by creating 

a sanctuary of peace and harmony called the Garden of Oneness. People are the co-creators and 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
http://unfccc.int/paris_agreement/items/9485.php
http://globalsistersreport.org/node/23626


immediate beneficiaries of this place. It is a place to help us listen to the heartbeat of God in all 

of life, living the vision of mystics and teachers of our story echoed in the dream of Jesus that all 

may be one and in the spirit of Nano Nagle, foundress of the Presentation Sisters. 

This garden is a living expression of Laudato Si': All life is sacred, all life is one. We engage in 

awakening programs with the local community, as well as national and international groups. We 

collaborate with our district council, traditional leaders and other groups in caring for our natural 

heritage. 

We protect all indigenous trees in our 30-acre space and, during the past three years, we have 

planted more than 200 trees. We are grateful for the wisdom of mystics and teachers like John 

Muir who wrote that trees were "God's first temples." We hold a Mubanga tree in the garden as a 

space to honor our ancestors. 

We grow our own vegetables, and other things we need we try to buy locally. We use locally 

made traditional drinks and do not encourage the use of any fizzy drinks. We use solar energy 

and hold this garden as a plastic-free zone. We discourage the use of bottled water and invite 

people to use living water from local springs. 

During Holy Week, we integrated the wisdom of Laudato Si' into some of the programs, 

reflections and rituals. On Good Friday, more than 300 people took part in the Way of the Cross 

through the wilderness, listening to the heartbeat of the One in Jesus of Nazareth and at the heart 

of creation. 

 

Pat Farrell is a member of the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael, California. She lives in the 

Chicago area. 

Certainly, I am part of a congregation that is committed to carrying out Pope Francis' call for 

caring for Earth, and as executive director of the Dominican Sisters Conference, I am especially 

grateful for the opportunity to witness the commitment of the 19 congregations that make up that 

conference. It is my privilege to share from that perspective. 

When the Dominican Sisters Conference met in Chicago for our 2012 convocation, we were 

challenged by this question: "What is Earth asking of the Dominican Order?" 

So that we could study this question more deeply, our sisters across the country engaged in a 

process of reflection using the "Faith Praxis Cycle" to help us better understand global climate 

change in 2014. Our hope was that this would move us to action on behalf of Earth and God's 

people. 

Imagine our delight when we discovered that Francis would be releasing Laudato Si'! 

Spurred on by Francis' prophetic words, and knowing that the world's leaders would gather in 

Paris on Nov. 30, 2015, we launched — a year to the day ahead of time — a monthly study and 

http://www.presentationsisters.org/about/nano-nagle/
http://dominicansistersconference.org/
http://globalsistersreport.org/series/cop21-paris
http://globalsistersreport.org/series/cop21-paris


prayer series titled "Paris 2015 and Counting." This study helped the sisters consider all the 

social justice issues to which they are committed in the light of climate change, and to 

understand that what affects Earth also affects women, migration, human trafficking, etc.   

When we gathered again in Chicago for our 2015 convocation in October of that year, we not 

only missioned our four sister representatives to stand for us in Paris, but all of our member 

congregations ratified our proposal to study climate investment opportunities, with the hope of 

diversifying in this way.   

We continued to carry out our study, prayer, reflection and action during 2016 through a study 

series on Laudato Si'. Our most recent work was a climate novena beginning on the eve of Earth 

Day 2017 and culminating on the day of the People's Climate March, April 29, which just 

happened to be the feast of our Dominican saint, Catherine of Siena, who had no compunction 

about speaking justice to those in power. 

The next project on our agenda is climate change myth-busting. 

 

Regi Joseph is a Presentation of the Blessed Virgin Mary Sister and a teacher in the state of 

Jammu and Kashmir in northern India 

To begin with, there has been greater awakening among the Presentation Sisters about our 

responsibility to care for the Earth, which is our home. We strongly believe in the spirituality of 

being in communion with all of God's creation and are firmly resolved to care for the 

environment.  

About Laudato Si' specifically, we as a community would regularly gather, read a particular 

section of the text and spend some time in reflection. Then each member shared insights. We 

also discussed the ways in which we can individually promote sustainable living with simple 

steps like minimizing waste of electricity, water and paper. We promote organic farming and 

refrain from using fertilizers. 

In the school, a number of steps have been taken to help students become more conscious of the 

urgency of caring for the Earth. We have an Eco Club that creates awareness among the students 

through special assemblies and competitions (poster-making, slogan-writing) on caring for the 

environment. 

Our school is a polythene-free zone; the students are not allowed to use it. They are also 

discouraged from using thermocol (polystyrene) and aluminum foil because these are non-

biodegradable. They are asked to write a pledge stating that they will not tear or waste pages of 

their notebooks. 

Just today, a student brought a sapling to plant in the school compound because it was her 

birthday. Last week, two other students brought a sapling to be planted on the school premises in 

http://globalsistersreport.org/node/46321


memory of one of their classmates who had passed away in March. It is indeed heartening to 

note that the students are becoming aware of the need for planting more and more trees. 

In conclusion, I would like to quote Pope Francis, speaking on World Environment Day in 2013: 

"Nurturing and cherishing creation is a command God gives not only at the beginning of history, 

but to each of us. It is a part of his plan; it means causing the world to grow responsibly, 

transforming it so that it may be a garden, a habitable place for everyone." 

 

Giselle Gómez Guillén was born in Nicaragua, entered the Society of St. Teresa of Jesus in 

1975 in San Antonio, Texas, and now lives in Rome. 

Two years after the publication of Laudato Si', we feel confirmed in our searches and 

commitments to the care and integrity of creation. At the same time, we feel challenged. 

In 2005, we approved our new constitutions. One of the articles refers to our position in relation 

to this core theme: 

We love and defend life as a gift from God and we feel responsible for the survival of our planet 

and the construction of a just and non-violent society. We are challenged by the ecological 

imbalance and the devastation of the planet, the unjust distribution of land assets and situations 

of violence and war. These realities urge us to live the covenant of love that God established with 

his creatures, manifested in the fundamental unity of the human family and in the 

interdependence among all and the cosmos. 

We are currently preparing the next general chapter of our congregation. One of the most 

important issues in which we want to take a stand is integral ecology.  

This option implies: 

 Recreating the contemplative dimension of our Teresian spirituality: The entire material 

universe is a language of love of God, of his affection without measure for us. The sun, 

the water and the mountains: Everything is the caress of God. At the same time, it means 

to unite us to creation because it groans with childbirth pangs before the destruction and 

degradation that we humans cause. 

 Moving from a superficial way of understanding ecology to an integral ecology; one that 

sees the interconnectedness of environmental, economic, political, social, cultural and 

ethical issues. Such an ecology requires the vision to think about comprehensive 

solutions to what is both an environmental and a human crisis. 

 Defend and promote human rights and an integral ecology in collaboration with many 

others who seek to restore justice and the integrity of creation. 

 Support the projects and commitments of our congregation in areas of special relevance 

for the environmental future. 

http://www.teresiansisters.org/


 Promote mission projects for more sustainable lifestyles. Incorporate ecological and care 

ethics (for people, the environment and social justice) into educational projects in all 

areas of mission in order to help grow solidarity, responsibility and care based on 

compassion. 

 Join as a congregation the global movement for the care of creation, participating in 

networks and collective actions to care for and defend water, the environment, 

biodiversity, energy sources and non-renewable materials. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/life-sisters-reflect-care-earth-47556 
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Pastor leads lawsuit opposing Bayou Bridge Pipeline to protect Louisiana Cancer Alley 

community 

“The love of money is the root of all evil.”   

 

By Julie Dermansky 

NationofChange  

Pastor Harry Joseph of the Mount Triumph Baptist Church in St. James, Louisiana, is taking 

legal action to prevent the Bayou Bridge Pipeline from being built in his community, roughly 50 

miles west of New Orleans. He is named as a plaintiff in a case filed by the Tulane 

Environmental Law Clinic, petitioning the Parish Court to overturn the coastal permit that the 

Louisiana Department of Natural Resources (DNR) gave Energy Transfer Partners, the company 

that built the controversial Dakota Access Pipeline. 

The Bayou Bridge Pipeline will be the last leg of the Dakota Access, carrying oil fracked in 

North Dakota to Louisiana. The final stretch of the project, if built, will span 162.5 miles from 

Lake Charles to St. James, cutting through the Atchafalaya Basin, a national heritage area and 

the country’s largest wetland. 

This pipeline will transport crude oil from the oil and gas hub in Nederland, Texas, to a terminal 

in St. James Parish’s Fifth District, a small, predominately low-income African-American 

community of fewer than 2,000 in a stretch of land along the Mississippi River known as 

Cancer Alley. 

A beleaguered town with no way out 

Pastor Joseph found out about the Bayou Bridge Pipeline shortly after a tornado affected the 5th 

Ward earlier this year. A power line came down, blocking the only road residents can use to get 

in and out of the area. It was a stark reminder that the community doesn’t have an evacuation 

route – and the only alternative road out was closed to the public by an oil storage company that 

bought the land. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/life-sisters-reflect-care-earth-47556
https://www.nationofchange.org/2017/06/28/pastor-leads-lawsuit-opposing-bayou-bridge-pipeline-protect-louisiana-cancer-alley-community/
http://www.nola.com/environment/index.ssf/2017/06/st_james_residents_enviros_cha.html
https://www.desmogblog.com/conflict-cajun-country-bayou-bridge-pipeline-louisiana-standing-rock
http://www.tulane.edu/~telc/
http://www.tulane.edu/~telc/
https://www.desmogblog.com/sites/beta.desmogblog.com/files/April%2525203-2017%25252C%252520BBP%252520CUP%25252C%252520Consistency%252520Determination.pdf
https://www.desmogblog.com/energy-transfer-partners-bakken-oil-pipeline-through-iowa
http://www.nola.com/weather/index.ssf/2017/02/new_orleans_tornadoes_louisian.html
http://www.nola.com/weather/index.ssf/2017/02/new_orleans_tornadoes_louisian.html


“The pipeline is one more risk to our community that we really don’t need,“ Joseph told me. The 

community is already facing the imminent construction of two multi-billion-dollar methanol 

plants.  

“People are sick of being sick and tired,” Joseph told me. “Politicians tell us that the new 

developments are good for St. James because of jobs and money” – two things he points out that 

he is not against but he thinks that the greed of those in power needs to be put in check. “My 

prayer is that they look at the situation the community is facing – and not just how much money 

the state is making, but instead, look at how many people are being destroyed.” 

A community as ‘collateral damage’? 

At a hearing for the pipeline permit, Joseph allied himself with environmental groups opposing 

the pipeline, including Bold Louisiana, Gulf Restoration Network, the Sierra Club, and the 

Atchafalaya Basinkeeper, which are also part of the lawsuit against DNR. The Louisiana 

Environmental Action Network has also been helping the community fight against the 

petrochemical plant permits and other developments adding to air and water pollution in the area. 

Genevieve Butler, who goes by the name Eve Miller, a representative of the community-based 

organization H.E.L.P.(Humanitarian Enterprise of Loving People) Association, is also a plaintiff 

in the lawsuit. Miller and Joseph hold meetings about the pipeline fight the third Monday of each 

month at the Mount Triumph Baptist Church, which has become a hub for pipeline resistance. 

I met Miller at her home before the last meeting on June 19. She lives across from numerous oil 

storage tanks at the end of a dead-end street. From her porch, we looked out at a field full of oil 

tanks. “The area used to be pastoral, but now it is almost void of life,” she told me. “We no 

longer hear birds, frogs, or insects, and our fruit trees don’t flower anymore.” 

Miller describes the community as “collateral damage.” It angers her that, when oil storage 

facilities started expanding at a rapid clip in 2014, she says white residents in the area were 

bought out, but not a single black household. 

“Everyone knows someone who has cancer, has died from cancer, is suffering from cancer, or 

has some type of illness that could lead to cancer. So every household knows something about 

cancer,” Miller told me. “But when I was a teenager growing up in the same area – you didn’t 

see people sick and dying.” 

Because the Louisiana Tumor Registry doesn’t provide sufficient data to pinpoint elevated 

cancer rates in specific towns, and no recent health survey has been done, proof that the 

industrial installations are the cause of people’s cancer isn’t conclusive. However, anecdotal 

reports from the community are alarming, and the future doesn’t look any better. 

“We have been told if an accident happens, to shelter-in-place,” Miller told me. “Close windows 

and doors till you get an all clear. But in our area, houses have shifted because of the ongoing 

construction – there is no place to stay safe. None of the windows and doors closes tightly.” As 

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/06/louisiana-cancer-alley-st-james-industry-environment
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/jun/06/louisiana-cancer-alley-st-james-industry-environment
https://www.desmogblog.com/2017/01/17/battle-against-bayou-bridge-pipeline-standing-rock-louisiana-atchafalaya-basin
https://boldlouisiana.webaction.org/p/dia/action4/common/public/?action_KEY=21013
http://www.healthygulf.org/
http://www.lasierraclub.org/
http://www.basinkeeper.org/
http://www.nola.com/environment/index.ssf/2017/06/st_james_residents_enviros_cha.html
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we spoke, we could hear banging coming from construction of a new facility on the other side of 

the levee down the road from Miller. 

Building a case against the pipeline 

Timmy P. Rousel, the St. James Parish President, responded to the community’s concerns after 

Pastor Joseph submitted a petition with 400 signatures calling for an evacuation route during a 

council meeting. In a letter to Joseph, Rousel encouraged residents to identify any frail or elderly 

who will require emergency assistance to contact their nearest senior center and have family 

members create an emergency plan ahead of time. “But no plan can help you if the only road in 

and out of the area is shut down,” Miller pointed out. 

Lisa Jordan, deputy director of the Tulane Environmental Law Clinic, told me the situation in St. 

James was one of the worst instances of environmental injustice she has seen. 

The lack of an evacuation route is a key factor cited in the law clinic’s petition. But that didn’t 

play into DNR’S original decision to grant the pipeline permit, according to Patrick Courreges, 

Louisiana DNR communications director. He explained that DNRonly takes into consideration 

when the proposal would make substantial changes to areas, and that the addition of the Bayou 

Bridge Pipeline to St. James Parish wouldn’t qualify. 

Tulane’s petition to the Parish Court also alleges that the DNR ignored a state constitutional 

provision: “The natural resources of the state, including air and water, and the healthful, scenic, 

historic, and esthetic quality of the environment shall be protected, conserved, and replenished 

insofar as possible and consistent with the health, safety, and welfare of the people. The 

legislature shall enact laws to implement this policy.” 

The clinic’s case argues that, as the Louisiana Supreme Court has ruled, this provision compels 

the state to reduce negative impacts on the environment and public welfare before approving a 

proposal that impacts the environment, and as Tulane says, “DNR failed to do that.” 

Can the law clinic win? 

On June 14, the Tulane Environmental Law Clinic won the reversal of another contentious 

permit DNR issued in a residential community in Belle River, Louisiana. In that case, DNR 

granted a permit to FAS Environmental Services that could lead to the expansion of its injection 

well operation in the Atchafalaya Basin. Like Energy Transfer Partners, FAS Environmental 

Services has a poor safety record, which played a role in the court’s decision to revoke the 

permit. 

Despite the recent legal victory, the odds are stacked against stopping any pipeline in Louisiana. 

In the last 10 years, DNRhas not turned down a single pipeline permit request. But Pastor Joseph 

is hopeful that the court system will ultimately help him save his community. 

Even if Joseph can’t stop the pipeline, the battle against it is shining a light on the grave 

injustices his community is already facing. He is eager to show anyone around St. James, so 

http://www.wwltv.com/news/local/st-james-parish-residents-living-near-chemcial-plants-demand-evacuation-route/432650287
http://www.tulane.edu/~telc/assets/Ct_Orders/6-14-17_FACS_1st%252520Cir_Vacature_of_DNR_Order.pdf
http://www.tulane.edu/~telc/assets/Ct_Orders/6-14-17_FACS_1st%252520Cir_Vacature_of_DNR_Order.pdf
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/5/7/biggest-swamp-fracking-wasteland.html
http://america.aljazeera.com/articles/2015/5/7/biggest-swamp-fracking-wasteland.html


others can see and hear for themselves what his community is dealing with. He doesn’t expect to 

shut down industry there, but ultimately he wants the companies to buy out everyone who wants 

to leave the area – St. James has around 1,000 residents total – because he says no one will be 

safe after all the pending industrial developments are completed. 

He hopes the lawsuit will give pause to the other state and federal agencies yet to decide on 

Energy Transfer Partners’ remaining permits for the Bayou Bridge Pipeline. The company has 

pending requests for a water quality certificate from the Louisiana Department of Environmental 

Protection and a permit from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

What Joseph sees going on around him reminds him of a lesson from the Bible, he says: “The 

love of money is the root of all evil.” 

He wonders now if the love of money is so strong that industry leaders and politicians are willing 

to let people die in order to get it. Not if he can help it, he told me. 

https://www.nationofchange.org/2017/06/28/pastor-leads-lawsuit-opposing-bayou-bridge-

pipeline-protect-louisiana-cancer-alley-community/ 

 

 

June 28, 2017 

Three years to safeguard our climate 

By Christiana Figueres, Hans Joachim Schellnhuber, Gail Whiteman, Johan Rockström, Anthony 

Hobley & Stefan Rahmstorf 

Nature 

Christiana Figueres and colleagues set out a six-point plan for turning the tide of the world’s 

carbon dioxide by 2020. 

Read the essay here: 

http://www.nature.com/news/three-years-to-safeguard-our-climate-1.22201 
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Universe's unfolding story set to music in composer’s new oratorio 

 

By Sharon Abercrombie   

National Catholic Reporter 

Passionist Fr. Thomas Berry, the cultural historian and early prophet of the current 

environmental crisis, encouraged artists and musicians throughout his lifetime (1914-2009) to 

tell the magnificent 13.8 billion-year history of the universe through music, poetry and dance. 

http://www.mvn.usace.army.mil/bayoubridge/
https://www.nationofchange.org/2017/06/28/pastor-leads-lawsuit-opposing-bayou-bridge-pipeline-protect-louisiana-cancer-alley-community/
https://www.nationofchange.org/2017/06/28/pastor-leads-lawsuit-opposing-bayou-bridge-pipeline-protect-louisiana-cancer-alley-community/
http://www.nature.com/news/three-years-to-safeguard-our-climate-1.22201


As direct ancestors of the stars, humans collectively share a unique role as compassionate beings, 

to protect and to heal the earth, Berry said. Creative artists, he argued, can bring us to this point 

of conversion quickest of all. 

The latest evidence that they have been listening is Sam Guarnaccia, a composer, classical 

guitarist and environmentalist who will debut a major musical ritual based on an intimate look 

into the universe Friday night in Cleveland. 

The BlueWater Chamber Orchestra and the Cleveland Chamber Choir is set to perform the world 

premiere of Guarnaccia's “Emergent Universe Oratorio” at the Milton and Tamar Maltz 

Performing Arts Center at Case Western Reserve University. 

The concert is among the events that are part of the World Union of Jesuit Alumna congress, 

which opened Wednesday at John Carroll University. The gathering, held every four years, 

focuses on a subject connected to Jesuit education and values. The theme of the 2017 

international congress is “Uniting Our Jesuit Frontiers,” with the evolving universe among the 

session topics. 

While the universe has formed over billions of years, the 73-year-old Guarnaccia composed his 

“Emergent Universe Oratorio” in intervals in the course of a five-year period. The oratorio's 

libretto tells the story of the Earth from the Big Bang to the present day, and features poetry from 

Rainer Maria Rilke, Wendell Berry, William Blake, Gerard Manley Hopkins and, of course, 

Berry. 

The performance, to be conducted by Cleveland Chamber choir artistic director Scott 

MacPherson, will be livestreamed on the Case Western Reserve University website. 

“I had a huge passion for the idea of bringing forth as much beauty as possible on this theme of 

our interconnected, interdependent being and belonging, from the beginning to, in and with the 

universe, all life and each other,” Guarnaccia told NCR. 

The piece, he explained, “demands a response at all levels: feeling, seeing, understanding, 

experiencing and acting.” 

“It is neither entertainment, a doctrinal, or even a numinous reenactment of a spiritual-religious 

position or story, nor just the story. It is more an attempt to evoke a deep awareness through an 

experience of intense emotional intelligence and the inevitability of a response, and hopefully a 

transformation, a crack in the hardened crust … leading to an awakening that we are integral to a 

living universe.” 

Or as Berry puts it in his poem “Morningside Cathedral”: 

“Beseeching humankind 

To bring back the Sun 

To let the flowers bloom in the meadows, 

The rivers run through the hills 

http://case.edu.livestream/mpac1
http://www.ecopsychology.org/journal/gatherings3/berry.html


And to let the Earth 

And all its living creatures 

Live their 

Wild, 

Fierce, 

Serene a 

And Abundant life.” 

Guarnaccia’s “Emergent Universe” drew inspiration from the 2011 Emmy Award-winning 

documentary “Journey of the Universe” written by Brian Swimme and Mary Evelyn Tucker. 

Tucker, a scholar at Yale University in the field of ecology, religion and cosmology, is scheduled 

to introduce the performance. 

“This Oratorio is a magnificent tribute to the beauty and complexity of the unfolding universe 

across deep time. It inspires the present emergence of a flourishing Earth community,” she said 

in an email.   

On Thursday night, she and colleague John Grim of the Yale Forum on Religion and Ecology 

hosted a screening of the hour-long film at John Carroll. Their film also spawned an online 

course series that explores the universe’s formation from a multidisciplinary perspective. So far, 

the three-class program has drawn more than 16,000 participants, Tucker said. 

For the Cleveland performance of “Emergent Universe,” Guarnaccia, has written a complete 

orchestration for the BlueWater Chamber Orchestra. An earlier version of the piece, performed 

in 2013 in Shelburne Farms in his home state of Vermont, utilized a small chamber ensemble 

and chorus. 

Guarnaccia is among several composers who have been moved to tell the story of the universe 

through music. 

For many years, Grammy-winning soprano saxophonist Paul Winter has been celebrating Berry's 

vision through his jazz compositions honoring wolves, whales, elks, wrens and other earth 

critters. Each winter solstice, he presents an ecological-based concert at the Cathedral of St. John 

the Divine in New York City. 

Joyce Rouse, aka “Earth Mama,” is another student and admirer of Berry. She has been writing 

folk music and presenting workshops to kids and adults, geared to healing the planet, one song at 

a time.  

In March 1995, Maia Aprahamian, debuted a musical rendition of Berry and Swimme’s work, 

The Universe Story, in celebration of the 50th anniversary of the United Nations. The work was 

performed by the San Francisco symphony, with Swimme serving as one of the narrators. 

“The day came when I was thunderstruck by the depths of the Universe. This led to my 

unshakable conviction that was humans get a glimpse of this cosmic magnificence, we would 

relate to one another and everything with infinite reverence,” Swimme told the audience that 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/earth-mama-sings-key-green
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/earth-mama-sings-key-green


night. “Music is one of our most powerful pathways into this greater participation in our 

evolving Universe.” 

As for Guarnaccia, he is probably best known for “A Celtic Mass for Peace, Songs for the 

Earth,” which he wrote in collaboration with Celtic spirituality scholar John Philip Newell of 

Scotland. It was performed during peace celebrations in New York and Vermont marking the 

10th anniversary of the 9-11 terrorist attacks. 

His attraction to the natural world is lifelong. He grew up in the outdoors of Middlebury, 

Vermont “next to a covered bridge and waterfall on Otter Creek, and as most fortunate rural 

children, spent hours and years dreaming into the landscapes, skyscapes, and soundscapes in the 

‘country.’” 

“It's the best education there is: just leave a child alone outside,” he said. 

Along with Berry’s writings, the Earth Charter and ideas of Wendell Berry, Joanna Macy and 

Bill McKibben have all at some point flowed into Guarnaccia’s music. 

In addition to the sounds of the “Emergent Universe Oratorio,” there will be a visual feast for the 

audience at Friday's event: 11 oil paintings by artist Cameron Davis's Endless Spring series. 

Davis, a senior lecturer at the University of Vermont who specializes in art and the environment, 

was inspired by the oratorio to paint her series. 

Other points of the World Union congress, which runs through Sunday, will dive deeper into the 

evolving universe. A two-part panel discussion on Saturday will feature Jesuit Fr. Prashat 

Olaleker of Mumbai’s Xavier College (“Meditation for an Evolving Universe; “Contemplative 

Movement: New Frontiers for Jesuit Education and Spirituality”) and Barry Rodrigue of the 

University of Southern Maine (“Big History: A Study of Existence and the Search for 

Meaning”). 

[Sharon Abercrombie is a frequent contributor to Eco Catholic.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/universe-s-unfolding-story-set-music-composer-s-

new-oratorio 
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Web of Life: closing the circle 

 

By Tracy L. Barnett 

Global Sisters Report 

"Contemporary science is crafting a dynamic picture of how the universe came to be. From the 

initial flaring forth of the Big Bang some 13.8 billion years ago, to the formation galaxies with 

their billions of stars ... to the slow evolution of life on Earth over deep eons of time, the cosmic 

http://earthcharter.org/discover/the-earth-charter/
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/universe-s-unfolding-story-set-music-composer-s-new-oratorio
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/universe-s-unfolding-story-set-music-composer-s-new-oratorio


adventure has moved toward increasing complexity and beauty. We humans who emerged from 

this cosmic process a mere speck of time ago are now conscious of this history. This makes us, in 

Rabbi Abraham Heschel's beautiful words, 'the cantors of the universe,' those creatures who can 

give praise to the Creator with and in the name of all the rest." 

— Elizabeth A. Johnson, Abounding in Kindness: Writings for the People of God 

After four hours of Pan-American Highway, the green forested corridor and cattle ranches of 

Darién were now far behind us. We crossed over a struggling remnant of mangrove forest, and 

suddenly, Panama's skyline loomed in front of us, including Trump Tower and corporate 

headquarters from around the world. A river of traffic shocked the senses after a week in the 

quiet of the countryside. 

Maryknoll Sr. Gerri Brake had arranged to meet us in El Chorrillo, not far from Balboa, the 

neighborhood where the Maryknoll Sisters had been in mission. In 1989, they were there on that 

night in December when the bombs began to fall on El Chorrillo. The U.S. military called it 

Operation Just Cause; Panamanians call it the U.S. invasion. 

No one really knows how many died in the invasion intended to overthrow dictator Manuel 

Noriega; some say 5,000. Balboa High School became a refugee camp, and Brake and other 

Maryknoll sisters worked day and night to help ease the pain and the terror of the wounded. 

Nowadays, El Chorrillo is part of the Cinta Costera, the new landscaped highway project that 

brought redevelopment and a measure of prosperity to the area. We ended up at Sabores del 

Chorrillo, a restaurant on the waterfront. Here, the ladies who used to sell their fish on the streets 

now have an upscale restaurant, and this was where the group landed on our first night back in 

civilization. 

The Panama Canal, the highlight of our last day, was a study in contradictions after the full 

immersion in the natural world of Darién. The massive size of the undertaking, one of the most 

audacious engineering feats of the 20th century, inspires awe. The group watched from the 

platform as ships the size of a village slowly passed through the lock below. 

In the context of the Web of Life, however, I think beyond this place and this moment, where 

3,000 people will visit with their cameras and iPhones and take selfies in front of the moving 

machines. I think of the 30,000 people who died in the creation of this canal. I think of the 

mountains moved, the thousands of acres of forests flooded and wetlands drained, and the 

millions of gallons of fresh water being flushed into the sea with the movement of every ship. 

Javier Pimentel, our guide, shared a few numbers that put things into perspective. Each lock is 

the height of an eight-story building. Each ship must be lifted 85 feet through the introduction 

into three of these locks, then lowered through another set of locks to cross what is left of the 

mountain range. Fifty-two million gallons of fresh water are required to move each ship that 

passes through; 35 to 40 ships pass each day. Ships pay from $800 for a small sailboat to $1 

million for a massive container ship. 

https://maryknollsisters.org/
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/the-u-s-invades-panama
https://pancanal.com/eng/general/canal-faqs/index.html


"That one cost $120,000," he said, pointing to the one in front of us. The one on the horizon in 

the new expanded canal paid $650,000, he said. The Panamanian government collected $1.6 

billion from the canal last year, Pimentel told us. 

The new $5.5 billion canal expansion opened a year ago to great fanfare. Already, it has 

exceeded expectations, with six ships passing through each day when only three were expected, 

Pimentel said. 

Now, there is already talk of channeling a nearby river and making yet another expansion, as 

there are new ships that even the expanded canal channel cannot accommodate, Pimentel told us. 

The group explored the three-story museum detailing the story of the canal. During Pimentel's 

presentation, amid the racket from the locks and the crowd, David Molineaux, caught up in the 

awe of admiration for sheer scale and accomplishment of the canal project, noticed a pair of 

birds on the railing above the stairway, one of them in a piece of straw in its beak. 

"It struck me how amid all of this great work of engineering, a pair of birds were in the process 

of planning their nest," he said. 

Claretian Fr. José Maria Vigil said he was struck by the contrast between the canal and the story 

told at the Biomuseo, just a couple of miles down the road, where Panama's role as the biological 

bridge of the Americas is celebrated. 

"It's a great contradiction. Now we have the great broken bridge of the world," he said. "Here, 

we're seeing a new biological rupture. It's an enormous gap, and most terrestrial life cannot 

cross." 

Maryknoll Sr. Ann Braudis contemplated the contradictions, as well. On the one hand, the canal 

is a great civilizational achievement, she said. 

"When it was first completed, our technology and our capacity as human beings to moderate the 

Earth in order to serve our purposes seemed like real progress; that was the direction we were 

meant to go in," she said. "However, in recent times, we recognize that technology is leading us 

to the very destruction of the planet that supports us. And for that reason, we come into 

awareness of the fact that we may no longer do everything that we know how to do." 

After the canal visit, some of the group went to an artisan market and visited with members of 

the indigenous Kuna tribe. Brake introduced us to her longtime friend Rosa Lidia Alba from the 

island of Ailigandi in the Kuna comarca, or territory. 

Back at the Maryknoll sisters' house in Panama Pacifíco, the group gathered in a final circle of 

reflection. Hearts opened wide with the sharing, and tears flowed. Bonds had been formed, 

insights explored, consciousness expanded. Scientists and people of faith had found common 

ground. 

Clara Meza shared a moment of realization she had as she left the mission in Darién. 

http://www.npr.org/2016/06/25/483523910/the-5-billion-panama-canal-expansion-opens-sunday-amidst-shipping-concerns
http://museodelcanal.com/


"I was crossing the same path I always cross, and suddenly, I saw two spider monkeys in the 

trees above me," she said. "They had always been there, but I had never seen them. I realize that 

now I am seeing with new eyes." 

For Itzel Menéndez, who had never even dreamed of visiting the wilderness of Darién, the whole 

experience was eye-opening. Her new understanding of the interconnection of life would be 

something she'd take home to her family, she said — she might even be able to put aside her 

indispensable tool, the can of Baygon insecticide. 

"I've always told my husband, 'Kill the snake!' Now, I have to change and tell him, 'Don't kill the 

snake!' " she said. 

Maryknoll Sr. Peg Dillon said she had a realization thanks to the presentation of the team of 

artists tracing the tragedy of the five Ghanaian migrants. As one of the organizers of the Web of 

Life event, at first, she thought their last-minute request to address the group was an intrusion — 

then she saw it was "spot-on." 

"For me, the word that comes to mind is 'trust,' " she said. "Trust in the process, trust this planet 

... When I realized that they had drowned in one of the rivers that flows into the one that we were 

on, it blew me away. ... To realize that the same Matusagaratí that held such beauty and mystery 

for all of us also held the bodies of these five refugees. ... How this Earth holds the suffering of 

our species, and of all species, and for me to have confidence in that process — to me, the 

biggest learning in all of this is trust." 

Maryknoll Sr. Linda Donovan led the group in a final singalong, and the merriment led one and 

other to request favorite songs. "Those Were the Days" brought many to their feet in a line 

dance. And a favorite of Maryknoll Sr. Melinda Roper's was "God is God," written by Steve 

Earle and performed by Joan Baez. 

I believe in prophecy. 

Some folks see things not everybody can see. 

And, once in a while, they pass the secret along to you and me. 

And I believe in miracles. 

Something sacred burning in every bush and tree. 

We can all learn to sing the songs the angels sing. 

Yeah, I believe in God, and God ain't me. 

I've traveled around the world, 

Stood on mighty mountains and gazed across the wilderness. 

Never seen a line in the sand or a diamond in the dust. 

And as our fate unfurls, 

Every day that passes I'm sure about a little bit less. 

Even my money keeps telling me it's God I need to trust. 

And I believe in God, but God ain't us. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/node/47716
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y3KEhWTnWvE


God, of my little understanding, don't care what name I call. 

Whether or not I believe doesn't matter at all. 

I receive the blessings. 

That every day on Earth's another chance to get it right. 

Let this little light of mine shine and rage against the night. 

Just another lesson 

Maybe someone's watching and wondering what I got. 

Maybe this is why I'm here on Earth, and maybe not. 

But I believe in God, and God is God. 

[Tracy L. Barnett is an independent writer, editor and photographer specializing in 

environmental issues, indigenous rights and sustainable travel.] 

Catch up with all of our Web of Life coverage here. 

 

http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality-environment/web-life-closing-circle-

47761 
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United Church of Christ approves emergency resolution on climate change 

 

By Lisa Wangsness  

Boston Globe 

The biennial national gathering of the United Church of Christ approved an emergency 

resolution on climate change Monday, denouncing President Trump’s plans to withdraw the 

United States from the Paris climate accord and urging the church to take action.  

Written by the Rev. Jim Antal, the head of the church’s Massachusetts conference and a 

longtime climate activist, the resolution urges clergy to preach on “the moral obligation of our 

generation to protect God’s creation” and exhorts individuals to take political action and “make 

decisions of integrity on our energy choices.” It appears to be the first formal action taken by a 

major denomination in response to Trump’s decision on the Paris agreement.  

“It was important that the church be on record as declaring we are now in a new moral era 

because of the administration and the ways in which it is compromising truth,” in particular on 

denying the science of climate change, Antal said.  

But he said the resolution is also important because it is directed at the church: “What’s the 

church going to do differently?” 

The resolution, entitled “The Earth is the Lord’s, Not Ours to Wreck,” is part of a growing effort 

by people of faith from across the religious spectrum to stop global warming from worsening. 

http://globalsistersreport.org/series/web-life
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality-environment/web-life-closing-circle-47761
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/spirituality-environment/web-life-closing-circle-47761


Pope Francis injected renewed urgency into the international discussion on climate change two 

years ago with his letter to the worldwide church on the environment, Laudato Si.  

The practical effect of the UCC resolution is unclear. The Protestant denomination has about 

900,000 members across the country — about 70,000 of whom live in Massachusetts, where it is 

the largest Protestant denomination — and it has no authority over its churches. The resolution 

provides no funding for renewable energy retrofitting or other efforts that could reduce the 

church’s carbon footprint. 

But UCC leaders said the resolution offers moral backing to clergy who preach on climate 

change, serves as a guidepost for members, and may lend support to other religious organizations 

that want to formally respond to the president’s policies.  

The final resolution reads in part, “Now is the time for congregations and for every person of 

faith to set a moral example through our own words and actions. As individuals and as 

communities, let us commit to making decisions of integrity in our energy choices, undoing the 

disproportionate impact of climate change on communities of color, indigenous communities, 

and poor white communities around the world, even as we commit to hold all religions, political, 

corporate. and global leaders accountable to do the same.”  

Many UCC clergy, here and around the country, have already beeninvolved in climate change 

political activities. Polling that the church conducted earlier this year found that its members 

cited climate change as the most important issue for the future of the church, said Antal, who 

was among 16 clergy arrested in an interfaith civil disobedience action at the West Roxbury 

pipeline construction site last year. 

The Rev. Ian Holland, pastor of First Church Swampscott, wore a life preserver over his robe 

when he preached on climate change earlier this spring. He spoke about how coastal flooding 

from rising sea levels threatened to affect the coastal community, potentially cutting off major 

commuting corridors from the North Shore to Boston.  

“We have a moral responsibility to become aware of what the science is telling us,” he said in an 

interview Tuesday.  

Antal wrote the resolution in 90 minutes at the request of the denomination’s president, John C. 

Dorhauer, so that it could be approved by the Southern California-Nevada conference, which 

was meeting the day after Trump announced he would withdraw from the Paris agreement. The 

accord is a global action plan signed by 195 nations in 2015 that aims to put the world on track to 

avoid the most dangerous effects of climate change by limiting global warming to below 2°C.  

Sixteen other regional UCC bodies, including the Massachusetts conference, approved the 

resolution in advance of Monday’s vote.  

The Rev. Gordon Rankin, the UCC’s South Dakota Conference minister, said many members of 

the church in his state have been involved in protesting the construction of two controversial oil 

pipelines, the Keystone XL pipeline and the Dakota Access Pipeline. 



“We needed to put our mouth where our feet have been,” he said. 

The annual meeting of the UCC’s Northern Plains Conference, which includes fossil-fuel-rich 

North Dakota and extends into Canada, also approved the resolution last month in advance of the 

national conference. 

The Rev. Gretchen Deeg, a pastor in Bismarck, said that some North Dakotans supported it 

because of firsthand experience with damage to land and water by fossil fuel extraction. Others 

felt fossil fuel companies were taking advantage of the state, she said, or believed that renewable 

energy would create more and safer jobs. 

“However,” she said, “I think most people voted for this resolution because our faith demands 

we care for the earth.” 

Lisa Wangsness can be reached at lisa.wangsness@globe.com. 

 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/07/04/united-church-christ-approves-emergency-

resolution-climate-change/pgzKhYbm3UEyJcxA21GPAI/story.html 
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Offering Moral Leadership, UCC Urges Clergy to 'Be Bold and Courageous' in Climate Fight 

 

By Jessica Corbett 

Common Dreams 

 'The Earth is the Lord's—Not Ours to Wreck,' declares church document. 

The United Church of Christ on Monday passed a resolution that calls on clergy to lead 

educational and legislative efforts to combat climate change, urging its members to be "bold and 

courageous as we address the greatest moral challenge that the world has ever faced." 

The resolution, titled "The Earth is the Lord's—Not Ours to Wreck: Imperatives for a New Moral 

Era," was supported by 97 percent of the delegates of the church's General Synod, which meets 

every two years to discuss church structure and policies. 

"This sets the stage for engagement and hope. This is a proclamation of truth and the love of 

God's gift," said Rev. Jim Antal, head of the UCC's Massachusetts conference and author of the 

resolution. "The climate crisis is an opportunity for which the church was born." 

Framing climate change prevention as a moral obligation—similar to the message of Pope 

Francis's 2015 encyclical—the resolution reads: "As people of faith, recognizing that the earth is 

the Lord's, it falls upon our generation to embrace the imperatives set forth in this resolution." 

mailto:lwangsness@globe.com
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/07/04/united-church-christ-approves-emergency-resolution-climate-change/pgzKhYbm3UEyJcxA21GPAI/story.html
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It details a strategy for "the whole of the church to prayerfully engage" with the issue of climate 

change through three key imperatives: 

 Let our clergy accept the mantle of moral leadership. 

 Let all of us incarnate the changes we long for. 

 Let us proclaim truth in the public square. 

In addition to preaching the clergy's obligation to protect the planet and educate the public about 

the climate crisis, the resolution encourages church members to advocate for wide-scale 

transitions to accessible, sustainable energy sources. "Let us commit to resist all expansion of 

fossil fuel infrastructure and demand new sources of renewable energy that are accessible to all 

communities," the resolution states. 

It also takes a swipe at U.S. President Donald Trump and his administration's recent actions on 

climate policy: "While the leaders of every country in the world recognize this reality, our 

current Administration ignores science, defunds the Environmental Protection Agency, and 

withdraws from the Paris Climate Accord." 

Along with ditching the Paris Agreement and the administration's controversial choices 

regarding the EPA, Trump and his apointees have attempted to halt an Obama-era rule targeting 

methane leaks, frustrating U.S. citizens and world leaders alike. The administration's disregard 

for climate science and environmental protection is pushing cities, states, and groups such as the 

UCC to take action.  

This is not the UCC's first move to address climate change. In 2013, the church's General Synod 

approved—also with major support from Rev. Antal—a five-year path toward divesting from 

fossil fuel companies, and became the first major U.S. religious body to act on divestment. They 

also adopted a resolution to make UCC buildings more carbon-neutral. 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/05/offering-moral-leadership-ucc-urges-clergy-

be-bold-and-courageous-climate-fight 

 

July 7, 2017 

 

Rivers do not have same rights as humans: India's top court 

Phys.org 

 

India's sacred Ganges and Yamuna rivers cannot be considered "living entities", the country's top 

court ruled Friday, suspending an earlier order that granted them the same legal rights as 

humans.  

The Supreme Court stayed a March order by a lower body that recognised the Ganges and its 

tributary the Yamuna as "legal persons" in an attempt to protect the highly polluted rivers from 

further degradation. 

http://uccfiles.com/synod/resolutions/The-Earth-is-the%20Lords-Not-Ours-to-Wreck-Imperatives-for-a-New-Moral-Era-v-DDA.pdf
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/06/01/destructive-fossil-fuel-puppet-trump-ditches-climate-deal-fact-free-speech
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/03/climate-threats-mount-experts-say-no-time-left-deceitful-debate
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/03/court-smacks-down-trumps-capricious-attempt-eliminate-obama-era-methane-rule
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/06/02/earth-trump-you-are-your-own
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/06/26/us-mayors-instead-war-spend-big-human-and-environmental-needs
https://www.commondreams.org/views/2017/06/07/how-states-can-still-fight-climate-change-without-federal-government
http://www.ucc.org/gs2013-fossil-fuel-divestment-vote
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/05/offering-moral-leadership-ucc-urges-clergy-be-bold-and-courageous-climate-fight
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/05/offering-moral-leadership-ucc-urges-clergy-be-bold-and-courageous-climate-fight


The landmark ruling made polluting or damaging the rivers legally comparable to hurting a 

person, and saw three top government officials appointed as custodians.  

But the Himalayan state of Uttrakhand, where the Ganges originates, petitioned the top court 

arguing the legal status to the venerated rivers was "unsustainable in the law". 

In its plea, the state said the ruling was unclear on whether the custodians or the state 

government was liable to pay damages to those who drown during floods, in case they file 

damage suits.  

Petitioner Mohammad Saleem, on whose plea the Uttrakhand High Court bestowed the legal 

rights to the water bodies, will have the opportunity to appeal the ruling by a bench headed by 

chief justice J S Khehar. 

M C Pant, Saleem's lawyer, said he was "shocked and surprised" over the government's decision 

to oppose the status. 

"We will present our case before the court and convince them," Pant told AFP.  

The Ganges is India's longest and holiest river, but the waters in which pilgrims ritualistically 

bathe and scatter the ashes of their dead is heavily polluted with untreated sewage and industrial 

waste. 

Successive governments in India have attempted with limited success to clean up the Ganges, 

which snakes 2,500 kilometres (1,553 miles) across northern India from the Himalayas to the 

Bay of Bengal. 

In March, New Zealand recognised Whanganui—its third-largest river—as a living entity, 

making it the first river in the world to be given such rights.  

The Indian High Court in a separate order in April also recognised Himalayan glaciers, lakes and 

forests as "legal persons" in the mountainous state in a bid to curb environmental destruction.  

https://phys.org/news/2017-07-rivers-rights-humans-india-court.html 
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Chapel built in pipeline path dedicated by nuns, anti-pipeline group 

By Steve Marroni 

Penn Live 

To the sisters, it's more than an outdoor prayer chapel. 

It's a peaceful protest, and it's their way of showing the land is sacred. 

https://phys.org/tags/court/
https://phys.org/tags/legal+rights/
https://phys.org/tags/legal+rights/
https://phys.org/news/2017-07-rivers-rights-humans-india-court.html


Lancaster Against Pipelines and the Adorers of the Blood of Christ order of Catholic nuns held a 

dedication ceremony this afternoon for a new outdoor prayer chapel on their land outside of 

Columbia. 

And it's right in the middle of where the proposed Atlantic Sunrise pipeline will traverse, said 

Mark Clatterbuck of Lancaster Against Pipelines. 

The nuns allowed the Lancaster Against Pipelines group to build the chapel in a cornfield on 

their land in West Hempfield Township, near a retirement community they operate. 

Williams, the company that owns the pipeline, sought to take immediate possession of an 

easement last week to allow construction of the pipeline, telling a judge the chapel would cause 

"irreparable harm" to the pipeline project. 

On Friday, the judge ruled that Williams had the right to seize the land through eminent 

domain but he held off that process until a hearing scheduled July 17 can take place. 

But the sisters have a "land ethic" that guides them to honor and revere the Earth, which they 

shared with the crowd today. 

And Clatterbuck said Lancaster Against Pipelines is prepared to hold constant vigil at the site to 

prevent the pipeline from going through. 

About 200 people attended today's dedication ceremony amid the cornfields of Lancaster 

County. Some brought signs showing their opposition to the pipelines. Others brought their kids 

in big sunhats. But all sat in the pleasant rural acres to hear from the sisters. 

Williams spokesman Christopher Stockton told Lancaster Online last week that the company 

respects the rights of protesters but "we view this simply as another blatant attempt to impede 

pipeline construction." 

The proposed pipeline will run for roughly 200 miles, transporting 1.7 billion cubic feet of gas 

per day. 

http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/lancaster_against_pipelines_si.html 
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Media coverage of yesterday's chapel dedication 

 

By Lori Ann Neumann  

Lancaster Against Pipelines 

Here's a recap of the various media stories, local and national, that yesterday's chapel dedication 

in Columbia garnered: 

http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/catholic_nuns_stand_firm_again.html
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/catholic_nuns_stand_firm_again.html
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/catholic_nuns_stand_firm_again.html
http://lancasteronline.com/insider/outdoor-chapel-built-on-nuns-land-in-west-hempfield-twp/article_866bfe94-5dc5-11e7-8672-337a5775e1a5.html
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/lancaster_against_pipelines_si.html


Frank Kummer at Philadelphia Inquirer, July 14: 

"On July 7, Judge Jeffrey Schmehl agreed that the condemnation could continue, but set aside 

the question of when it would occur for Monday’s hearing." 

Mike Argento at York Daily Record, July 14: 

"It's a simple chapel. 'It fits us,' said Sister George Ann Biscan of the Adorers of the Blood of 

Christ, which owns the land. 'We live simple lifestyles.'"  

Charles P. Pierce at Esquire on July 13: 

"Nuns, man. Nuns get the job done." And to Williams?: "Good luck with that footage, gang." 

Interview with Malinda Clatterbuck with Pacifica radio's BradCast with Brad Friedman: 

"the harm that they are proposing to do, not just to Lancaster County, but to the whole extension 

of Central Pennsylvania with this pipeline, would be violating the waterways --- 380-some 

waterways --- this pipeline would be crossing. And it would be going through more than 250 

wetlands. And permanently fragmenting over 44 deep forests." 

Auditi Guha at Rewire, July 12: 

“'I feel like we have really strong community support. There are a lot of people who feel like this 

pipeline is an injustice,' Clatterbuck, associate pastor of the Community Mennonite Church of 

Lancaster and a board member of the Lancaster Interchurch Peace Witness, told Rewire." 

James Gaines at Upworthy, July 13: 

"It's not clear whether the nuns' efforts will have an effect, but you've got to hand it to them — 

it's an audacious move." 

Abigail Bechtel at Grist, July 10: 

Titled, "Second to nun." "Its path goes through lands belonging to the Adorers of the Blood of 

Christ, an order of Catholic nuns. The sisters are not having it." 

Antonia Blumberg at HuffPo, July 10: 

“'This is very much in keeping with who we are as religious women and follows our conviction,' 

Sister Sara Dwyer, a member of the Adorers who gave an invocation at Sunday’s ceremony, told 

HuffPost." 

Rose Marie Berger and Heidi Thompson at Sojourners, July 11: 

http://www.philly.com/philly/health/pa-nuns-protest-gas-pipeline-with-last-ditch-chapel-20170714.html
http://www.ydr.com/story/news/2017/07/14/nuns-vs-pipeline-chapel-part-fight-now/479748001/
http://adorers.org/
http://adorers.org/
http://www.esquire.com/news-politics/politics/news/a56301/pipeline-nuns-church/
http://bradblog.com/?p=12218
https://rewire.news/article/2017/07/12/standing-way-gas-pipeline-project-nuns-makeshift-chapel-built/
http://www.upworthy.com/these-nuns-built-a-lovely-little-chapel-right-in-the-way-of-a-pipeline-on-purpose?c=hpstream
http://grist.org/briefly/nuns-built-a-chapel-smack-dab-in-the-route-of-a-proposed-pipeline/
http://www.cnn.com/2017/07/08/us/nuns-protest-pipeline-trnd/index.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/nuns-chapel-pipeline_us_5963d218e4b005b0fdc76b21
https://sojo.net/articles/developers-are-trying-build-pipeline-through-watershed-these-nuns-built-chapel-its-path


“'If completed, it will go through more than 350 waterways, 220 wetlands and would 

permanently fragment over 44 interior forests,' said Malinda Harnish Clatterbuck, a local 

Mennonite pastor and cofounder of Lancaster Against Pipelines. '… We believe the collective 

damage to the Susquehanna watershed (and therefore the Chesapeake Bay) is irreparable, and 

that the state needs to intervene for the future of clean water and clean waterways in 

Pennsylvania.'” 

Amanda Watts and Paige Levin at CNN, from Saturday, July 8: 

"[The dedication] will culminate in a reading of the Adorers' land ethic, which guides the sisters 

to 'revere Earth as a sanctuary where all life is protected.'" 

From Karen Feridun at Huffington Post: 

"The Sisters of Loretto led the congregants in the singing of Amazing Grace. A video of the nuns 

singing the hymn at a Bluegrass pipeline open house in 2013 became an internet sensation after it 

was spotted by Mother Jones." 

Ashley Honae at CBS 21 (with video): 

To correct a point in Honae's reporting: the sisters don't want the pipeline to move "elsewhere." 

They have no such wishes for their neighbors. They want Williams to end plans to build the 

pipeline anywhere. "The sisters have invited anyone to gather at their chapel at any time for 

prayer or reflection, hoping the company will hit a moral wall and perhaps continue the 

pipeline's path elsewhere." 

From Jane Holihan at LancasterOnline: 

“'This is a holy cornfield,' Mark Clatterbuck, founder of Lancaster Against Pipelines, told a 

crowd of approximately 300 people Sunday afternoon." 

Dawn Araujo-Hawkins at Global Sister Report, a project of the National Catholic Reporter, from 

July 7: 

Don't miss this astounding spin--concern for the "economically disadvantaged"?!--from 

Williams's spokesperson, Chris Stockton, to GSR: "'We have tremendous respect for the Church 

and its strong history of social tradition, which include the fight against poverty and being a good 

steward of the environment,' he wrote. 'Access to inexpensive, domestic natural gas is a huge 

benefit to all people, especially the economically disadvantaged. Sufficient access to affordable 

natural gas supplies keeps our energy costs low and supports thousands of good-paying jobs.'" 

Steve Marroni at PennLive (with video, too): 

"On Friday, the judge ruled that Williams had the right to seize the land through eminent 

domain but he held off that process until a hearing scheduled July 17 can take place." 

http://www.cnn.com/2017/07/08/us/nuns-protest-pipeline-trnd/index.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/5962e952e4b08f5c97d06afe
http://www.motherjones.com/environment/2013/08/nuns-bluegrass-pipeline-loretto/
http://local21news.com/news/local/chapel-built-in-path-of-proposed-pipeline-dedicated-on-sunday
http://lancasteronline.com/news/show-up-for-nuns-chapel-dedication-to-express-opposition-to/article_606cf44c-6503-11e7-ac31-37f3a4260951.html?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/adorers-blood-christ-resist-pipeline-plans-47876
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/lancaster_against_pipelines_si.html
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/catholic_nuns_stand_firm_again.html
http://www.pennlive.com/news/2017/07/catholic_nuns_stand_firm_again.html


Lacey Cook at Inhabitat: 

"They’re protesting the pipeline in a unique way by building an open-air chapel for people to 

visit and reflect on 'just and holy uses of land.'” 

Lorraine Chow at EcoWatch: 

"The hope is that the structure can draw people to prayer and reflection about just and holy uses 

of land." 

Ray Downs at United Press International: 

"'While the Adorers understand that the federal court order of eminent domain, once it goes into 

effect, can allow Transco to call for the removal of the 'chapel' from the easement, they believe 

that having this structure on their land, for however long, gives tangible witness to the sacredness 

of Earth, the nuns said." 

RT on July 8: 

"The nuns’ attorney argued in court that seizing the land was a direct violation of the nuns’ right 

to free speech, religion and assembly." 

Karen Feridun at Daily Kos: 

"The sisters in Lancaster County, along with the grassroots group Lancaster Against 

Pipelines that constructed the chapel, have much more than the natural beauty of the location on 

their minds and in their hearts as they vow to keep fighting. Speakers at yesterday’s dedication 

talked about the need to care for our common home, quoting the phrase Pope Francis wrote in his 

encyclical on climate change. They talked about keeping communities safe and protecting 

forests, farm fields, streams, creeks, and the ecosystems unique to each." 

http://www.wearelancastercounty.org/media_coverage_of_yesterday_s_chapel_dedication 
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Meet the nuns who are growing affordable organic produce in the heart of Brentwood 

 

By Cecilia Dowd 

FiOS1 News 

BRENTWOOD — An organic farm run by the Sisters of St. Joseph Brentwood is cultivating 

fresh and affordable vegetables to a neighborhood in Long Island where you'd least expect it. 

http://inhabitat.com/nuns-build-open-air-chapel-to-protest-natural-gas-pipeline-on-their-land/
http://inhabitat.com/tag/chapel/
https://www.ecowatch.com/nuns-atlantic-pipeline-2456748409.html
https://www.upi.com/Top_News/US/2017/07/08/Nuns-protest-gas-pipeline-by-building-chapel-on-proposed-route/8201499556861/
https://www.rt.com/usa/395612-nuns-outdoor-chapel-pipeline-protest/
https://www.dailykos.com/story/2017/7/10/1679402/-The-Chapel-of-Our-Common-Home
http://www.wearelancastercounty.org/
http://www.wearelancastercounty.org/
http://www.wearelancastercounty.org/media_coverage_of_yesterday_s_chapel_dedication


The expansive farmland raises radishes, Sicilian eggplant, zucchinis, and tomatoes on 27 acres of 

land without the use of chemicals or pesticides.  

The agricultural endeavor has become a success, some good news for an area that's made 

national headlines for gang activity. 

It all began in 1896 when the Sisters of St. Joseph first arrived in Brentwood to establish a 

school. 

“When the sisters first came, there was a working farm that supplied food for the sisters and for 

the girls in the academy,” said Sister Helen Kearney, president of the Sisters of St. Joseph 

Brentwood. 

More than 100 years later, the sisters are not only embracing their roots but are ensuring that 

future generations do too by working with the Peconic Land Trust to safeguard the land from 

development outside of agriculture. 

“We have found that the soil quality here is very valuable so the yield has been outstanding. 

We've also found that in our woodlands we have plants and species that have not been found in 

other parts of Long Island and they've been undisturbed,” Sister Kearney said. 

The initiative has since been a win for both residents and local farmers who have a place to 

grow. 

“The soil's great, the water's outstanding, full sun, nice breeze, you can't get any better,” Teddy 

Bolkas of Thera Farms said. 

If you want to buy some produce from the sisters, you can find the Thera Farm Stand on the 

corner of Brentwood Road and Commack Road which is open Tuesday, Friday, Saturday and 

Sunday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 

The farm stand is also run by adults with special needs through an organization called Free; they 

are open every Wednesday and Thursday from 11 a.m. to 2 p.m. on the Second Avenue portion 

of the Sisters of St. Joseph Brentwood property. 

http://www.fios1news.com/longisland/meet-the-nuns-who-are-growing-affordable-organic-

produce-in-the-heart-of-brentwood#.WWfU-lGQzIW 
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China’s Religious Revival Fuels Environmental Activism 

 

By Javier C. Hernández 

New York Times 

http://www.fios1news.com/longisland/meet-the-nuns-who-are-growing-affordable-organic-produce-in-the-heart-of-brentwood#.WWfU-lGQzIW
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MAO MOUNTAIN, China — Far from the smog-belching power plants of nearby cities, on a 

hillside covered in solar panels and blossoming magnolias, Yang Shihua speaks of the need for a 

revolution. 

Mr. Yang, the abbot of Mao Mountain, a sacred Taoist site in eastern China, has grown frustrated 

by indifference to a crippling pollution crisis that has left the land barren and the sky a haunting 

gray. So he has set out to spur action through religion, building a $17.7 million eco-friendly 

temple and citing 2,000-year-old texts to rail against waste and pollution. 

“China doesn’t lack money — it lacks a reverence for the environment,” Abbot Yang said. “Our 

morals are in decline and our beliefs have been lost.” 

Hundreds of millions of people in China have in recent years turned to religions like Taoism, 

Buddhism, Christianity and Islam, seeking a sense of purpose and an escape from China’s 

consumerist culture. 

Now the nation’s religious revival is helping fuel an environmental awakening. 

Spiritual leaders are invoking concepts like karma and sin in deriding the excesses of economic 

development. Religious followers are starting social service organizations to serve as watchdogs 

against polluters. Advocates are citing their faith to protest plans to build factories and power 

plants near their homes. 

“Certainly it is a very powerful force,” said Martin Palmer, the secretary general of the Alliance 

of Religions and Conservation, a group that works with Chinese spiritual leaders. “People are 

asking, ‘How do you make sense of your life?’ An awful lot are looking for something bigger 

than themselves, and that is increasingly the environment.” 

The Chinese government, which regulates worship and limits activism, has so far tolerated the 

rise of religious environmentalists. 

President Xi Jinping has championed the study of Chinese traditions, including Taoism and 

Confucianism, in part to counter the influence of Western ideas in Chinese society. Mr. Xi, in 

articulating the so-called Chinese dream, has called for a return to China’s roots as an 

“ecological civilization” — a vision he has described as having “clear waters and green 

mountains” across the land. 

Mao Mountain, with its stretches of untouched land, stands as a monument to nature. Chongxi 

Wanshou, Abbot Yang’s eco-friendly temple, opened in August 2016. Its 20 acres include an 

organic vegetable garden. Nearby is a giant statue of Lao-tzu, the founder of Taoism, who is 

worshiped here as a “green god.” Bees’ nests hang undisturbed, and signs remind passers-by that 

branches and trees are synonymous with life. 

The mountain’s spiritual leaders say they are seeking to define a distinctly Chinese type of 

environmentalism, one that emphasizes harmony with nature instead of Western notions of 

“saving the earth.” 

http://www.arcworld.org/
http://www.arcworld.org/
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/x/xi_jinping/index.html?inline=nyt-per
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/24/opinion/sunday/chinas-communists-embrace-religion.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=49KYKZascmo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=49KYKZascmo


Xuan Jing, a Taoist monk with a black beard, said Western notions of the environment were 

focused on treating symptoms of a problem, not the underlying disease. 

“You must cure the soul before you can cure the symptoms,” he said. “The root lies with 

human’s desires.” 

As he sipped tea, he jotted down Taoist teachings: “Humans follow the earth, the earth follows 

heaven, heaven follows Taoism, Taoism follows nature.” 

Many spiritual leaders are also energized by what they see as an opportunity for China to become 

a global leader on environmental issues, with the United States showing new skepticism toward 

causes like combating climate change. 

“We all live on earth together — we are not isolated,” Abbot Yang said in criticizing President 

Trump’s decision to withdraw from the Paris climate accord. “As Taoists, we have to work to 

influence people in China and overseas to take part in ecological protection.” 

Environmentalism is infusing other religions in China as well, inspiring Buddhists, Christians 

and Muslims to take action. 

In Nanjing, the capital of Jiangsu Province, about an hour from Mao Mountain, Li Yaodong, 77, 

a retired government worker and a Buddhist, is the founder of a nonprofit called Mochou, or 

“free of worries,” dedicated to cleaning up polluted lakes. 

Mr. Li said that he saw parallels between his faith and protecting the environment. He leads by 

example, wearing secondhand clothes given to him by his children and collecting used staples to 

send back to factories. 

“From an environmental protection perspective, saving means reducing carbon emissions,” he 

said. “From a Buddhist perspective, it means accumulating merits and doing good deeds.” 

Muslims and Christians are also speaking up on environmental issues, drawing on their faith to 

galvanize the masses. China is home to more than 60 million Christians and more than 20 

million Muslims by some estimates. 

Shen Zhanqing, a pastor who works for the Amity Foundation, a Christian charity, said many 

church members felt inspired by religion to help protect the environment. The foundation has 

held study groups on issues like reducing carbon emissions and climate change, and it 

encourages members to take buses to church. 

“The decadence of human beings has destroyed the environment in China,” Pastor Shen said. 

“Our purpose is to protect God’s creation.” 

At Mao Mountain, the monks gather each morning to read ancient texts and to write calligraphy 

next to the trees and stones. Hundreds of visitors climb the stairs each day to pay respect to Lao-

tzu. To limit pollution, they are prohibited from burning more than three sticks of incense each. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/news/science/topics/globalwarming/index.html?inline=nyt-classifier


Abbot Yang devotes much of his time to persuading local officials across China to set aside areas 

for natural protection, an unpopular idea in many parts. He has also worked to attract young, 

wealthy urbanites to Taoism. Many of them are eager for a spiritual cause and have responded 

warmly to Taoist leaders’ embrace of environmentalism. 

Taoist officials have also spoken up at national leadership meetings in recent years, calling on 

the government to take more action to prevent environmental catastrophes. 

The abbot acknowledged that it might seem strange for Taoists, who practice a philosophy of wu 

wei, or inaction, to be leading a call for change. Still, he said it was important to set an example. 

“Taoism has almost 2,000 years of history — environmental protection isn’t new for us,” he said. 

“We have to take action.” 

https://mobile.nytimes.com/2017/07/12/world/asia/mao-mountain-china-religion-

environment.html 
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Climate Change and the Significance of Religion  

 

By Mike Hulme 

Economic & Political Weekly 

Vol. 52, Issue No. 28 

There is a growing sense that religion has a part to play in shaping our responses to climate 

change. Merely understanding climate science, or dealing with it through the frame of 

technology is clearly insufficient. Religious engagement with climate change is both necessary 

and inevitable. But there is much to discover about how religious beliefs, institutions and 

practices around the world engage with the idea of climate change, and to what effect, thereby 

offering rich research agendas with which religious scholars and others might profitably engage. 

Read the full essay here: 

 

http://www.epw.in/journal/2017/28/commentary/climate-change-and-signifi-cance-religion.html 
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Catholic nuns in Pa. build a chapel to block the path of a gas pipeline planned for their property 

By Julie Zauzmer 

Washington Post  

 

COLUMBIA, Pa. — The end of the road, where the street suddenly stops and the towering wall 

https://mobile.nytimes.com/2017/07/12/world/asia/mao-mountain-china-religion-environment.html
https://mobile.nytimes.com/2017/07/12/world/asia/mao-mountain-china-religion-environment.html
http://www.epw.in/journal/2017/28/commentary/climate-change-and-signifi-cance-religion.html


of corn begins, always called out to Linda Fischer. She would pedal her bike there slowly as a 

child, back before they built any houses on the road, when it was just the cornstalks growing 

thick toward the sky. It was the silence she found there, the holiness she felt in that stillness, that 

led her to dedicate her life to God. 

Fischer has always known this land as sacred. 

Now the 74-year-old nun and her sisters in their Catholic order suddenly find themselves fighting 

to protect the land from an energy company that wants to put a natural gas pipeline on it. 

“This just goes totally against everything we believe in — we believe in sustenance of all 

creation,” she said. 

The pipeline company first sought without success to negotiate with the nuns. Now as Williams 

Cos. tries to seize the land by eminent domain, the order is gearing up for a fight in the 

courtroom — and a possible fight in the field, as well. 

There, smack in the path of the planned pipeline, the nuns have dedicated a new outdoor chapel. 

“We just wanted to symbolize, really, what is already there: This is holy ground,” said Sister 

Janet McCann, a member of the national leadership team of the Adorers of the Blood of Christ, 

whose 2,000 nuns around the world have made environmental protection and activism a key part 

of their mission. 

The sisters’ chapel is a rudimentary symbol, but a powerful one: eight long benches, a wooden 

arbor and a pulpit, all on a straw-coated patch of land carved out of the cornfield. More than 300 

people came to the chapel’s consecration service July 9. Since then, neighbors of many faiths 

have been stopping by to pray, leaving ribbons to mark their solidarity. 

The Adorers and their supporters’ nascent faith-based resistance, which has been compared to 

the anti-pipeline activism led by Native Americans at Standing Rock, N.D., could eventually set 

a precedent in a murky area of religious freedom law. 

U.S. appeals court judges have ruled inconsistently on whether federal law protects religious 

groups from eminent domain in such cases. The U.S. Court of Appeals for the 3rd Circuit, which 

covers Delaware, New Jersey and the part of Pennsylvania where the nuns reside, has yet to issue 

a ruling on the matter. Legal observers say a case could make its way to the U.S. Supreme Court. 

“There is something to this ‘holy land’ thing,” said Dan Dalton, a Michigan land-use and zoning 

attorney and the author of a book on the litigation of religious land-use cases. “There haven’t 

been a lot of appellate cases. . . . It really is a relatively new issue.” 

All of the Adorers’ communities, including this one in Pennsylvania’s rural Lancaster County, 

agree to conduct their business transactions in keeping with the principles of ecological justice 

the sisters drafted in 2005, known as their “land ethic.” The nuns have joined in protesting 

hydroelectric power in Brazil and worked with Guatemalans opposed to gold mining. 



So when a surveyor for Williams came by to tell the nuns that he was checking out their land for 

the company’s Atlantic Sunrise pipeline that will eventually cut across 183 miles of 

Pennsylvania, the nuns turned to their land ethic, and they told the surveyor that they couldn’t 

even discuss it. 

Christopher Stockton, a spokesman for Williams, says that at that point the company was willing 

to negotiate on where it drew the path of its pipeline, which will carry the natural gas that has 

been gushing out of Pennsylvania’s Marcellus shale region since extraction by fracking was 

authorized in the state. 

The Atlantic Sunrise pipeline will connect with the company’s Transco pipeline, which carries 

gas north from the Gulf of Mexico to East Coast markets, to transport Pennsylvania gas to other 

states. 

“It’s an important project,” Stockton said. “Since the advent of shale discoveries, now 

Pennsylvania produces the second-most natural gas in the country behind Texas. What’s 

happened is you don’t have the infrastructure in place to connect those supply areas with market 

areas. . . . Now they’ll have access to Pennsylvania natural gas.” 

Williams isn’t buying the land outright from farm owners, just paying for an easement to dig up 

their farmland and put a pipe in — and then return the land to them. Stockton said the company 

will compensate farmers for lost crops and will return to inspect whether agricultural output over 

the pipeline returns to normal. 

“We’ve been listening, and we really have been trying to do our best to minimize impacts. That’s 

why it’s so critical that landowners and people potentially affected by the project are willing to 

talk to us,” Stockton said. 

In many cases, he said, the company redrew its plans to accommodate landowners’ requests. But 

the nuns weren’t willing to sit down for a conversation. 

“We are believers in sustainable energy,” McCann said. “These are fossil fuels. Fossil fuels are 

dangerous to the environment. They are not sustainable.” 

Activists argue that the company presents only the illusion of choice, by agreeing to minor 

changes in the pipeline’s route but not letting landowners opt out altogether. 

“The way the system is set up, you’re not allowed to say no,” said Mark Clatterbuck, who leads 

Lancaster Against Pipelines, a grass-roots group opposed to the Atlantic Sunrise project. 

Federal law gives energy companies the right to seize property through eminent domain once the 

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) has signed off on the project. The Adorers, who 

also sponsor a nursing home near the field, are among fewer than 30 landowners who have not 

signed agreements with the company, leading to eminent-domain proceedings, Stockton said. 



Over a lunch of liver and onions at the nuns’ residence, Lancaster Against Pipelines activists 

helped come up with the idea of a chapel in the cornfield, which the nuns lease to a farmer. 

In a complaint they filed in federal court Friday, the nuns argued that FERC’s authorization of 

the pipeline on their property violated their religious freedom, protected under the Religious 

Freedom Restoration Act. 

“FERC’s decision to force the Adorers to use land they own to accommodate a fossil fuel 

pipeline is antithetical to the deeply held religious beliefs and convictions of the Adorers. It 

places a substantial burden on the Adorers’ exercise of religion,” the nuns’ attorneys wrote. 

Another federal law, the Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act of 2000, could 

more specifically protect the nuns, depending on a judge’s interpretation. That law seeks to 

shield religious institutions from land-use laws that would otherwise impose a substantial burden 

on their religious exercise. But the nation’s appellate courts have offered differing opinions on 

whether the law applies to eminent domain. The 3rd Circuit, where the Adorers are located, has 

never ruled on that question, several lawyers familiar with this area of law said, so the nuns may 

be the ones to set the precedent. 

Williams sought an emergency injunction this month to seize the land right away to prevent the 

nuns from dedicating their chapel, but the company lost that round. At Monday’s hearing before 

a U.S. District Court judge, they will again ask to seize the land immediately. 

If Williams wins Monday and gains immediate right to the land, Clatterbuck says that activists 

with Lancaster Against Pipelines are prepared to start a round-the-clock vigil at the site, with the 

aim of preventing Williams from destroying the chapel. 

The nuns, too, will be praying as they consider whether to appeal such a decision. 

On Monday, Sister Therese Marie Smith, who joined the Adorers at age 20 and is now 87, 

probably will be in the rocking chair in her living room, where corn fills the view out of both the 

southern and western windows. 

“This is my prayer spot, right here,” Smith said. “I just look out and praise God for his goodness, 

because it is just beautiful.” 

Smith remembers the days when the nuns raised chickens, and sisters who tilled the fields all day 

would come home to the convent sunburned. For decades, the Adorers had farmed this land 

themselves, beginning when they first moved to Columbia to teach Croatian immigrant 

schoolchildren and open the nursing home in the 1920s. 

This week, the nuns who can still make the journey walked into that same field to offer prayers 

in the outdoor chapel for their work protecting the land, for the deceased sisters who invested 

their lives in it and for the judge who will decide its next chapter. 



For the reading, Sister Bernice Klostermann read the words of the leader of their faith, Pope 

Francis, in his major encyclical on the environment, Laudato Si. “Living our vocation to be 

protectors of God’s handiwork is essential to a life of virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary 

aspect of our Christian experience,” Klostermann read. 

All around her in the hallowed clearing, green shoots of new cornstalks broke through the straw. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/catholic-nuns-in-pa-build-a-chapel-to-

block-the-path-of-a-proposed-gas-pipeline/2017/07/16/0096e7ce-6a3c-11e7-96ab-

5f38140b38cc_story.html 
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Hinduism and its complicated history with cows (and people who eat them) 

 

By Wendy Doniger 

The Conversation 

Just this past June, at a national meeting of various Hindu organizations in India, a popular 

preacher, Sadhvi Saraswati, suggested that those who consumed beef should be publicly hanged. 

Later, at the same conclave, an animal rights activist, Chetan Sharma, said,  

“Cow is also the reason for global warming. When she is slaughtered, something called EPW is 

released, which is directly responsible for global warming. It’s what is called emotional pain 

waves.” 

These provocative remarks come at a time when vigilante Hindu groups in India are lynching 

people for eating beef. Such killings have increased since Narendra Modi and his right-wing 

Bharatiya Janata party came to power in September 2014. In September 2015, a 50-year-old 

Muslim man, Mohammad Akhlaq, was lynched by a mob in a village near New Delhi on 

suspicion that he had consumed beef. Since then, many attacks by cow vigilante groups have 

followed. Modi’s government has also prohibited the slaughter of buffalo, thus destroying the 

Muslim-dominated buffalo meat industry and causing widespread economic hardship. 

Most people seem to assume that no Hindu has ever consumed beef. But is this true?  

As a scholar, studying Sanskrit and ancient Indian religion for over 50 years, I know of many 

texts that offer a clear answer to this question.  

Cows in ancient Indian history 

Scholars have known for centuries that the ancient Indians ate beef. After the fourth century 

B.C., when the practice of vegetarianism spread throughout India among Buddhists, Jains and 

Hindus, many Hindus continued to eat beef. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/social-issues/catholic-nuns-in-pa-build-a-chapel-to-block-the-path-of-a-proposed-gas-pipeline/2017/07/16/0096e7ce-6a3c-11e7-96ab-5f38140b38cc_story.html
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In the time of the oldest Hindu sacred text, the Rig Veda (c. 1500 B.C.), cow meat was 

consumed. Like most cattle-breeding cultures, the Vedic Indians generally ate the castrated 

steers, but they would eat the female of the species during rituals or when welcoming a guest or a 

person of high status.  

Ancient ritual texts known as Brahmanas (c. 900 B.C.) and other texts that taught religious duty 

(dharma), from the third century B.C., say that a bull or cow should be killed to be eaten when a 

guest arrives.  

According to these texts, “the cow is food.” Even when one passage in the “Shatapatha 

Brahmana” (3.1.2.21) forbids the eating of either cow or bull, a revered ancient Hindu sage 

named Yajnavalkya immediately contradicts it, saying that, nevertheless, he eats the meat of both 

cow and bull, “as long as it’s tender.”  

It was the Sanskrit epic, the Mahabharata (composed between 300 B.C. and A.D. 300) that 

explained the transition to the non eating of cows in a famous myth:  

“Once, when there was a great famine, King Prithu took up his bow and arrow and pursued the 

Earth to force her to yield nourishment for his people. The Earth assumed the form of a cow and 

begged him to spare her life; she then allowed him to milk her for all that the people needed.” 

This myth imagines a transition from hunting wild cattle to preserving their lives, domesticating 

them, and breeding them for milk, a transition to agriculture and pastoral life. It visualizes the 

cow as the paradigmatic animal that yields food without being killed. 

Beef-eating and caste 

Some dharma texts composed in this same period insist that cows should not be eaten. Some 

Hindus who did eat meat made a special exception and did not eat the meat of cow. Such people 

may have regarded beef-eating in the light of what the historian Romila Thapar describes as a 

“matter of status” – the higher the caste, the greater the food restrictions. Various religious 

sanctions were used to impose prohibition on beef eating, but, as Thapar demonstrates, “only 

among the upper castes.”  

As I see it, the arguments against eating cows are a combination of a symbolic argument about 

female purity and docility (symbolized by the cow who generously gives her milk to her calf), a 

religious argument about Brahmin sanctity (as Brahmins came increasingly to be identified with 

cows and to be paid by donations of cows) and a way for castes to rise in social ranking.  

Sociologist M. N. Srinivas pointed out that the lower castes gave up beef when they wanted to 

move up the social ladder through the process known as “Sanskritization.”  

By the 19th century, the cow-protection movement had arisen. One of the implicit objects of this 

movement was the oppression of Muslims.  

http://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/private/a-burnt-offering/
https://www.versobooks.com/books/157-the-myth-of-the-holy-cow
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Famously, Gandhi attempted to make vegetarianism, particularly the taboo against eating beef, a 

central tenet of Hinduism. Gandhi’s attitude to cows was tied to his idea of nonviolence. 

He used the image of the Earth cow (the one that King Prithu milked) as a kind of Mother Earth, 

to symbolize his imagined Indian nation. His insistence on cow protection was a major factor in 

his failure to attract large-scale Muslim support.  

Yet even Gandhi never called for the banning of cow slaughter in India. He said,  

“How can I force anyone not to slaughter cows unless he is himself so disposed? It is not as if 

there were only Hindus in the Indian Union. There are Muslims, Parsis, Christians and other 

religious groups here.” 

Today’s India 

From my perspective, in our day, the nationalist and fundamentalist “Hindutva” (“Hindu-ness”) 

movement is attempting to use this notion of the sanctity of the cow to disenfranchise Muslims. 

And it is not only the beef-eating Muslims (and Christians) who are the target of Hindutva’s hate 

brigade. Lower-caste Hindus are also being attacked. Attacks of this type are not new. This has 

been going on since Hindutva began in 1923. And indeed, in 2002, in a north Indian town, five 

lower-caste Hindus were lynched for skinning a cow.  

But, as local analysis shows, the violence has greatly increased under the Modi government. 

IndiaSpend, a data journalism initiative, found that “Muslims were the target of 51 percent of 

violence centered on bovine issues over nearly eight years (2010 to 2017) and comprised 86 

percent of 28 Indians killed in 63 incidents…As many of 97 percent of these attacks were 

reported after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government came to power in May 2014.” 

In 2015, in the western Indian state of Gujarat, lower-caste Hindus were flogged for skinning a 

dead cow, triggering spontaneous street protests and contributing to the resignation of the state’s 

chief minister.  

As these and so many other recent attacks demonstrate, cows – innocent, docile animals – have 

become in India a lightning rod for human cruelty, in the name of religion. 

http://theconversation.com/hinduism-and-its-complicated-history-with-cows-and-people-who-

eat-them-80586 
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Adorers of the Blood of Christ take pipeline protest to court 

 

By Dawn Araujo-Hawkins 

Global Sisters Report 
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The Adorers of the Blood of Christ are taking their fight against the Atlantic Sunrise pipeline to 

court. On July 14, five days after dedicating a chapel in the pathway of the planned pipeline, the 

sisters filed a complaint against the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission in an attempt to 

keep the pipeline off their land. 

The complaint, which says the pipeline is "antithetical to the deeply held religious beliefs and 

convictions of the Adorers," utilizes the same freedom of religion law that the Little Sisters of 

the Poor have cited in their case against the contraceptive mandate in the Patient Protection and 

Affordable Care Act. 

In an email to Global Sisters Report, Adorer of the Blood of Christ Sr. Sara Dwyer said, "The 

complaint filed on Friday was a 'next step' in the Adorers' stand against this pipeline, and a 

statement meant, again, to publicly withstand the corporate takeover of land by right of eminent 

domain, especially when, we believe FERC had not considered all the elements for such a 

decision to move forward." 

On July 17, the sisters appeared in federal court for a hearing on an earlier request by Williams 

— the company building the pipeline — to expedite seizure of the sisters' land. No ruling was 

issued, and the court is in recess until Thursday. 

The Adorers are one of an estimated 32 local landowners who have refused to sell their land to 

Williams. The Atlantic Sunrise pipeline would be a $3 billion, 183-mile extension of the Transco 

pipeline system that currently runs 10,200 miles from Texas to New York. 

Williams has already sought to obtain some Pennsylvania lands via eminent domain, that is, the 

government's ability to seize private property for public use. The company says the project 

would help provide inexpensive natural gas to the economically disadvantaged, keep energy 

costs low and support thousands of jobs. 

[Dawn Araujo-Hawkins is a Global Sisters Report staff writer. Her email address 

is daraujo@ncronline.org. Follow her on Twitter: @dawn_cherie.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/adorers-blood-christ-take-pipeline-protest-court-

48066 
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Archbishop: Brazil trying to undo protections for indigenous peoples 

 

By Mary Durran, Catholic News Service   

National Catholic Reporter 

The Brazilian government is working to undo constitutional protections for indigenous peoples, 

the president of the bishops' commission on indigenous peoples told Catholic News Service as he 

vacationed in Canada. 
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"In the 1980s, we helped to draft the articles in the 1988 constitution that recognize the culture of 

the indigenous peoples and set out protection of their lands by demarcation," said Archbishop 

Roque Paloschi of Porto Velho. "Today, we are struggling to keep those protections in place." 

Archbishop Paloschi is president of the bishops' Indigenous Missionary Council, known by its 

Portuguese acronym CIMI. 

CIMI was formed in 1975 — during Brazil's military dictatorship, which ended in 1985 — to 

accompany the country's indigenous peoples, who have dwindled from 5 million at colonization 

by the Portuguese to under a million, belonging to 240 different ethnic groups. 

Paloschi spoke in Montreal one month after international experts warned that Brazilian 

indigenous peoples are under attack and that they need strengthened protection, rather than 

erosion of protective measures. Three experts from the U.N. and the Inter-American Commission 

on Human Rights pointed out in a June statement that, over the last 15 years, Brazil has seen "the 

highest number of killings of environmental and land defenders of any country," with an average 

of one a week killed. Many of those defenders are indigenous peoples, who live off the land. 

On July 13, the U.S.-based nongovernmental organization Global Witness released a report 

citing Brazil as the country with the highest number of murders of environmental and land 

defenders in 2016. Forty-nine such activists, including indigenous people, were killed there. 

"We are living as if under a military dictatorship," Paloschi said. "Leaders and entire peoples are 

being criminalized." 

Since Brazilian President Michel Temer took office Aug. 31, he has surrounded himself with 

ministers with strong links to the cattle ranchers and soy farmers, who oppose steps taken by 

previous governments to implement demarcation of indigenous lands. Paloschi said that, 

despite CIMI's efforts, only 50 percent of the lands involved have received the legal titles. He 

said even land given legally to indigenous peoples is often invaded by loggers and mining 

companies. 

The Temer government put in place a Congressional Investigative Commission that has pushed 

for reduced environmental and indigenous protections and has proposed constitutional 

amendments that would weaken the state National Indian Foundation, known by its 

acronym, FUNAI. Another controversial bill proposes that responsibility for demarcation of 

indigenous lands should be transferred from FUNAI, the Ministry of Justice and the president to 

the Brazilian Congress, whose majority is linked to the group of landowners and cattle ranchers 

opposed to indigenous land rights. The proposal would oblige all land demarcations approved in 

the past to be ratified by Congress. 

Paloschi said the rhetoric of the commission, which accused the U.N. of promoting the agenda of 

international activist groups, seems to have fanned the flames of latent racism of many 

nonindigenous Brazilians. Violent standoffs between ranchers and indigenous groups attempting 

to claim lands have increased. In May, 13 Gamela indigenous occupying land had to be 

https://www.ncronline.org/node/148686/


hospitalized after they were attacked by ranchers armed with machetes in Maranhao state. One of 

the victims had his hands cut off and legs severed at the knee. 

"They are the poorest of the poor, yet they are despised, and they endure constant prejudices and 

racism," Paloschi said of the indigenous peoples. "Without their land, they are nothing." 

CIMI, whose 250 missionaries work with such indigenous groups throughout Brazil, has been 

accused of encouraging land occupations and stirring up trouble, a charge Paloschi denies. 

"CIMI's role is to accompany the indigenous peoples, encourage them to take control of their 

own destiny and forge their own path forward. We cannot do this for them," he said. 

The archbishop said he is saddened by the church's historical collusion with the Portuguese 

colonizers, who tried to put the indigenous peoples under guardianship and created dependency. 

But he said he sees signs of hope. 

"There is an ongoing process of dialogue and some visible changes in the value given to 

indigenous languages and culture. But the further we go, the longer the road becomes," he said. 

He said he is encouraged by Pope Francis, whose papacy and commitment to the peoples of the 

Americas he describes as a blessing. 

Paloschi confirmed that the pope has confided in Brazilian Cardinal Claudio Hummes that he is 

considering a synod on the Amazon, home to the ancestral lands of the vast majority of Brazil's 

indigenous peoples. The pope is currently reflecting and praying for discernment on the 

organization of such a synod, the archbishop said. 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/archbishop-brazil-trying-undo-protections-

indigenous-peoples 
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Water Walk For Life Along Proposed Pipeline Route 

 

By Dave Lucas 

WAMC Northeast Public Radio 

This weekend, an internationally renowned environmentalist and human rights activist will 

embark on a 170-mile "Water Walk For Life," protesting proposed pipelines that would run from 

Albany to New Jersey.  

Parallel Pilgrim pipelines would transport 17 million gallons of petroleum products a day. North 

Dakotan Bakken crude oil (near Standing Rock) would flow from Albany south to Linden, New 

Jersey, with refined products returning north. The lines would cross 235 regulated streams in 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/archbishop-brazil-trying-undo-protections-indigenous-peoples
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New York and two drinking water aquifers in New Jersey. Activists warn that each of these 

crossings would disturb or destroy critical wildlife habitats and endanger clean water sources for 

more than 100,000 people. 

Jun Yasuda, a Buddhist nun, whose "home base" is the Grafton Peace Pagoda, left Japan in 1978 

and has walked more than 80,000 miles in various protests and demonstrations. She will begin 

the 13-day walk to raise awareness in New Jersey near Ramapo College.   "I am now 69 years 

old, and this is the summertime and very hot outside. And walking 11 to 17, 18 miles to me is 

challenging to my body." 

Jim Suriano is a walk organizer: "The Water Walk For Life" will start on July 22nd at the 

Ramapough Lenape Camp in Ramapo, New Jersey. It will continue to Saturday August 5th, 

ending in Grafton, New York, for Hiroshima Day.  This is our second Water Walk for life. We 

had one earlier this year that went from Carteret, New Jersey to Indian Point nuclear facility." 

Five proposed accessory pipelines would carry oil from the main lines to tank farms along the 

Hudson River. In addition to building the pipelines, access roads for construction and 

maintenance would be required at 1-mile intervals along the entire route for a total of 215 

proposed new roadways, requiring the clearing of at least 600 acres of forest. 

Yasuda has been preparing for the 170-mile trek through fasting and prayer. Looking back, she 

believes her years of activism have paid off.  "I do same thing over 40 years. So, slowly slowly, 

peoples open up heart, so we just keep going. This is very slow process, little by little, step by 

step." 

Opponents cite an analysis by the International Energy Agency, which has found that between 

2004 and 2012, pipelines spilled three times as much crude oil as the beleaguered oil trains. 

According to Water Walk for Life spokesperson George Cho, the refinery at the southern end of 

the proposed Pilgrim dual Pipeline is owned by Houston-based Phillips 66, which is also 

responsible for the controversial Dakota Access Pipeline. 

The walk, timed to conclude around the date of the 72nd anniversary of the bombing of 

Hiroshima, will traverse communities directly in the Pilgrim pipelines’ proposed route in New 

York including Harriman, Tuxedo, Newburgh, New Paltz, Esopus, Highland, Kingston, 

Saugerties, Catskill, Coxsackie, Bethlehem, and Albany, ending in Grafton at the Peace Pagoda. 

 Join the walk for a few hours or a few days with prayers for water at risk from the 

proposed Pilgrim Pipeline: 

Schedule subject to change. This is a drug and alcohol free walk for environmental awareness of 

the sacred Hudson River Valley and its waters. 

Day 1: Saturday July 22 10AM 

Ramapough-Lunaape Split Rock 

Prayer Camp near Ramapo College 

http://www.graftonpeacepagoda.org/history/
http://wamc.org/post/obama-first-us-sitting-president-visit-hiroshima


Begin with Water Ceremony, Walk to Sloatsburg 

8 miles 

Day 2: Sunday July 23 8AM 

Sloatsburg to Harriman 

13-14 miles 

Day 3: Monday July 24 8AM 

Harriman to Washingtonville 

11-12 miles 

Day 4: Tuesday July 25 8AM 

Washingtonville to Warden 

11-12 miles 

Day 5: Wednesday July 26 8AM 

Warden to New Paltz 

15-16 miles 

Day 6: Thursday July 27 8AM 

New Paltz to Kingston 

14-15 miles 

Day 7: Friday July 28 8AM 

Rest Day in Kingston 

Day 8: Saturday July 29 8AM 

Kingston to Saugerties 

13-14 miles 

Day 9: Sunday July 30 8AM 

Saugerties to Catskill 

12-14 miles 

Day 10: Monday July 31 8AM 

Catskill to Ravena 

18-20 miles 

Day 11: Tuesday August 1 8AM 

Ravena to Bethlehem 

9-10 miles 

Day 12: Wednesday August 2 8AM 

Bethlehem to Albany 

8 miles 



Day 13: Thursday August 3 8AM 

Albany to Troy 

10 miles 

************************************ 

Day 14: Friday August 4 8AM 

Work Camp at Grafton Peace Pagoda 

Day 15: Saturday August 5 

Hiroshima Day Ceremony at Grafton Peace Pagoda 

Walk from Grafton Town Center at 6:30pm 

4.3 miles 

Ceremony for Peace at Grafton Peace 

Pagoda 8:00pm 

Located nearby Mohican sacred burial site 

************************************ 

 Wikipedia link on the history of Peace Pagodas and a list of all present day Peace 

Pagodas around the world: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peace_Pagoda 

 Information on Nichidatsu Fujii, Peace Pagodas and the work of Nipponzan Myōhōji: 

http://www.dharmawalk.org/ 

 The New England Peace Pagoda: http://newenglandpeacepagoda.com/ 

************************************ 

Water Walk for Life Co-Sponsors: Food & Water Watch, Ramapough Lenape Nation, Coalition 

Against Pilgrim Pipeline, Riverkeeper, 350NJ, Central Jersey Coalition Against Endless War, 

Green Party, Sierra Club, Nipponzan Myohoji 

http://wamc.org/post/water-walk-life-along-proposed-pipeline-route  
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There goes the neighborhood   

 

By Phyllis Zagano   

National Catholic Reporter 

In recent weeks, the United States withdrew from the Paris climate agreement and an iceberg the 

size of Delaware broke off from Antarctica. As one penguin said to another, "There goes the 

neighborhood." 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peace_Pagoda
http://www.dharmawalk.org/
http://newenglandpeacepagoda.com/
http://wamc.org/post/water-walk-life-along-proposed-pipeline-route
https://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=2288
http://www.cnn.com/2017/07/12/world/larsen-c-antarctica/index.html


Funny? Not. 

Maybe everybody's summer reading should include Laudato Si', Pope Francis' 2015 encyclical 

letter "on Care for our Common Home." 

That common home would be Earth. 

Despite its annoying English translation — Earth is "she" rather than "it" — the 

recommendations of Laudato Si' could be enough for us to moderate the air conditioner, if not 

turn it off. Along with the document, we can recite both the causes and effects of environmental 

sins: "The violence present in our hearts, wounded by sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of 

sickness evident in the soil, in the water, in the air and in all forms of life." 

We know about the problems, yet daily we collaborate in the ruination of the planet. Our highly 

mobile throwaway culture needs more heating and cooling than ever before. We want the 

newest, latest, brightest and best thing on the market. We want to move faster and farther in more 

comfort, by land, sea and air. We want what we want and we want it now. 

Fossil fuels, fertilizers and fracking damage the planet. Greenhouse gasses damage the planet. 

Oil spills and waste runoff damage the planet. Yet not enough is happening to change the 

trajectory of the end game we are so dangerously playing. 

Even so, the world's leaders seem to be getting it — 195 countries signed on to the Paris 

Agreement. The signers included China, India and the United States, which collectively produce 

as much as half of the world's greenhouse gas emissions. While President Trump famously 

withdrew from the agreement, that cannot take effect for some time. The United States' prior 

ratification stands until Nov. 4, 2020, one day after the next presidential Election Day. Things 

might be different then. 

Also, by then three non-signers, Nicaragua, Syria, and the Holy See, might find ways to sign on. 

Nicaragua said it would go it alone, complaining about no punishment mechanism for offenders; 

Syria's warfare got in the way; and, in 2015, the Holy See said it would sign after it becomes a 

member of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. That has not 

happened. It takes a while for things to get from the Vatican in Rome to the Holy See Mission to 

the United Nations in New York. The Paris Agreement closed for signature on April 21, 2017. 

The real reasons behind the United States' withdrawal from the agreement is anybody's guess. 

The agreement is aimed at limiting global warming and these months in the Northern 

Hemisphere might encourage folks — especially those who live in Washington, D.C. — to truly 

believe Earth's temperature is rising, weather systems are changing, and dirty air is not very 

conducive to healthy life of any kind. 

Meanwhile, beyond the D.C. Beltway, in Antarctica, the ice shelf called "Larsen C" plunked a 

trillion tons of ice into the ever-warmer Southern Ocean. The newly named iceberg "A-68," 

about 2,300 square miles big, is floating north. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/nearly-200-nations-adopt-historic-paris-agreement-set-path-action-climate-change
https://www.ncronline.org/node/147501
https://www.ncronline.org/node/147501
http://newsinfo.inquirer.net/745964/vatican-intent-on-signing-paris-climate-agreement


Did one thing cause the other? Did global warming cause a shrinking polar ice cap? And, after 

all, who cares? Scientists say it will take another 80 or 90 years for the seas to rise three feet. 

Hello? Three feet. That means most coastal settlements will disappear by the end of the century. 

And, excluding the residents of exclusive beach front communities in affluent nations, the most 

seriously impacted persons will be the poor who depend on ocean waters for food, climate 

control and transport. 

We can talk all we want about solar panels and rain barrels, but the fact is that most of the 

developed world is doing little or nothing to help Earth recover from its injuries. Unless we bring 

about real initiatives, unless we invest in robust plans to cool and clean the planet, we risk the 

kind of destruction American writer Cormac McCarthy warned about in The Road. And the 

destruction, the devastation, will begin — is already beginning — for the least members of the 

human family. 

The day he was elected, Pope Francis sat next to Franciscan Cardinal Cláudio Hummes, who 

leaned over and said "do not forget the poor." He has not. Have we? 

[Phyllis Zagano is senior research associate-in-residence at Hofstra University in Hempstead, 

N.Y. Her books include Women Deacons: Past, Present, Future and Women Deacons? Essays 

with Answers.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/just-catholic/there-goes-neighborhood 
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Is Surfing More Sport or Religion? 

 

By Jaimal Yogis 

The Atlantic  

 

Even hardcore devotees disagree, though many acknowledge there’s something profoundly 

spiritual about catching waves—a feeling scientists attribute to the power of being in the water. 

A decade ago, working my first journalism job while also pretending I surfed for a living, I 

rented a cheap loft in a three-story Victorian across the street from Ocean Beach in San 

Francisco. The home is still there as it was. Seahorses are still engraved in the blue window 

shutters, and the same landlord, Carol Schuldt, can still be found feeding her chickens in the 

backyard. If she’s not out surfing. 

Schuldt—who I also write about in my new memoir, All Our Waves Are Water—is something of 

San Francisco's patron surf saint, her home a pelagic shrine where local surfers have long left 

firewood offerings. At 83, after a lifetime of wave riding, helping beach bums find cheap rent, 

and sometimes helping them get off drugs, too, Schuldt still rides her rusted beach cruiser to the 

dunes and bodysurfs these frigid waves without a wetsuit. “It’s where I can still connect to the 

http://e360.yale.edu/features/rising_waters_how_fast_and_how_far_will_sea_levels_rise
http://www.paulistpress.com/Products/4743-4/women-deacons.aspx
https://www.amazon.com/Deacons-Essays-Answers-Phyllis-Zagano/dp/0814683126
https://www.amazon.com/Deacons-Essays-Answers-Phyllis-Zagano/dp/0814683126
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/just-catholic/there-goes-neighborhood
http://www.indiebound.org/book/9780062405173


Universal Mind,” she told me while we hiked the ice-planted dunes a few years ago, “to God, 

Jaimal—you know.” 

Schuldt is one-of-a-kind. But surf culture is full of people who have made their daily plunge a 

spiritual practice. Though Calvinist missionaries outlawed surfing when they first came to 

Hawai’i in the 1820s—they viewed it as frivolous and wanton—the last 50 years have seen 

single-fin riding rabbis, short boarding priests, and bodysurfing Buddhist monks. Surf-related 

yoga and meditation retreats are common, too, led by the likes of the Pipeline master Gerry 

Lopez. Bethany Hamilton, the professional who lost an arm to a tiger shark when she was 13, 

looks to her faith in God to compete on the same level as pros with two arms (which she does 

mind-bendingly well). The big-wave champ Greg Long sits in lotus to prepare for confronting 

apartment building-sized walls of ocean. 

For Schuldt, and many others like her, surfing doesn’t need a specific religious structure to give 

it power. Nature is God, she says, the sea holy water, and surfing a meditation—a comparison 

that would have likely resonated with the poet Philip Larkin, who wrote, “If I were called in / To 

construct a religion / I should make use of water.”  While pop culture and the subculture of 

surfing have both contributed to the mystical reputation of wave-riding, psychology and 

neuroscience may play an even bigger role, with researchers finding that water is a key 

ingredient—if not the key ingredient—in experiences people often call holy. 

* * * 

One can make a good argument that surfers, or at least water lovers, have access to divine real 

estate. After all, Genesis describes how, “In the beginning … the Spirit of God was hovering 

over the waters”—not a volcano, not a canyon, not a tree. Muslims perform wudu, ritual 

ablutions, before praying. Buddhists offer bowls of water as a symbol of clear enlightenment. 

Baptism is a major component of many religions; converting to Judaism requires full immersion 

in a mikvah, a bath that must be connected to natural water. Surfing—immersion into the 

liveliest of waters—has spiritual roots that started well before hippie surfers were passing the 

peace pipe. Hawaiian chiefs demonstrated their clout by braving big waves. When the surf raged 

too big for humans, it was called ‘Awili, meaning the gods were surfing. 

But whether walking on it, surfing it, or bathing with it, water has been at the center of 

transformative rituals throughout history.  “Across all spiritual traditions, cultures, and times, 

you find the use of water to achieve states of awe, grace, and love,” said Wallace J. Nichols, a 

biologist and the author of the New York Times bestseller Blue Mind, which explores how 

humans can benefit from being close to water. “We scientists avoid those words like the plague. 

But if you’re on the water a lot, those end up being the words you need to describe your 

experiences.” 

Scientists are still learning why people say they feel increased amounts of unity, reverence, and 

happiness in the water, Nichols told me. But if you look at the scientific recipe for flow states—

the psychological term for when people are fully and pleasantly absorbed in what they’re 

doing—being in water checks a lot of the boxes. First, you’re removing a lot of distractions: 



buzzing cell phones, traffic, written language, and even the need for language, period. Second, 

you get many of the perks of solitude without the side effects of pain and loneliness. 

Then, there’s what psychologists call the “soft focus” that water provides—meaning that 

watching water is stimulating, even entertaining, to the brain, but in a relaxing, rejuvenating way. 

Look at the brain of a surfer or swimmer in an fMRI, Nichols said, and you’ll see a more 

distributed set of points, a more spherical thinking, than when you’re, say, solving a math 

problem, which takes more prefrontal cortex power. What’s more, surfing—as a form of exercise 

that involves risk-taking and play—triggers the release of feel-good hormones that help make it 

so enjoyable. 

Surfer Magazine has some anecdotal data to back up Nichols’s points. In 2010, the outlet’s editor 

at the time, Sam George, wrote: 

If some malevolent being came into the world that forced us to close down the doors here at the 

Palace of Stoke, we could continue to fill editorial pages for two years solely with letters written 

by surfers to tell us of their spiritual quests in the waves. It’s a phenomenon, really. And it’s one, 

I believe, that is unique to surfing. 

Still, some of the most dedicated surfers balk at the salted spiritual musings.  “You can get the 

same feeling playing golf,” Justin Housman, a current editor at Surfer Magazine, told me 

recently. “Surfers need to stop acting like we have some special access to the Tao or whatever 

just because we ride waves. It’s addictive because it’s fun, because you’re getting dopamine and 

adrenaline and serotonin. But that’s it. If you think only surfing can get you that feeling, you’ve 

got to get out more.” 

Housman said he sees no problem with surfers taking a metaphysical or religious approach to 

what they love if they happen to have that orientation to life in general. But he also believes that 

spirituality gets unfairly foisted onto surfing to the detriment of enjoying surfing for what it is—

fun. “You don’t need to add any deeper meaning to make surfing great,” Housman said. “It’s 

already good enough to take over your entire life.” The reason for the mystical rhetoric, 

Housman told me, is that surf culture and brands—the latter dependent on surfing remaining cool 

for its existence—have always pegged themselves to films and TV shows that reinforce that 

stereotype. 

* * * 

In the ’60s and ’70s, surf media tended to depict surfers as symbols of a life outside the rat race 

(like with the classic 1966 documentary The Endless Summer) or figures communing with the 

gravity of the moon (the 1971 film Morning of the Earth)—all reflections of the hippie and back-

to-the-land ethos. Surfers in that era experimented with psychedelics as much as any subculture 

group, and Timothy Leary even spoke of the tube as the ultimate metaphor for “the highly 

conscious life.” In the ’80s, ’90s, and early 2000s, surf flicks pivoted toward competitive and 

human-versus-nature themes, perhaps a reflection of Cold War posturing. But even in films 

about professional contests (North Shore) or adrenaline junkies conquering death-defying waves 

(Riding Giants, In God’s Hands, Point Break), there is always a soul-searching bent. Recall that 

http://stabmag.com/style/surfing-according-to-dr-timothy-leary/


Patrick Swayze’s character in Point Break, for example, is named Bodhi, short for bodhisattva, a 

being who embodies the Buddhist ideal of compassion for all sentient beings. 

In the internet age, mass media about surfing touches on a bit of everything, though contests and 

Red Bull stunts play a huge role. Now there are more contemplative films about female 

empowerment, including the 2011 Bethany Hamilton biopic Soul Surfer and the documentary 

about women surfers It Ain’t Pretty. Other movies criticize consumer culture, like 2010’s Stoked 

and Broke and 180° South (the latter features Yvon Chouinard, the founder of Patagonia, 

reflecting on his Zen practice and its overlap with surfing). But no matter the era, Housman said 

there have been far too many surf books and films with the words “soul” or “Tao” in them, a 

phenomenon he attributes to surfing gaining its popularity during the Beatnik and hippie eras. 

Now the baby-boomer surfers’ kids are grown up, addicted to surfing, and basically continuing 

the trip. 

Housman isn’t a surf jock arguing for more wave pools and more Olympics (this coming 

summer Olympics will be the first for surfers). “I’d push back on surfing being called a sport 

alone,” he said, leaving the activity’s definition open-ended. His point, however, which many 

surfers would echo, is to let surfing be surfing. 

Identifying too closely with surfing—whether spiritually, athletically, or territorially—can also 

add to what many see as the sport’s dark underbelly. Surfers are famous for becoming like angry 

zealots when access to their god—the waves— gets obstructed by crowds, fueling gang-like turf 

wars in hotspots like Palos Verdes. Steven Kotler’s book West of Jesus captured this tension 

well: “The irony of it was that most of the people considered surfing a religious experience and 

that their religious experience was being ruined by all the others surfing for the same reason.” 

So why does surfing appear to be so much more freighted with spiritual meaning than other 

water sports? One key distinction is the structure and pace of the activity. Yes, there are those 

brief adrenaline pumping moments of actually riding a wave, but in between sets are long lulls 

when the surfer is just waiting, bobbing, staring at a horizon—time in which there’s nothing to 

do but breathe and consider saltwater’s flirtatious dance with the sunlight and sky. So whether 

you’re spiritual or not, there’s still a need for a contemplative solitude in relative stillness. 

There’s also the constant paradox of having to exert great effort to paddle, while simultaneously 

surrendering to the power of a wave you’re riding (or falling into)—a Zen metaphor if ever there 

was one. 

All this may feed into why, when you look at the science of peak experiences, water and music 

are basically tied for first place, Nichols told me. “The ‘oneness thing’ people get is, in a sense, a 

brain-chemistry response of letting go of that ‘need to know.’ And interestingly, that’s also 

where the poetry and music is.” Of course, it would be reductive to say neuroscience explains 

away rapturous moments in the waves—moments that perhaps become spiritual when there is a 

spiritual language to describe them. And as Housman suggested, surfing is not unique in its 

ability to give people more happiness, well-being, and awe. But Nichols’s point—and also Carol 

Schuldt’s—seems to be that water is the best at it. “We try to re-create the water with stained 

glass, grand architecture,” Nichols said, “but it really doesn’t get close to the real thing.” 

http://www.bbc.com/sport/39981520


Schuldt, for her part, agrees. After doing her own readings on biology and astrophysics, she 

thinks science has only scratched the surface in revealing why the water is so healing for people. 

Part of of her reasoning is personal: Her son, Peter, was hit by a car when he was just 3 years old. 

The doctors warned he’d be completely dependent on others for life, if he made it at all. Unable 

to accept that prognosis, Schuldt took Peter off life support and rolled his frail body in the icy 

surf. Today, Peter has a crooked gait and slurred speech, but lives a full life, competing in 

swimming and running—a fact his mother attributes to his daily saltwater therapy. 

But if you really want to understand Schuldt’s religion, follow her on her afternoon ritual 

sometime, up the steep hill she rides on that old cruiser. Hike another mile with her over the 

golden dunes, gather firewood, build a bonfire, dive into the cold waters for a bodysurf—and, 

perhaps, wait for a revelation. 

“People ask, ‘How do you do this, at your age,’” she said with a laugh. “I tell them to jump in the 

ocean.” 

https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/07/is-surfing-more-religion-than-

sport/533721/ 
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Environmental Teachings of Islam 

 

By Ashraf Amin 

Kashmir Images 

When the individuals, families, school children, and tourists from across the globe are making 

trips to the beautiful gardens, valleys, national parks, sanctuaries, mountain ranges, forests, etc., 

in these hot summers, it is highly commendable to show the care for the places we visit. Their 

greenery and prettiness may not be harmed or blemished. The Creator of the beautiful nature 

wishes us to be friendly to our environment. Let us never overlook the blessed teachings of Islam 

while making a visit to any recreational area. The essence of Islamic teachings is that the entire 

universe is Allah’s creation. Allah makes the waters flow upon the earth, upholds the heavens, 

makes the rain fall and keeps the boundaries between day and night. The whole of the rich and 

wonderful universe belongs to Allah, it’s maker. It is Allah who created the plants and the 

animals in their pairs and gave them the means to multiply. Then Allah created mankind - a very 

special creation because mankind alone was created with reason and the power to think and even 

the means to turn against his Creator. Mankind has the potential to acquire a status higher than 

that of the angels or sink lower than the lowliest of the beasts. The success story of a human 

being is contained in the word “Islam” itself. 

The word ‘Islam’ has the dual meaning of submission and peace. Mankind is special, a very 

particular creation of Allah. But still we are Allah's creation and we can only properly understand 

ourselves when we recognise that our proper condition is one of submission to Allah who made 

us. And only when we submit to the Will of Allah can we find peace: peace within us as 

https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/07/is-surfing-more-religion-than-sport/533721/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2017/07/is-surfing-more-religion-than-sport/533721/


individuals, peace between man and man, and peace between man and nature. When we submit 

to the Will of Allah, we become aware of the sublime fact that all our powers, potentials, skills 

and knowledge are granted to us by Allah. We are His servants and when we are conscious of 

that, when we realise that all our achievements derive from the Mercy of Allah and when we 

return proper thanks and respect and worship to Allah for our nature and creation, then we 

become free. Our freedom is that of being sensible, aware, responsible trustees of Allah's gifts 

and bounty. 

The primary text of Islam- al-Qur’an abounds in the verses to establish the equilibrium and the 

state of tranquillity between man and his environment. The primordial character of Qur’anic 

messages visualizes man and the cosmos in a state of harmony that reaffirms man’s inner bond 

with the natural world. Certain verses of the Qur’an address natural forms as well as human 

beings, while God takes non-human members of His creation, such as plants and animals, the sun 

and the stars to witness in certain other verses. The soul which is nourished and sustained by the 

Qur’an does not regard the world of nature as its natural enemy to be conquered and subdued but 

as an integral part of man’s religious universe sharing in his earthly life, and in a sense, even 

ultimate destiny. 

The Qur’an makes use of environmental theme in encouraging humankind to be moderate, “It is 

He who produces gardens, both cultivated and wild, and palm trees and crops of diverse kinds 

and olives and pomegranates both similar and dissimilar. Eat of their fruits when they bear fruit 

and pay their dues on the day of their harvest, and do not be wasteful. He does not love the 

squandering” Al- Qur’an (06: 141). The Qur’an refers to creation or the natural world as the 

signs (ayat) of Allah, the Creator, and this is also the name given to the verses contained in the 

Qur’an. Ayat means signs, symbols or proofs of the divine. As the Qur’an is proof of Allah so 

likewise is His creation. The Qur’an also speaks of signs within the human self and as Seyyid 

Hossein Nasr explains, “...When Muslim sages referred to the cosmic or ontological 

Qur’an...they saw upon the face of every creature letters and words from the cosmic 

Qur’an...they remained fully aware of the fact that the Qur’an refers to phenomena of nature and 

events within the soul of man as ayat …for them forms of nature were literally ayat Allah”. The 

Qur’an says, “There are certainly signs (ayat) in the earth for people with certainty; and in 

yourselves. Do you not then see?” (51:20-21). 

Delving upon the Quranic statements, we thus arrive at a position where we see that the universe 

we inhabit is a sign of God’s creation as is the environment of our innermost selves. They both 

emanate from the one source and are bonded by only one purpose, which is to serve the divine 

will. This bonding of the cosmic to the inner core of each individual is the profound ecology of 

Islam. The Qur’anic view holds that everything on the earth was created for humankind. It was 

God’s gift (ni’mah) to us, but a gift with conditions nevertheless. The tests are a measure of our 

acts of worship (ihsan) in its broadest sense. That is living in a way that is pleasing to Allah, 

striving in everything we do to maintain the harmony of our inner and outer environments. 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) states that every human individual is born on Fitrah i.e. 

as a Muslim (One whose disposition is towards submission to his Creator) (Muslim). In the same 

manner all natural entities are patterned on Fitrah. To alter such order may breed disharmony and 

chaos in the personality of a human being and the nature surrounding him. 



The heavenly bodies, the earth and its ecosystems all work within their own limits and 

tolerances. In the Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) we have practical 

reflections of the above mentioned principles and guidelines. We have countless pronouncements 

and above all his acts that stimulate and convince a believer to maintain a healthy relationship 

with his/ her surroundings. The glorious Prophet was deeply concerned for the well being of both 

flora and fauna. He was equally striving for the purity of physical environments as earth, water, 

and air. At the very outset earth was declared as Mosque for the Prophet. Muslims could offer 

their prayers where ever they are on the surface of the earth. This declaration sanctioned the 

sacredness of earth and the responsibility of believers to ensure the purity and cleanliness of 

earth as is maintained in a mosque. The Prophet’s appreciation of the earth’s natural endowment 

is espoused, in the following Hadith, with a challenge: “The world is green and pleasant and God 

has put it under your charge to see how you will manage (Mishkat 3086). We have an instant 

answer in the Qur’an as, “The earth is inherited by those of God’s servants that do good works 

and fulfil their responsibilities (21:105). The good you give to the earth, the best will it give to 

you.  It has been well said that plants are to earth what clothes are to man. In order to add to the 

beauty of the earth and to maintain its decorum, planting of trees becomes inevitable. In a very 

inspirational Hadith, Prophet exhorts his followers as: “If the day of resurrection comes upon any 

one of you while he has a seedling in his hand, let him plant it (Al-Bukhari). 

Prophet had a special concern for earth and he could lose no chance to ensure the greenery of 

earth and its rightful and judicious use; thus the encouragement in a Hadith, “One who reclaims 

barren land is entitled to own it (Abu Dawud). 

The act of plantation not only counts the benefits of the worldly life but registers the blessings of 

hereafter. In this respect the saying of the Prophet runs as “Anyone who plants a tree or sows a 

field, and a human, bird or animal eats from it, it shall be reckoned as charity from him (Bukhari 

and Muslim). Prophet used to remind his followers at every step that beauty is dear to 

God.  Prophet said: “God is beautiful and He loves beauty. (Sunan Tirmidhi). In a widely quoted 

Hadith the Prophet (peace be upon him) declares that “Cleanliness is half of faith” (Sahih 

Muslim). The cleanliness of one’s own self and one’s surroundings forms the characteristic trait 

of a believer. “He who goes to bed at night with his hands unclean should only blame himself (if 

he falls ill), says Prophet (Mishkat). 

 Muslims have a special relationship with water. It is one of the great signs (ayat) of God in 

nature, and it has been mentioned specifically in the verses of the Qur’an. Water is indeed a sign 

of Allah that is everywhere in one of its many forms. For everyday Muslims, water is nothing 

more than an expression of the covenant, or trust, (amanah) we have with God, for with it we 

ritually purify ourselves to begin each act of worship. Prophet (peace be upon him) warned his 

followers of the consequences for withholding water: “There are three persons whom Allah will 

not look at on the Day of Resurrection, nor will he purify them and theirs shall be a severe 

punishment. One of them is a man [who] possessed superfluous water on a way and he withheld 

it from travellers.” This Hadith is incorporated by Ibrahim Abdul Matin in his famous book, 

Green Deen, at page 121.  Islam strongly dislikes the wastage of resources. It prefers moderation 

in every act. But waste not by excess, for Allah loves not the wasters, says Quran (7:31). 

Muslims are expected to be humble and judicious in their words and deeds. Arrogance and 

haughtiness is prophesised as doom and destruction in Islam. The special feature of believers is 



recorded in the Qur’an as, “And the servants of the All-Merciful are they who walk on the earth 

gently” (25:63). At another place Qur’an states, “O Children of Adam! Wear your beautiful 

apparel at every time and every place of prayer: eat and drink: but waste not by excess, for Allah 

loves not the wasters, as stated above (7:31). 

As trees and fresh lakes of water adorn our planet so do the diverse animals and birds. The 

cruelty to animals and birds is forbidden in Islam. There are many examples from the time of the 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) that support this prohibition — for example: “No 

human being kills a sparrow or [something] larger, without right, except that Allah will ask him 

about it on Judgment Day, says Prophet.” Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) directed us 

to treat animals with love. They are not to be disrespected, denied food or water, or hurt in any 

way. The Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) once told the story of a woman who was punished 

because of a cat she had imprisoned until it died. “She entered the (Hell) Fire because of it, for 

she neither gave the cat food nor water as she had imprisoned it, nor set it free to eat from the 

Earth, quotes Ibrahim Abdul Matin in his Green Deen at page 173. 

The precepts drawn from both the Qur’an and the Sunnah exhort mankind to be at peace with 

one’s own self and towards nature and society. Islam holds that the earth and the cosmos are set 

in equilibrium, and to alter such balance may summon harm and imbalance in our lives. Qur’an 

warns us in such words as, “Do no mischief on the Earth after it has been set in order; but call on 

Him with fear and longing (in your hearts): for the mercy of Allah is (always) near to those who 

do good” (7:56). Indeed Qur’an and the example of Prophet urge us to partake in the 

beautification and maintenance of worldly order. On the contrary “There is near total 

disequilibrium between modern man and nature as attested by nearly every expression of modern 

civilisation which seeks to offer a challenge to nature rather than to co-operate with it, laments 

Seyyid Hossein Nasr in his work Man and Nature at page 20. 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said: “Whoever among you sees an evil action, let him 

change it with his hand [by taking action]; if he cannot, then with his tongue [by speaking out]; 

and if he cannot, then with his heart [by hating it and feeling that it is wrong] — and that is the 

weakest of faith.”The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was urging humanity to take 

action and speak out, and at the very least, recognize in our hearts when something is wrong. The 

above Hadith is slotted in by Ibrahim Abdul Matin in his Green Deen at page 131. The words of 

the Prophet echo the words of Allah, “...Help you one another in Al-Birr and At- Taqwa (Virtue, 

Righteousness and Piety); but do not help one another in sin and transgression. And fear Allah. 

Verily, Allah is severe in punishment (05:02). Thus the destiny of one’s own self and of the 

environment lies in the hands of mankind. All the ugly consequences bore by humanity resulting 

from the depletion of natural resources and the pollution cum contamination of air, water, and 

soil is the work of the hands of mankind itself. To beautify or to blemish our planet rests on our 

own actions for Qur’an openly declares, “Corruption has appeared in both land and sea because 

of what people’s own hands have brought about so that they may taste something of what they 

have done, so that hopefully they will turn back” (30-41). 

The writer is Doctoral Candidate at University of Kashmir and can be mailed 

at  ashrafamin121@gmail.com 
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Vatican shuts down fountains as Rome deals with drought 

 

By Junno Arocho Esteves  

Catholic News Service 

VATICAN CITY (CNS) -- While Rome reels from one of its worst droughts in decades, the 

Vatican is doing its part to conserve water by shutting down the city-state's 100 fountains. 

The office governing Vatican City State announced July 25 that the drought has "led the Holy 

See to take measures aimed at saving water" by shutting down fountains in St. Peter's Square, 

throughout the Vatican Gardens and in the territory of the state. 

"The decision is in line with the teachings of Pope Francis, who reminds us in his encyclical 

'Laudato Si'' how 'the habit of wasting and discarding' has reached 'unprecedented levels' while 

'fresh drinking water is an issue of primary importance, since it is indispensable for human life 

and for supporting terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems,'" the office said. 

The prolonged drought has forced officials from the Lazio region of Italy to halt pumping water 

from Lake Bracciano, located roughly 19 miles north of Rome. Less than usual rainfalls in the 

past two years have steadily depleted the lake, which provides 8 percent of the city's water 

supply.  

In an interview with Italian news outlet Tgcom24, Nicola Zingaretti, the region's president, said 

the lake's water level has "fallen too much and we risk an environmental disaster." 

While the drought already forced Rome city officials to shut down some of Rome's public 

drinking fountains in June, it may lead to strict water rationing for the city's estimated 1.5 million 

residents.  

City officials may also take the Vatican's lead and shut down water pouring down from Rome's 

many ancient fountains.  

Pilgrims and visitors alike have marveled at the majestic fountains of St. Peter's Square that have 

cascaded water for centuries since their construction in the 17th century.  

While the source of water was once provided from an ancient Roman aqueduct, the two 

fountains, as well as 10 percent of Vatican City State's 100 fountains "recirculate water 

currently," Greg Burke, Vatican spokesman, told Catholic News Service in a July 25 email. 

Others, he added, "will eventually be transformed in order to recirculate" the same water rather 

than let it be wasted by running into the drainage or sewer system. 

http://dailykashmirimages.com/Details/145358/environmental-teachings-of-islam


Burke told CNS that the Vatican's move to switch off the fountains located within its territory is 

"a way to show a good example" in conserving water as the city deals with the crisis.  

"We're not going to be able to solve Rome's water problem this summer, but we can do our part," 

Burke said. "This is the Vatican putting 'Laudato Si'' into action. Let's not waste water." 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/vatican-shuts-down-fountains-as-

rome-deals-with-drought.cfm 
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Keeping faith in forests 

 

By Frances Seymour, World Resources Institute 

Thomson Reuters Foundation 

 

If climate change is the defining challenge for human society, preserving tropical forests is 

essential - and faith can help  

I grew up as the minister’s daughter in a Baptist church in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, a college 

town in the southern US. I witnessed first-hand how organized and energized faith communities 

took on the cause of racial justice in the early 1960s, as church leaders and lay members pushed 

to integrate the public school system, restaurants, and even the University of North Carolina 

basketball team. 

Fifty years on, climate change has emerged as the defining challenge for human society around 

the globe, and conservation of the world’s tropical forests is essential to stabilizing the 

atmosphere. Standing forests provide safe-keeping for the carbon embodied in leaves, branches, 

trunks, roots, and soil. 

Forests are also the only technology for carbon capture and storage to date that is safe, natural, 

proven, and cheap. Tropical forests alone capture 1.4 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide 

annually, almost as much as the combined emissions from France, Germany, and the United 

Kingdom in 2015. 

And just like in my youth, religious communities are now mobilizing the faithful, helping world 

leaders include forest conservation—and the rights of indigenous peoples, stewards of these 

forests—in climate change strategies. The most well known statement was issued two years ago 

when Pope Francis published his encyclical, Laudato Si. This widely quoted thesis singled out 

tropical deforestation early and often as a threat to many values of importance to the world’s 

religions. 

But the Pope is not alone in his advocacy. He is joined by clergy and lay people from many 

faiths, including Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and Judaism, all of which share messages of 

respect and stewardship for the natural world, as well as a moral obligation to help the poor. 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/vatican-shuts-down-fountains-as-rome-deals-with-drought.cfm
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Over the last 30 years, these leaders have participated in a growing movement to focus religious 

attention on environmental challenges, leading to a summit in June that formally launched an 

Interfaith Rainforest Initiative. 

Appreciation for the wonder and beauty of nature is a thread that weaves across a wide variety of 

religious traditions. “For the Beauty of the Earth” was a hymn sung frequently in the worship 

services of my childhood in praise and thanks for Creation. Tropical forests harbor some two-

thirds of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity, ranging from the charismatic megafauna of jaguars 

and gorillas to the astonishing variety of flowering plants. 

In many human cultures, spiritual traditions are inextricably bound up with nature, with forests 

figuring prominently in creation narratives from all parts of the world. Among the participants in 

the Oslo meeting are indigenous leaders from the Amazon, Congo Basin, and Southeast Asia. 

Indigenous communities are the de facto stewards of much of the world’s remaining forested 

areas, even if their rights to these forests often remain unrecognized. 

But in addition to their spiritual values, intact forests provide a wealth of wild products and 

environmental services that nurture and sustain human communities from local to global scales. 

Households that live in and around forests in developing countries derive, on average, more than 

one-fifth of their incomes from forest products such as fuelwood, honey, and wild fruits. And 

recent research reveals that forests generate the rainfall that maintains agricultural productivity in 

landscapes thousands of miles from the forest edge. 

Faith leaders care especially about the connections between access to forest goods and services 

and amelioration of poverty and injustice. Dorothy Stang, the American-born nun murdered in 

the Brazilian Amazon in 2005, is one of many people of faith who have been martyred for 

standing up to the loggers, ranchers, and other agents of deforestation that destroy the forest-

based livelihoods of the rural poor. 

And among these injustices, climate change now looms as the largest. An increasingly unstable 

climate will worsen poverty and inequality, both within and between nations. Exposure to just 

one severe tropical storm—of the sort expected to become more frequent and severe with climate 

change—can knock a country off its path of economic growth for decades. 

For poor households—without financial assets, sturdy housing, insurance, or access to medical 

services—the droughts, floods, fires, and pestilence that accompany a warming planet are 

beginning to look apocalyptic. To cite just one example, the 2015 fires in Indonesia—fueled by 

damaged forests and peatlands—are estimated to have caused some 100,000 premature deaths. 

Achieving the goals of the 2015 Paris Agreement and limiting the scope of global warming is 

hard to imagine without forests. Currently, emissions from deforestation are a major cause of 

climate change, accounting for more annual emissions than those from all sources in the 

European Union. And the role forests play, in removing carbon from the atmosphere, is critical; 

they buy the world time to achieve the deep, dramatic cuts in fossil fuel use needed to slow 

global warming. 
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When I get discouraged about the possibility of achieving the Paris goals I remember my 

childhood, when my father started his ministry in Chapel Hill. At that time, racial segregation 

was the norm and Coach Dean Smith’s recruitment of UNC’s first African American basketball 

player was a breakthrough. Today, my father’s church, where Coach Smith found support and 

encouragement, now has an “Earth Ministry” and solar panels on its roof. 

Agents of change inspired by religious conviction are again taking the lead. People of faith are 

bound to follow. 

Frances Seymour is a distinguished senior fellow at World Resources Institute. She is the lead 

author of the book, Why Forests? Why Now? The Science, Economics, and Politics of Tropical 

Forests and Climate Change and the former Director General of the Center for International 

Forestry Research (CIFOR). 

http://news.trust.org/item/20170725163604-unjqw/ 

 

 

July 26, 2017 

 

This massive natural gas pipeline will run right through Native American communities 

 

By Mark Hand 

Think Progress 

Dominion’s Atlantic Coast Pipeline disproportionately affects Native communities. 

Protests against the Dakota Access oil pipeline in North Dakota escalated more than a year ago 

when Native Americans realized the pipeline’s developers and government officials intended to 

ignore their request to reroute the pipeline around the Standing Rock reservation. 

The decision to proceed on building the Dakota Access pipeline on a path opposed by Native 

Americans highlighted how federal and state government agencies are accustomed to ignoring or 

downplaying the concerns of indigenous populations. 

Now, a similar scenario is playing out in Virginia and North Carolina, where Native Americans 

are urging federal, state, and local officials to listen to their concerns about the 600-mile Atlantic 

Coast Pipeline, a pipeline system that would transport fracked gas from West Virginia into 

Virginia and North Carolina. 

Native Americans “didn’t have opportunities to learn how the route was chosen or to provide 

input on bodies of water or specific landscapes that their tribes consider sacred and that they 

might have problems with a pipeline passing through,” Ryan Emanuel, a member of the Lumbee 

Tribe of North Carolina who serves on the environmental justice committee of the North 

Carolina Commission of Indian Affairs, told ThinkProgress. 
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About 30,000, or 13 percent, of the people who live within one mile of the proposed route of the 

pipeline in North Carolina are Native American, even though Native Americans represent only 

1.2 percent of the state’s total population. 

The pipeline originates in northern West Virginia, a region that is seeing heavy natural gas 

production, and ends in Robeson County, North Carolina, a county with one of the highest 

percentages of Native Americans east of the Mississippi River. 

The Atlantic Coast Pipeline’s proposed route crosses territories of four Native American tribes in 

North Carolina: the Lumbee Tribe of North Carolina, the Tuscarora, the Haliwa-Saponi, the 

Coharie, and the Meherrin Nation. Of the eight counties in the state through which the pipeline 

would travel, four have large Native American communities. 

Members of tribal groups worry the pipeline could damage sacred Native American sites and the 

surrounding environment. Last Friday, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) 

issued a final environmental review of the pipeline, concluding that the impact on the 

environment would be reduced to “less-than-significant” levels if the developers follow certain 

mitigation measures. 

FERC did not conduct a comprehensive assessment of the pipeline’s impact on Native American 

communities along the pipeline’s route. But the agency did instruct pipeline developer Dominion 

Energy to submit documentation showing that it met with tribes in North Carolina prior to 

beginning construction. The project is also owned by Duke Energy, Piedmont Natural Gas, and 

Southern Company Gas. 

“I still don’t believe that the FEIS [final environmental impact statement] acknowledges the 

disproportionate impacts on indigenous peoples in North Carolina,” Emanuel said. 

In an article published in the July 21 issue of Science, Emanuel, a professor of forestry and 

environmental resources at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, North Carolina, wrote 

that the Dakota Access Pipeline controversy “demonstrates that all parties suffer when 

environmental justice analyses and tribal consultation are treated as meaningless rote exercises.” 

One of the biggest issues in the Dakota Access dispute was the issue of consultation, a term used 

to describe official communication between the federal government and tribes. The Standing 

Rock Sioux is a federally recognized tribe, which gave it standing to have formal consultation 

with the federal government. 

In North Carolina, the tribes whose land would be impacted by the Atlantic Coast Pipeline are 

not federally recognized. By statute, federal agencies are not required to offer consultation to 

these tribes. However, the advisory body for the National Historic Preservation Act recommends 

that federal agencies offer formal consultation to non-federal tribes if they can demonstrate an 

interest in a particular issue. In the case of the Atlantic Coast Pipeline, FERC did not offer 

formal consultation to the North Carolina tribes. 

Dominion had not responded to a request for comment at the time this article was published. 

https://elibrary.ferc.gov/idmws/file_list.asp?accession_num=20170721-4000


Even though FERC approves almost every pipeline application it reviews, the indigenous 

population along the pipeline’s route remains hopeful in its opposition. “It’s definitely not a done 

deal, even though they’re presenting it like it is. It falls upon us as citizens to make people 

understand that it’s not something that’s set in stone,” said anti-pipeline activist Jorden Revels, a 

Native American student at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke in Robeson County. 

Fix Cain, a representative with the Coalition of Woodland Nations, a group formed to unite 

Native people to protect the environment, sacred sites, and areas of cultural and historical 

significance, said he had heard reports that the pipeline route was originally designed to travel 

west of the current route, through the Piedmont region of North Carolina, where communities are 

not as economically disadvantaged as the eastern part of the state. 

“They didn’t want the pipeline to go through their backyards,” Cain told ThinkProgress. Instead, 

the modified route is “hitting almost every single contemporary and historical native community 

between western Virginia all the way down to southeastern North Carolina,” said Cain, a 

member of the Skaroreh Katenuaka Nation, which is part of the Tuscarora community. 

“These same communities are also some of the most economically fragile and not just in the 

Native communities. You have impoverished white communities, you have impoverished 

African American communities, and various other minority communities here as well. There’s 

nobody here who can afford to fight it,” he said. 

New industries are emerging in the region that could help strengthen local economies without 

causing significant pollution — unlike fossil fuel infrastructure or the region’s ubiquitous hog and 

chicken farms. From 2007 to 2014, Robeson County had the highest eight-year investment in 

solar farms in the state with $170.6 million and the second-highest total renewable energy 

investment with $188.6 million, according to a report. 

“In the midst of all these negative stories, eastern North Carolina is starting to see a boom in 

deployed solar panel operations. There are a lot of people who think these communities should 

be looking at things like solar power and not be the dumping ground for the types of industries 

that pollute air and water,” Emanuel said. 

North of the border, in Virginia, the pipeline also threatens sacred sites of the Monacan Indian 

Nation, according to anti-pipeline activists. During the regulatory review process, the Monacan 

Nation wrote to FERC voicing its “strong opposition” to the pipeline’s construction through 

Nelson County, Virginia due to its impact on archaeological sites. 

“Our tribe was one of the first formally in opposition to the Atlantic Coast Pipeline and we were 

the first to send a letter to FERC outlining our opposition and the reasons for our opposition,” 

said Dwayne Painter, a member of the Monacan Nation and a representative with the Coalition 

of Woodland Nations. 

Opposition to the pipeline is growing among Native Americans along the East Coast, Cain said. 

With the Monacan people, if they want us to stand with them and block the pipeline, “that may 

not be completely out of the question,” he stated. 

http://www.fayobserver.com/1e076027-9609-5223-bf42-4bef4d2d58be.html


“We want to make sure this is done as peacefully as possible. We want to exhaust all legal 

methods before we have to get out there on foot and protest,” Cain said. The protest against the 

Dakota Access pipeline was the largest Native American unification in history, Cain noted. 

Virginia and North Carolina, on the other hand, have traditionally been “pretty shaky” on 

unification of the tribal people for any issue. 

Witnessing how the Dakota Access pipeline developers trampled on sacred Native American 

grounds in North Dakota, Cain said, invigorated tribal members in Virginia and North Carolina 

to oppose the Atlantic Coast Pipeline by encouraging them to educate fellow members. 

FERC has 90 days after issuing its final environmental analysis to make a decision on the 

pipeline. Dominion Energy also must receive state water permits for the pipeline. The original 

targeted in-service date for the Atlantic Coast Pipeline project was late 2018, but the company 

now expects the pipeline will begin serving customers in early 2019. 

https://thinkprogress.org/native-americans-protest-natural-gas-pipeline-in-north-carolina-

c4726edff47a 
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Homeless center goes solar, adds to 'faith bottom line' 

 

By James Dearie 

National Catholic Reporter   

 

Lexington, Kentucky - The Catholic Action Center here will soon adopt solar power as its sole 

source of energy, perhaps becoming one of the first homeless centers in the country to take this 

innovative step. 

Since its founding in 1999, the center strives to meet the spiritual needs of its residents, 

providing daily prayer services, for example, and it has held nearly 100 funerals for residents 

who died alone. It also helps connect its guests to the services they need outside the walls of the 

center. It accepts no government funding and is run by unpaid volunteers. 

In April, Catholic Action Center moved to its current location on Industry Road and is open 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week, combining services under one roof that were previously offered in 

four different buildings. It provides 129 guests a place to sleep and serves between 400 and 500 

meals a day. It also has activities, including a choir, bingo, Bible studies, Alcoholics Anonymous 

and Narcotics Anonymous, and has even produced a play, written and performed by guests of the 

center, which did a small local tour for the center's 10th anniversary. 

Ginny Ramsey, who helped found the Catholic Action Center and has served as its director 

since, said that she began to envision the switch to solar power when she got approval to buy the 

previously city-owned building earlier this year. 

https://thinkprogress.org/native-americans-protest-natural-gas-pipeline-in-north-carolina-c4726edff47a
https://thinkprogress.org/native-americans-protest-natural-gas-pipeline-in-north-carolina-c4726edff47a
https://www.ncronline.org/locations/lexington-kentucky
http://www.catholicactioncenter.net/


As an organization that provides dozens of showers and several hundred meals a day, Ramsey 

said "we are a big footprint." She became certain that God was calling her to make the energy 

switch in June, when President Donald Trump announced the United States' withdrawal from the 

Paris Climate Accord. 

As the center is funded entirely through the good will of the local community, Ramsey initially 

met with skepticism that the project could find the necessary financing, "but we do our due 

diligence," she said. 

The Catholic Action Center partnered with Edelen Strategic Ventures, a management 

consultancy also based in Lexington, to help put together a plan. The firm has previous 

experience as a solar energy leader, helping a local coal mining company open a solar farm on an 

old mine strip, and is led by former Kentucky auditor of public accounts Adam Edelen, who has 

worked with Catholic Action Center in the past. 

"We believe that the center is the first shelter to go solar without any government subsidy," 

Edelen said. 

Local company Synergy Home LLC installed the panels for a reduced price, and Eastern 

Kentucky-based Traditional Bank financed the $75,000 project. The center expects that the 

switch to solar power will pay for itself in the next five to seven years. 

"The return on investment is so great," said Ramsey. "There is no other way can you get this kind 

of [return]." 

The center will also be able to take advantage of a Kentucky law that allows buildings powered 

by solar panels to place some of their power into the electric grid and receive credit on electric 

bills for energy used when the sun goes down. 

Sarah, a Mississippi-born woman who has been a guest at the center and involved in its choir for 

the past five years, said that the switch to solar power has been "great," in connecting guests and 

staff to creation. 

"It gives us all a better sense of life," she said. "It's about the community." 

Ramsey credits the community of Lexington for helping to make the Catholic Action Center and 

its solar project a reality, from the hundreds of faith communities that support it financially, to 

the businesses that have partnered in its work or donated food. 

"We have been very blessed by the way the community responds," she said. "We connect people; 

that's our job. All of us are broken and can only be healed by connectedness and relationships." 

Ramsey said that even as the work of connecting the Catholic Action Center, its guests and the 

community continues, so does spreading the word about care for the environment. "It's about 

more than just saving dollars," she said, "it's about being a witness." 



In the days leading up to the switch, Ramsey and Edelen sent out literature explaining both the 

environmental and financial benefits of going solar to many of the faith groups that support the 

Catholic Action Center. Edelen believes that the shelter has provided a model for faith 

communities trying to become more environmentally conscious. 

"They found a way to make it work for their faith bottom line as well as their financial bottom 

line," he said. 

In the meantime, the center's work with the disadvantaged of Lexington continues. Ramsey 

believes that her community has seen an abundance of signs of God's blessings throughout the 

years. 

"I've always said the day we can't pay our electric bill is the day the good Lord is telling us to 

close," she said. "We haven't closed; we've expanded, and now the good Lord is paying our 

electric bill." 

[James Dearie is a writer from Cincinnati, Ohio. He graduated from the University of Notre 

Dame in 2017 with a Bachelor of Arts degree in political science and theology.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/homeless-center-goes-solar-adds-faith-bottom-line 
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Climate change: It’s not just for liberals anymore 

 

By Renee Garfinkel 

Washington Times 

Al Gore’s prominence in the climate change discussion has led some in the media to assume that 

it’s strictly a liberal and secular issue. They are wrong. 

 

On a viciously hot day in Jerusalem this brutally hot summer, three prominent religious figures - 

a Christian, a Muslim and a Jew - gathered at the Jerusalem Press Club to call for action on 

climate change, “the ultimate religious imperative of our time!” 

 

These religious leaders are not members of liberal denominations - quite the contrary; religiously 

speaking, you might call them strict constructionists.  Father Francesco Patton is the Franciscan 

order’s chief custodian of the Holy Land, Kadi Iyad Zahalha, is a judge on the Shari’a Court of 

Appeal in Israel and Rabbi David Rosen is an Orthodox rabbi who was the former Chief Rabbi 

of Ireland. 

 

Brought together by the Interfaith Center for Sustainable Development, the three spoke from 

their hearts to an audience of international media. Although they based their comments on 

different sacred texts, they expressed a unified message:  

    •    Protecting the environment is a religious obligation.   

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/homeless-center-goes-solar-adds-faith-bottom-line


    •    Climate change is an urgent problem.  

    •    Interfaith cooperation is required to properly address it. 

 

We human beings are part of nature, the panel agreed, created by one God, and given the 

responsibility to care for and protect the rest of creation.  Failure to meet this obligation 

constitutes sin.  When we stand idly by as the environment degrades, we are also failing our 

responsibility to fellow humans, and to future generations.  In Rabbi Rosen’s words, the answer 

to the environmentally related question, “Am I my brother’s keeper?” must be a vigorous 

“yes!”   

 

Father Patton made reference to his own personal history.  He recalled his childhood on a farm in 

Northern Italy, when the harvest normally took place in September and October.  Now they 

harvest in August.  “Strange summers,” he observed, that bring unusual heat and thunderstorms. 

 

Recognizing the ongoing political conflicts that blazed even as we met, Kadi Zahalha said, 

“Let’s leave conflict out of this dialogue; leave that to others.”  He poignantly noted, “what is the 

point of struggling for territory if it will all become desert?”  Father Patton referred to Pope 

Frances’ comments about the worldwide refugee crisis, which includes climate refugees as well 

as war refugees.   Populations are migrating to find sustenance, fleeing exhausted lands, now arid 

and unproductive. (Seventeen million people face hunger in East Africa alone this year, 

according to the United Nations.)   

 

We can no longer afford to ignore the relationship between an overheating, parched environment 

and global political issues. Case in point: The war being waged by Saudi Arabia against Iran’s 

proxies in Yemen, combined with a record, climate-change compounded drought, has resulted in 

the worst cholera epidemic in modern history, which has already spread beyond Yemen’s 

borders. 

 

The message of this conservatively religious panel was clear: Responding to climate change is a 

religious imperative.  That was also the message Pope Frances sent when he gave President 

Trump a copy of his encyclical on climate change.  That is, as well, the message of the statement 

by Israel Orthodox Rabbis on the Climate Crisis, and the Islamic Declaration on Global Climate 

Change.   

 

The faiths that inspire us with a vision of nature in the fabled Garden of Eden are now calling 

upon us to act to protect what’s left of the garden. 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jul/31/climate-change-religious-imperative/ 
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In development goals, sisters set a people-first example 

 

By Chris Herlinger 

Global Sisters Report 

http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jul/31/climate-change-religious-imperative/


Summer may be a time when the pace of work and life slow down a bit. That's not the case for 

those fighting global poverty. 

The United Nations recently concluded a set of meetings on its 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development — the efforts by the global community to eradicate poverty and promote 

development that is sustainable in a world facing severe environmental challenges. 

A centerpiece of the U.N.'s work in the last few weeks was a high-level forum convened by the 

United Nations' Economic and Social Council. The July 17-20 meetings, held at U.N. 

headquarters in New York, were a chance for governments, advocacy groups and others to assess 

how the world is doing in reaching 17 sustainable development goals. 

These goals aim — and aim high — to end poverty and hunger, promote action on climate 

change, and end gender inequality. 

Secretary-General António Guterres said during the meetings that "implementation has begun, 

but the clock is ticking," the U.N. News Service reported. An assessment of the agenda, he said 

July 17, "shows that the rate of progress in many areas is far slower than needed to meet the 

targets by 2030." 

In other words, greater efforts are needed to meet the goals. 

It's a high order, and those involved in the work, including Catholic sisters who represent their 

congregations at the U.N., know these meetings may seem like a long, drawn-out, maybe even 

tedious process. But, hopefully, meetings at the U.N. do some good and help keep the world on 

track and focused on needed changes for the global community. 

In written testimony to the Economic and Social Council, the Congregation of Our Lady of 

Charity of the Good Shepherd, which has ministries in 74 countries, made clear that those at the 

grassroots are experiencing "multi-dimensional poverty — 'lingering deprivations,' gender 

inequality and effects of climate change." 

Those living in poverty, the congregation said, face overlapping challenges, including poor 

health, malnutrition, lack of sanitation and clean water, inadequate education, violence, and some 

things that may seem intangible but are all too real, such as shame and disempowerment. 

The Good Shepherd congregation urged the U.N. to encourage its member states to promote 

policies that encourage new thinking; not be afraid to tackle controversial matters, such as social 

norms that exclude and discriminate against people; and, this is key, promote ways for those 

living in poverty to become actors "at the center of their own development." 

Luckily, this idea has the support of many at the United Nations. During the recent U.N. 

meetings, Deputy Secretary-General Amina Mohammed urged governmental bodies to more 

fully embrace the 2030 agenda and the sustainable development goals. 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57190#.WXojKYTyvIV
http://www.buonpastoreint.org/
http://www.buonpastoreint.org/


"When the center of government functions effectively, collective expertise from across the public 

sector can be mobilized and brought to bear on the most pressing decisions confronting a 

country," she said on July 18, the U.N.'s news service reported. 

She said it was important that governments listen to their citizens and seek their participation in 

programs to help alleviate poverty, adding that the goals have a people-first focus. 

"No one is too hard to reach," she said. 

It is not surprising that sisters know this already: They are promoting people-centered programs 

that move away from viewing people living in poverty as objects of pity but as the real center of 

ending poverty. I know from my travel experiences in countries like Haiti that the sisters are 

tireless in such efforts. 

A program new to me is Mercy Focus on Haiti, a ministry of the Sisters of Mercy. The 

congregation just announced a new initiative in Haiti's Gros Morne region, an isolated and 

impoverished area in northwest Haiti. 

The congregation is working with the Haitian-based microfinance alliance Fonkoze in an 18-

month program the congregation said is "designed to enable ultra-poor women to emerge from 

poverty by acquiring income-generating assets and the skills, health, and confidence to grow 

such assets." 

The Fonkoze program, called Chemen Lavi Miyò (the Pathway to a Better Life), has already 

graduated 5,000 Haitian women in other parts of the country. It aligns well with the 

congregation's focus on efforts in Gros Morne, which have included immersion trips by 

congregational members as well as supporting local, on-the-ground efforts in such areas as 

agronomy, women's programs, and housing for senior citizens. 

The Mercy sisters have a long history in Haiti, said congregational spokesperson Maureen 

Falcon, and as part of their programs will bring medical interns from Johns Hopkins University 

to the Gros Morne area twice a year. 

The Fonkoze program is based on participants developing dependable livelihoods. 

"They learn to manage income-generating activities, and they receive the assets needed to 

jumpstart their economic activities," the congregation said in an announcement of the initiative. 

"They then receive close accompaniment through weekly home visits throughout the program." 

Mercy Focus on Haiti raised the money needed to bring the Fonkoze program to Gros Morne and 

celebrated a launch ceremony July 13. 

Sr. Kathy Thornton, a member of Mercy Focus on Haiti, said the launch "filled my heart with joy 

for the 200 women and their families whose lives will change forever in the next 18 months." 

Another 200 women will join the program in 20 months, Falcon said. 

http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57208#.WXpR6YTyuUk
https://mercyfocusonhaiti.org/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/
http://www.fonkoze.org/
http://www.fonkoze.org/clm.html


This model of sisters supporting the work of local groups is becoming increasingly common. 

Earlier this year, the Atlantic-Midwest Province of the School Sisters of Notre Dame said it is 

joining the Washington, D.C.-based humanitarian organization Beyond Borders in a partnership 

in Haiti. 

These alliances and partnerships may well be part of the larger efforts to end poverty. They are 

certainly needed, as those at the U.N. know. 

"Empowering vulnerable groups is critical to ending poverty and promoting prosperity for 

everyone, everywhere," said Wu Hongbo, the U.N.'s under-secretary-general for economic and 

social affairs. 

[Chris Herlinger is GSR international correspondent. His email address 

is cherlinger@ncronline.org.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/equality/development-goals-sisters-set-people-first-

example-48276 
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Trees donated to Whanganui's Sisters of St Joseph project  

By Laurel Stowell  

New Zealand Herald 

 

They bought land, made a wetland and now Whanganui's Sisters of St Joseph of the Sacred Heart 

want to plant the steep hillside below their Mount St Joseph. 

The hill is "what's holding it all up", Sister Noelene Landrigan said. It suffered slips in the June 

2015 heavy rain and sheep can no longer be grazed on it. 

The sisters applied to national body Trees That Count for a donation of up to 300 native trees to 

help hold on to the soil. There were more than 1000 applications and theirs was one of seven 

lucky ones. 

The trees arrive next month, and Sr Noelene is organising a planting day for August 30, starting 

at 9am. Anyone who wants to help can ring Mount St Joseph on weekdays and register with 

Karen Erueti, ph 345 5047. 

The Sisters used to own a little farm on the edge of St John's Hill. They kept the land at the top, 

and their Mount St Joseph base and Nazareth Rest Home and Hospital are built on it. 

They bought a 1ha swampy area back from a neighbour, and turned it into the Te Punanga Ripo 

wetland in 2004. It's now a nursery for eels, Sr Noelene said, and the eels have to leave it to get 

to sea and breed. 

http://www.ssnd.org/atlantic-midwest
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/ministry/school-sisters-notre-dame-beyond-borders-pair-bring-relief-haiti-44931
http://beyondborders.net/
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=57190#.WXojKYTyvIV
mailto:cherlinger@ncronline.org
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/equality/development-goals-sisters-set-people-first-example-48276
http://globalsistersreport.org/blog/gsr-today/equality/development-goals-sisters-set-people-first-example-48276


"Some of the staff have seen old female eels heading across our drive down to the river." 

Some of the Sisters' hillside is already taken up with one of the City Mission's gardens, and about 

80 fruit trees. Much of the rest is very steep. 

Sr Noelene has had Whanganui plant ecologist Colin Ogle there, to make a list of suitable trees. 

She wants some for bird and bee forage, and all will store carbon, slow the pace of rainwater and 

hold on to the hillside soil. 

Species are likely to include ngaio, pittosporums and matai. She's hoping they will shade out the 

kikuyu grass growing there, and stop it spreading. 

Much of the work will be done by part-time employee Shane Dean, who helps with the planning. 

The Corrections Department's community workers will do any heavy jobs. 

The project is in line with Pope Francis' views on "integral ecology", and Sr Noelene is part of a 

group of sisters investigating the true meaning of kaitiakitanga with tangata whenua. 

"It's the local understanding of love of the Earth and relationship with the Earth," she said. 

http://www2.nzherald.co.nz/the-country/news/article.cfm?c_id=16&objectid=11896331 
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Religious leaders unite to fight Holy Land environmental issues   

 

By Judith Sudilovsky  

Catholic News Service  

JERUSALEM (CNS) — A heat wave in Israel and the Palestinian territories in July and near-

record electricity usage — where it was available — are indications that, despite the continuous 

political tensions here, Christians, Muslims and Jews are facing a common enemy that needs to 

be confronted in a united manner. 

“The level of the lake of Tiberias and of the Dead Sea is lower than 10 years ago, and the 

landscape is changing because of a continuous construction of houses,” Franciscan Father 

Francesco Patton, custos of the Holy Land, told Catholic News Service. 

Father Patton and two other religious leaders spoke at a recent news conference organized by 

The Interfaith Center for Sustainable Development, a Jerusalem-based environmental 

organization. They spoke about the urgency of putting aside political and religious difference to 

face these challenges and the role religious leaders can take in increasing awareness of the issue. 

Rabbi David Rosen, international director of interreligious affairs for the American Jewish 

Committee, told journalists the Jordan River Valley, another area of Biblical importance, is 

http://www2.nzherald.co.nz/the-country/news/article.cfm?c_id=16&objectid=11896331


facing an environmental crisis. In a covenant signed by religious leaders four years ago, they 

noted that over the past 50 years, the lower Jordan River has had 96 percent of its flow diverted, 

and what little water remains is polluted with saline and liquid waste or sewage. 

Father Patton told CNS that other pressing issues in the Holy Land include the increasing water 

shortage, improper waste disposal and growing air pollution in various regions. 

While Israel has begun a garbage recycling program, the Palestinian Authority has yet to institute 

such an effort. Awareness of proper garbage disposal is also an issue among certain sectors of 

both populations, with many people still tossing garbage on the side of the road or outside their 

buildings, with little regard to garbage bins at their disposal. In certain places of East Jerusalem, 

garbage pickup by the municipality is either lacking or erratic, and Palestinian residents often 

burn their own garbage for lack of a better solution. 

Recent internal political differences have caused electrical shortages in the Gaza Strip. This has 

affected the ability of the sewage system to function properly, which has caused raw sewage to 

flow into the Mediterranean Sea, which borders Egypt and Israel. 

The northern industrial Israel port city of Haifa, though often lauded for its political tolerance, is 

also often sighted even by its own residents for the lack of the environmental controls over the 

chemical factories located on its seashore. In a position paper earlier this year, the Israeli 

Ministry of Health noted Haifa has a 15 percent higher rate of cancer than the rest of Israel and 

leads the country in asthma and breathing problems. 

Father Patton, Rabbi Rosen and Kadi Iyad Zahalka, head judge of the Muslim Shariah courts in 

Israel, said religious leaders needed to unite in their efforts to educate and create a greater 

awareness about these environmental issues. 

“We should offer values that can inspire the everyday life of people, and also recall the 

principles of our religious traditions that can inspire wise economic and political policies and 

decisions,” Father Patton told CNS. 

He noted that the Franciscan Custody of the Holy Land, which is in charge of holy places, is 

working on a pilot project to include environmental education in its local schools curriculum for 

the coming school year. 

The impact of climate change can be easily ignored if a person lives in an acclimatized 

environment with the air conditioning on in the summer and heating on in the winter, said Father 

Patton, the son of a farmer in northern Italy. He told CNS he has seen how the harvest seasons 

have changed over the past 10 years. 

“This means something has changed … climate change is something which touches our lives,” 

he said. 

Referring to the papal encyclical “Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home,” Father Patton 

noted the value of an interfaith strategy toward environmental issues in the Holy Land in the 



form of an “integral ecology.” He said the issue is not only one of “environmental ecology” but 

also of “cultural ecology,” which “connects the ecological issue to many fields in a reciprocal 

relationship.” 

“In this place, it is particularly important to have a linked vision, to work on a connection … 

between different cultures (and religions) of Judaism, Islam and Christianity. This is an integral 

vision of ecology in the encyclical of Pope Francis,” Father Patton told CNS. “He speaks of the 

importance of dialogue between religions of different faiths in this field. We can work as people 

of goodwill.” 

At the news conference, the religious leaders discussed the common respect for the environment 

and nature inherent in their religious traditions and holy books, and the responsibility these 

teachings entrust to people. 

Despite the continuing political violence and struggle to control land not only in Jerusalem and 

the whole Middle East, but also around the world, people need to start discussing the issues of 

real importance concerning climate change and environmental sustainability before there is no 

land left to fight over, said Zahalka. 

“Our lives are more important than all these issues,” he said. The issue of environmental 

sustainability “gives us the opportunity to rethink all these (political) issues and put them into 

context … to focus and invest in what is really important, which is life.” 

Father Patton said the creation of an interfaith environmental dialogue could even serve as a 

confidence-building measure between Israelis and Palestinians and others in the region, which 

could enable future discussions on social, political and religious issues. 

“We received the gift of creation and, first and foremost, we are part of creation, we are not over 

creation. We have a shared responsibility toward this generation,” he told journalists. “We can 

cooperate for something important for every human being in the present and in the future.” 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/religious-leaders-unite-to-fight-holy-

land-environmental-issues.cfm 
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African youth takes stand at first ever WCC Eco-School  

 

World Council of Churches 

“It is imperative for churches to invest in the youth of Africa so they can take leadership in 

addressing these issues in the timeframe of the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals”, said 

Prof. Dr Isabel Phiri, World Council of Churches (WCC) deputy general secretary for 

Diakonia and Public Witness as she spoke to young people attending the first-ever WCC 

Eco-School in Blantyre, Malawi. 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/religious-leaders-unite-to-fight-holy-land-environmental-issues.cfm
http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/religious-leaders-unite-to-fight-holy-land-environmental-issues.cfm


The “Eco-School on Water, Food, Health and Climate Justice,” a 10-day capacity building 

workshop held from 24 July – 3 August was co-organized by two WCC initiatives, the 

Ecumenical Water Network and Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance. 

Vulnerable communities in Africa are some of the most affected by climate change, often 

suffering disproportionately from lack of food and water as well as illness. 

It is vital for all of us to see these challenges through the lenses of justice and human dignity, but 

perhaps most vital is for the youth of Africa to lead the way toward a future in which all people 

can lead full lives. 

The Eco-School reflects the WCC’s commitment to helping youth fulfill a defining role in 

building resilient and transformative communities. 

Thirty young people from 16 countries gathered for comprehensive and intensive study involving 

inputs from various disciplines, experiential learning, community interactions and field visits. 

Fourteen experts and faculty members representing 10 different countries, including WCC staff, 

guided the school, which was hosted by the Church of Central Africa Presbyterian – Blantyre 

Synod, at its Grace Bandawe Conference Centre, which provided a lively campus setting. Young 

people had the opportunity to study and reflect on local, regional, and international 

manifestations and causes of the water crisis, food insecurity, health challenges and the impacts 

of climate change. 

The eco-school’s commitment to including spiritual life deepened the students’ understanding of 

ecological issues, with particular emphasis on climate change, water, food and health, in the 

context of their faith and profoundly influenced the proceedings and deliberations. 

Apart from participating in Bible studies, the students offered devotions and prayers focusing 

and reaffirming their studies. Students also preached on eco-justice in three Blantyre 

congregations. 

Participants were given certificates of recognition for successfully completing the course. 

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/at-the-intersection-of-climate-change-water-

food-and-health-youth-take-a-stand-for-africa2019s-future 
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Delray religious school teaches about Jewish cuisine 

By Randall P. Lieberman 

South Florida Sun-Sentinel 

 

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/at-the-intersection-of-climate-change-water-food-and-health-youth-take-a-stand-for-africa2019s-future
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/at-the-intersection-of-climate-change-water-food-and-health-youth-take-a-stand-for-africa2019s-future


JoAnn Gorodetzer, a teacher at the religious school of Temple Sinai of Palm Beach County in 

Delray Beach, says there is an old joke about Jewish food. 

"They tried to kill us," Gorodetzer starts. "They failed. Let's eat." 

All kidding aside, Gorodetzer believes Jewish food is very important in Jewish culture as 

something all Jews have in common — and she incorporates the teaching of Jewish cuisine into 

her classes at the religious school at Temple Sinai (a Reform congregation). 

"I incorporate Jewish cuisine into my Judaics curriculum at the Temple Sinai Religious School to 

help students make connections to their personal family histories, our collective Jewish history 

and contemporary Jewish living," Gorodetzer said. "We also collect family recipes for a 

classroom cookbook among other activities. 

"We make hamantaschen (fruit-filled pastries) before Purim, matzah (unleavened bread) on 

Pesach, and hummus (mashed chickpea dip) for Yom Ha'atzmaut (Israeli Independence Day)." 

Gorodetzer piloted this curriculum with the fourth and fifth grades at the Temple Sinai Religious 

School last year and will be teaching it to the fifth and sixth grades this year. 

"When JoAnn came to me with the idea to teach this last year, I thought it would be great for our 

students," said Rivka Felsher, religious school director of Temple Sinai of Palm Beach County. 

"The kids love it. They put on their gloves and get a little messy. It takes them out of their 

comfort zone which helps open up their minds." 

According to Felsher, another project the Temple Sinai Religious School will feature this year is 

My Family Story — a cultural history project using a curriculum written by Beit Hatfutsot 

(Museum of the Jewish People) in Tel Aviv in Israel. 

This program will help teach Temple Sinai's students in grades seven through nine about how 

their current family is shaped by Jewish traditions, history and cultures. 

"This program will allow our students to trace their family roots through the Jewish diaspora 

based on where their families came from," Felsher said. "The program is project-based learning 

in a six- to eight-week module — allowing the students to really go in depth with their 

explorations of this topic." 

Finally, this year the Temple Sinai Religious School is adding a focus on ecology throughout the 

entire school. 

"We will be teaching our students about being stewards of the earth and practicing spiritual 

ecology as guided by Torah principles — led by Rabbi Aviva Bass, the spiritual leader of our 

temple," Felsher said. "We will be doing fundraising for tree planting and greening projects in 

Delray Beach — and starting a gleaning program to help grow, gather and distribute tree fruits 

for the hungry in our area." 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/local/palmbeach/
http://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/local/palmbeach/


No matter what curriculum is being taught, parents of students in the Temple Sinai Religious 

School praise the school for its atmosphere. 

Marta Josephson of Lake Worth has a daughter Jenna, 11, going into sixth grade. 

"Jenna loves the Temple Sinai Religious School," Josephson said. "She loves going there every 

week and she just loves the teachers. There's something about the atmosphere there where the 

kids just feel comfortable." 

"When my son Jake, who is now 15 and in10th grade, first went there years ago he had come 

from another religious school that he hated going to," Josephson continued. "But, at Temple 

Sinai, they made the lessons fun. 

"The teachers don't try to make the kids conform to a certain learning style; they teach each kid 

in a way that's comfortable for the child's learning style." 

Up through third grade a child can attend the Temple Sinai Religious School without the family 

being temple members, but starting in fourth grade the family must join the temple to send a 

child to the religious school. 

Temple Sinai of Palm Beach County is located at 2475 W. Atlantic Ave. in Delray Beach — 

approximately a quarter-mile west of I-95. 

For more information about the Temple Sinai Religious School, visit its website at 

www.templesinaireligiousschool.com, or get in contact with Felsher at 

schooldirector@templesinaipbc.org or 561-276-6161, Ext. 119. 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/florida-jewish-journal/news/palm/fl-jjpn-sinaischool-0809-

20170803-story.html 
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"We're Ready to Stop It Again": KXL Opponents Flood Nebraska's Capitol 

 

By Jessica Corbett 

Common Dreams 

Hundreds demonstrated in Lincoln, Nebraska, on Sunday as part of the March to Give Keystone 

XL the Boot.  

The protest of TransCanada's proposed pipeline kicked off a week of events planned to coincide 

with public hearings, set to begin Monday, by the Nebraska Public Service Commission about 

the pipeline, which would run 275 miles across the state. 

http://www.sun-sentinel.com/news/local/palmbeach/
http://www.templesinaireligiousschool.com/
mailto:schooldirector@templesinaipbc.org
http://www.sun-sentinel.com/florida-jewish-journal/news/palm/fl-jjpn-sinaischool-0809-20170803-story.html
http://www.sun-sentinel.com/florida-jewish-journal/news/palm/fl-jjpn-sinaischool-0809-20170803-story.html
https://www.facebook.com/events/111326746077029/
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Locals farmers and ranchers as well as members of the Ponca Tribe of Nebraska and Yankton 

Sioux Tribe marched with a coalition of environmentalists from Bold Nebraska, 350.org, Sierra 

Club, Indigenous Environmental Network, CREDO, Greenpeace, Oil Change International, and 

MoveOn. Some even rode on horseback through Lincoln's streets. 

The coalition has collected thousands of written public comments expressing concerns about 

Keystone XL's threats to climate, water, and property rights, which will be delivered to the 

commission Thursday morning. 

"The Nebraska Public Service Commission has an immense responsibility. Not only does it have 

the responsibility to act in the best interest of Nebraska but also bear the trust responsibility the 

federal government chooses to ignore," said Harold Frazier, Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe 

chairman.  "Approving the permit for TransCanada would send a message that Nebraska 

supports the damage that has already happened to our environment from the tar sands oil." 

"Keystone XL never has been and never will be in Nebraska's public interest. This is a foreign 

pipeline, headed to the foreign export market, wanting to use eminent domain for private gain on 

Nebraska landowners," said Bold Alliance president Jane Kleeb, who also noted that the 

proposed pipeline route crosses the Sand Hills and the Ogallala Aquifer. 

A recent Greenpeace report (pdf) predicted that the Keystone XL pipeline, if constructed, would 

average more than one significant spill per year, posing a serious threat to all water resources 

along the route. The Nebraska Sand Hills—the Western Hemisphere's largest sand dunes—has 

been designated a National Natural Landmark by the U.S. Department of the Interior. (However, 

the department seems unlikely to fight the pipeline, with a deputy secretary who, before his 

appointment by President Donald Trump, had built a successful career as a lobbyist for the oil 

and gas industry.) 

"It is not in Nebraska's interest to place a tar sands pipeline through Nebraska's eastern Sand 

Hills and over the Ogallala Aquifer, or to allow a foreign corporation to use eminent domain for 

corporate greed and abuse landowners with 'all risk, no reward' easements," said Art Tanderup, a 

landowner along the Keystone XL route. 

"Commissioners in Nebraska have a choice to make—either they protect the fossil fuel industry's 

greed, or they stand up for the health and safety of our climate and our communities," said 

350.org's Sara Shor. "Communities in Nebraska and from surrounding states, including farmers, 

Indigenous peoples, and many more, are here to keep the pressure on and fight for a livable 

future. We've built solar panels in the path of Keystone XL to show what we need on a massive 

scale." 

Last month, the coalition launched the Solar XL campaign to install solar panels at several 

locations along the proposed pipeline route, which a 350.org statement explained "will help 

power the farms and ranches threatened by TransCanada's use of eminent domain for private 

gain." 

http://350.org/
https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/08/06/pipeline-fighters-march-give-keystone-xl-boot
https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/08/06/pipeline-fighters-march-give-keystone-xl-boot
http://www.greenpeace.org/usa/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/TarSandsPipelineSpillReport.pdf
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/08/04/new-report-reveals-water-threats-posed-dirty-threes-pipeline-routes
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/nnlandmarks/site.htm?Site=NESA-NE
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/07/25/walking-conflict-interest-fossil-fuel-industry-lobbyist-now-second-command-interior
https://www.commondreams.org/newswire/2017/08/06/pipeline-fighters-march-give-keystone-xl-boot
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#inbox/15dbcbaa8b366530


Sunday's protest ended with a display in front of the state's Capitol, with protesters using their 

bodies to send a message: Yes Solar XL, No KXL. 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/08/07/were-ready-stop-it-again-kxl-opponents-

flood-nebraskas-capitol 
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South Sudan village finds fragile hope in food endeavors 

 

By Chris Herlinger  

Global Sisters Report 

Spend a morning under a shade tree with residents of the tiny village of Kabu and it is easy to see 

that the challenges they face — food shortages, meager crops, rising crime, economic travails 

and ethnic tensions — mirror those facing much of South Sudan. 

Kabu, with its 125 families located about 10 miles west of the capital of Juba, might be a 

microcosm for those areas in South Sudan that have not been laid to waste due to famine, or to a 

four-year civil war, but still face enormous challenges with food security — the availability and 

access to food. 

Yet, there is a sense of hope, however fragile, in Kabu, which is benefiting from efforts by a 

congregation of sisters from India to build a greater sense of community. The common goal? 

Grow enough food to sustain the village.  

"It's hard work, but seeing the challenges, well, we take them as stepping stones towards our 

goal," said Sr. Rani Mary, who coordinates the food security program for the Society of 

Daughters of Mary Immaculate, or DMI sisters, an India-based congregation. 

The fields are set back from small houses that are either thatched or made from mud, wood and 

roof sheeting. Many are home to families with three, or even four, generations. 

Taken together, Kabu is a community trying to work out its destiny peacefully. And the sisters 

have a key role in that. 

"The sisters are motivating us," said resident Joselin Tabu, who praises the sisters' work in 

particular for giving women more of a voice within the community. Men and women have an 

equal say in a farmers' association that consists of three groups of about 40 each. The three 

groups cultivate and harvest crops and, when there is food leftover, market it. 

There are challenges aplenty in building up the community's food security. 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/08/07/were-ready-stop-it-again-kxl-opponents-flood-nebraskas-capitol
https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/08/07/were-ready-stop-it-again-kxl-opponents-flood-nebraskas-capitol
http://www.dmiindia.org/
http://www.dmiindia.org/


The rainy season was late this year, causing delays in planting — though there was some rain in 

May and June and, in general, the rains so far have been an improvement over last year. (Harvest 

is expected to begin in September.)  

Still, the dependence on rain — there are no immediate water boreholes near the fields and only 

one for the community at large — remains a challenge. 

More telling, roadside robberies and overall insecurity have made people wary of venturing out 

to the fields. In late May, several people working in the fields were robbed of cash, cellphones, 

farm implements and tools.  

Even so, the flat land with fields planted with corn, peanuts and sorghum holds hope, despite 

these setbacks "The land is beautiful," said resident Oliver Andrea. 

True about the land, said fellow resident Jane Tumalu Erasto. "But people are living on God's 

mercy," she noted of overall conditions. "It's difficult now, very difficult." 

It's not only the land that presents challenges. South Sudan's economy is in tatters. Many people 

have not been paid their salaries or pensions for months, or even years. Devaluation of the local 

currency, the South Sudanese pound, is making purchases of food and everyday items like soap 

and other hygiene necessities a challenge. 

And the country's civil war has exacted a cruel price: The United Nations' World Food Program 

said that, before the conflict, the country was making progress in its fight against hunger. But 

with at least a million displaced, either within the country or outside, the country has reversed its 

progress. The World Food Program says that South Sudan now "ranks as the 11th country in the 

world for child hunger, with 32.5 percent of children under the age of 5 underweight." 

In terms of food in Kabu, residents say they are hungry. Not starving, but hungry — meaning 

people are coping with smaller meals, once-a-day meals, or meals without meat or other proteins. 

Though many — relief agency officials, locals and sisters — say South Sudan has the resources 

to become relatively self-sufficient in growing its own food, the country has developed an 

import-based economy, in which much of its food comes from neighboring countries like 

Uganda.  

A lot of that has to do with South Sudan's decadeslong war of independence from Sudan — 

during that war, South Sudanese become dependent on imported food. That conflict ended with 

the country's independence in 2011, though civil war within South Sudan began in 2013 and so 

the dependence on food imports remains. 

And with a shortage of hard currency, like the U.S. dollar, the government has opted to devalue 

the pound. As a result, the price of everything has soared — vegetables that cost a few pounds 

years ago now cost 50 times that amount. 

http://www1.wfp.org/
https://www.wfp.org/stories/south-sudan-9-hunger-facts
https://www.wfp.org/stories/south-sudan-9-hunger-facts


"These are linked problems — one after one," said Mary, who along with Daughters of Mary 

Immaculate Sr. Shebi Rengitha visits Kabu several times a month. As a congregation, DMI has 

worked with the villagers since 2012. 

The sisters affirm the villagers' complaints about rain and the overall difficulties of economics 

and insecurity. There are also the problems of poor roads, which make getting tools, tractors and 

implements to the farm areas difficult. 

But the challenges are also deeper in some ways. 

It is difficult for the sisters to organize communities like Kabu, they said, because of continued 

problems in uniting people for a common purpose. Ethnic differences remain a key — even 

outsize — part of life in South Sudan. 

In the case of Kabu, people of different groups — for now — get along in a fairly neighborly 

way. (The people in Kabu are mostly Bari and Mundan, and many are migrants from other parts 

of South Sudan and Sudan.) But even in Kabu, where the land is owned by members of the Bari 

tribe, it's hard for many to look beyond loyalty to an ethnic group — especially when the current 

government is seen as primarily Dinka, the largest single group in the country. Those who are 

not Dinka say they feel repression or the threat of it, though they are reluctant to mention 

specifics. 

"It's a big challenge to bring people together," Mary said. 

In a nation of some 60 ethnic, or tribal, groups, that isn't surprising — but the continued tensions 

and the ongoing civil war that has uprooted millions and killed hundreds of thousands mean that 

nothing is really settled in South Sudan. So things like long-term economic planning or reforms 

get pushed to the side. 

"If the country is not at peace, everything is in disorder," Mary said. "Basic needs can't be met." 

She added, "If there is no peace in the country, there can be no peace in the community." 

Many in South Sudan don't believe ethnic tensions are a given or set in stone, but rather are 

being used and exploited by politicians. Dismissal of "politicians" is all too common. 

Some in Kabu are hopeful about their community but not about the larger political situation in 

the country. "You can't be optimistic listening to the radio, all of the warring parties," said 

Erasto. "We don't know what is next. You don't hear anything good about bringing peace. We 

hope God will intervene and bring peace to South Sudan." 

But the residents in Kabu have been able to grow and harvest crops for themselves for a few 

years now and feel good about that — and the influence of the DMI congregation.  

The sisters carry a message of the importance of commitment, cooperation and people working 

together side by side. 



The work of religious, both men and women in South Sudan, Mary said, "is God's work." 

[Chris Herlinger is GSR international correspondent. His email address 

is cherlinger@ncronline.org.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/ministry/south-sudan-village-finds-fragile-hope-food-

endeavors-48366 
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Eckerd College Hillel’s Scubi Jew Aims To Save The Seas  

 

By Erica Snow 

The Forward 

Scubi Jew at Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, Florida isn’t your typical Jewish a cappella group 

or service club. Instead, it explores coral reefs and leads underwater cleanup sessions. Members 

don’t have to be Jewish to go on a dive — just scuba-certified, of course. 

Scubi Jew adheres to the tenet of tikkun hayam, or repairing the seas. The Jewish marine 

environmentalist group was created because Rabbi Ed Rosenthal, Eckerd’s Hillel adviser, said 

not enough attention is paid to the oceans. 

“I couldn’t help but notice that nobody does anything focusing on the marine biology 

environment,” Rosenthal said. “While we teach students to scuba dive, the real focus is … tikkun 

hayam, to repair the seas.” 

Of the 130 Jewish students at Eckerd’s campus, 49 are certified scuba divers, Rosenthal told the 

Forward in an email. The school is comprised of about 1,800 undergraduates, and marine 

biology ranks as one of its most popular majors, according to U.S. News. 

Rising junior Josh Keller is the president of the club. He told the Forward that having grown up 

by the water, he loves the club because it allows him to help his community. He called the ocean 

one of the most “spiritual places.” 

Keller, a marine science major, said he was interested in Scubi Jew because it ties in with his 

studies and his values. 

“Coming to Eckerd, one of the things I was most interested in was Scubi Jew because I get to tie 

in my Jewish culture with marine science and helping the environment,” Keller said. “When I’m 

not studying about fish in class, I’m going down and removing trash and seeing fish and studying 

the underwater world.” 

mailto:cherlinger@ncronline.org
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/ministry/south-sudan-village-finds-fragile-hope-food-endeavors-48366
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https://www.usnews.com/best-colleges/eckerd-college-1487


Scubi Jew also offers scuba diving certification courses to bring beginners up to speed — they 

can even embark on Underwater Birthright, a special trip that features scuba diving to see marine 

habitats and clean up the Mediterranean Sea. 

“The Jewish tradition teaches about the water and spirituality, and there’s a lot of kabbala in it,” 

Rosenthal said. 

Rising sophomore Ariele Dashow has been diving for four years and joined Scubi Jew because 

she was friends with Rosenthal. She said she enjoyed having a rabbi lead the club and she’s 

made many friends through the club. 

“It’s a great way to give back to the earth and to give back to yourself,” Dashow said. “It’s a 

mitzvah to give back to Mother Earth. … It allows me to do something I love while also giving 

back to a planet I love.” 

http://forward.com/news/national/379071/at-eckerd-college-florida-scubi-jew-aims-to-save-the-

seas/ 
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‘Indigenous peoples are the best guardians of world's biodiversity’  

 

By David Hill 

The Guardian 

Today is the United Nations’ (UN) International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples, 

numbering an estimated 370 million in 90 countries and speaking roughly 7,000 languages. To 

mark it, the Guardian interviews Kankanaey Igorot woman Victoria Tauli-Corpuz about the 

UN’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which she calls “historic” and was 

adopted 10 years ago. 

Tauli-Corpuz, from the Philippines, was Chair of the UN Permanent Forum of Indigenous Issues 

when the Declaration was adopted, and is currently the UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples. In this interview, conducted via email, she explains why the Declaration is 

so important, argues that governments are failing to implement it, and claims that the struggle for 

indigenous rights “surpasses” other great social movements of the past:  

DH: Why is the UN Declaration so important?  

VTC: [It’s] so important because it enshrines and affirms the inherent or pre-existing collective 

human rights of Indigenous Peoples, as well as the individual human rights of indigenous 

persons. It is a framework for justice and reconciliation between Indigenous Peoples and states, 

and applies international human rights standards to the specific historical, cultural, social and 

economic circumstances of Indigenous Peoples. The Declaration is a standard-setting resolution 

of profound significance as it reflects a wide consensus at the global level on the minimum 

http://forward.com/news/national/379071/at-eckerd-college-florida-scubi-jew-aims-to-save-the-seas/
http://forward.com/news/national/379071/at-eckerd-college-florida-scubi-jew-aims-to-save-the-seas/
http://www.un.org/en/events/indigenousday/
http://unsr.vtaulicorpuz.org/site/index.php/en/biography
http://unsr.vtaulicorpuz.org/site/index.php/en/biography


content of the rights of indigenous peoples. It is a remedial tool which addresses the need to 

overcome and repair the historical denial of the fundamental human rights of indigenous peoples, 

and affirms their equality to all other members of society.  

DH: How significant an achievement was it?  

VTC: In the 1970s Indigenous Peoples had brought to the UN’s attention the problems and 

issues they were facing, which led the UN to establish the Working Group on Indigenous 

Populations in 1982. This was mandated to listen to the developments in indigenous territories 

and to draft a declaration on their rights. The drafting started in 1985 and Indigenous Peoples 

took an active part. When the Working Group finished its draft in 1995, it was brought to the 

Commission on Human Rights where the intergovernmental negotiations took place. On the first 

day, the Chair of the Intergovernmental Working Group told Indigenous Peoples that we weren’t 

allowed to speak at the negotiations - only to observe. We walked out, of course, because we 

could not accept and respect a declaration on our rights made without our participation. This led 

to a change in the UN rules and we were allowed to take part. It was during my term as Chair of 

the UN Permanent Forum that the Declaration was adopted. There was a real concern that [that 

would never happen], or that it would be watered down, but finally in September 2007 we were 

able to achieve this important victory. 

DH: How has the Declaration helped indigenous peoples to date? 

VTC: Its adoption has boosted the confidence and commitment of many Indigenous Peoples to 

sustain and strengthen their movements to assert and claim their rights, especially to their lands, 

territories, resources and self-determination, which includes the right to have their free, prior and 

informed consent obtained when projects are brought to their lands. I would daresay that 

Indigenous Peoples’ movements in many countries, regions and even the global movement 

gained more strength after the Declaration’s adoption. It has made Indigenous Peoples’ rights 

issues more visible and discussed during global processes, such as the High Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Development Goals. Unfortunately, even if the UN’s member states 

adopted the Declaration, most have not been able to implement it effectively. There has been 

limited progress. Many Indigenous Peoples are still being dispossessed of their lands by states 

and corporations, and are being criminalised and assassinated when they fight to protect their 

lands from being grabbed and polluted by mining and oil companies. The Declaration remains 

the main tool to fight these battles. In some cases, these battles are being won. 

DH: When you talk about “implementation”, do you mean it being respected as a Declaration or 

made legally binding? Are there any countries where attempts to do the latter have made serious 

progress? 

VTC: Implementation means that states will amend their constitutions and adopt a national law 

to protect and respect the rights of Indigenous Peoples which are consistent with the standards 

established in the Declaration. Effective implementation requires states to develop an ambitious 

program of reforms to remedy past and current injustices. It involves all branches of the state, 

executive, judiciary, and legislative, and implies a combination of political will, legal reform, 

technical capacity, and financial commitments. Several countries have taken the significant step 



of passing such laws or enshrining recognition of Indigenous Peoples’ rights in their 

constitutions, such as Bolivia, Brazil and Ecuador, among others. Brazil was an early leader in 

this regard and has titled over 100 million hectares of indigenous land, but we are now seeing 

this progress threatened by the current administration. Latin America has historically been the 

strongest with regard to recognising indigenous land rights - yet many countries now face 

potential roll-back. The Declaration doesn’t have to be made legally binding for it to be 

implemented effectively.  

DH: Do you think the Declaration could be improved? Or is there anything in it you would be 

critical of? 

VTC: No, I don’t think the Declaration has to be improved. It is not a perfect document, but it is 

the result of more than two decades of drafting and negotiating until Indigenous Peoples and 

states agreed that it was acceptable. Every article represents a response to some of the human 

rights violations and injustices suffered by Indigenous Peoples. . . We fought to be called 

“Indigenous Peoples”, a title that recognises us as distinct with our own identities and cultures. 

We fought for the inclusion of free, prior and informed consent. The biggest problem [with the 

Declaration] is a lack of implementation. Indigenous Peoples are still forced from their lands for 

development and conservation projects, and still face violence and criminalisation when they 

stand up for their rights. 

DH: What did you think of the Pope’s comment earlier in the year saying indigenous peoples 

have the right to ‘prior and informed consent’? Were you surprised? 

VTC: I was very glad to hear the Pope’s comments on the right to free, prior and informed 

consent and his recognition that our lands are vital to our identities, values and spirituality. His 

words inspire hope for Indigenous Peoples facing an uphill struggle. The Pope also recognised 

the importance of indigenous rights in the global struggle against climate change: when 

Indigenous Peoples’ rights to their lands are protected, they are the best guardians of the world’s 

forests and biodiversity. Studies show that where Indigenous Peoples have secure rights to their 

lands, carbon storage is higher and deforestation is lower. 

DH: In your time as Rapporteur you’ve visited many countries and spoken to many indigenous 

peoples around the world. What has been the most distressing trip you’ve made so far?  

VTC: Around the world, Indigenous Peoples face escalating attacks as well as arrests for 

refusing to give up the lands they have called home since time immemorial. Seeing evidence of 

this violence on my visits has been particularly distressing. When I visited indigenous 

communities in Brazil last year, they showed me the scars on their bodies from rubber bullets 

and the graves of their murdered leaders. I later found out that some of the communities I visited 

were attacked only hours after I left. I have seen evidence of this violence in many countries. In 

the last year alone I communicated my concerns to governments about these attacks in Brazil, 

Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, India, Indonesia, Kenya, Paraguay, Peru, the 

Philippines, Tanzania and the United States. 

DH: And what has been your most inspiring trip?  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/feb/20/pope-indigenous-people-final-say-land
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VTC: What inspires me the most is the firm determination of indigenous peoples to fight for 

their rights. Also, their capacity to survive and their high levels of resilience in the face of great 

difficulties.  

DH: You’ve mentioned some of the threats and challenges that indigenous peoples have to deal 

with. Very briefly, what do you think are the biggest threats?  

VTC: I think the biggest threats are extractive industries, conservation projects and climate 

change. Many Indigenous Peoples live on resource-rich territory - in large part because they have 

protected and preserved that land for generations - making them prime targets for both extractive 

industries and protected areas. Despite the fact that the UN Declaration has been accepted as an 

international norm, international law still heavily privileges investors and companies. Also, as I 

found in my report to the [UN] General Assembly last year, protected areas are still being 

established on indigenous lands without their consent, even though Indigenous Peoples are the 

proven best guardians of the forest and forcing them from their lands does not improve 

environmental outcomes. Finally, Indigenous Peoples often live in areas at increased risk of 

climate change-related disasters. I have already heard from Indigenous Peoples in Kiribati whose 

homes have been lost to rising seas. Unfortunately, even the solutions to climate change, such as 

wind farms and geothermal energy, can sometimes threaten indigenous land rights. Where 

Indigenous Peoples’ rights are ignored, they face the loss of their lands, livelihoods, sacred sites 

and self-governance. 

DH: What do you think of the mainstream media’s portrayal of indigenous peoples?  

VTC: I think that there has been an increase in media coverage over the years. I’m glad to see 

less coverage that portrays us as primitive, but sometimes the media fails to capture the fact that 

we are not anti-development. We are also seeing more media coverage - but still not enough - on 

the contributions of Indigenous Peoples to global goals on climate, poverty and peace. If 

Indigenous Peoples’ rights are not secured and protected, it will be impossible for the world to 

deliver on the promises of the Paris Agreement and the Sustainable Development Goals. Secure 

land rights for Indigenous Peoples is a proven climate change solution, and denying indigenous 

land rights and self-determination is a threat to the world’s remaining forests and biodiversity. It 

is also a primary cause of poverty. Many indigenous communities face intractable poverty 

despite living on resource-rich lands because their rights are not respected and their self-

determined development is not supported. Protecting the rights of indigenous women, who are 

often responsible for both their communities’ food security and for managing their forests, is 

particularly important. Finally, undocumented land rights are a primary cause of conflict and a 

threat to investment in developing countries. Securing their rights can help mitigate these 

conflicts and create a more peaceful world. 

DH: Finally, do you think the struggle for indigenous peoples’ rights and territories is 

comparable to any of the other great social movements in the past?  

VTC: I think the Indigenous Peoples’ movement surpasses other social movements. They have 

struggled against colonisation for more than 500 years and continue against forms of 

colonisation and racism. At the same time, they continue to construct and reconstruct their 



communities and practice their cultural values of collectivity, solidarity with nature, and 

reciprocity even amidst serious challenges. Many still fight to protect their territories, which 

makes their movement different from others.  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/aug/09/indigenous-

peoples-are-the-best-guardians-of-the-worlds-biodiversity 
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This Is How Indigenous Peoples Help Curb Gas Emissions, End Hunger 

 

By IPS World Desk 

Inter Press Service News Agency  

ROME (IPS) - A third of global forests, crucial for curbing gas emissions, are primarily managed 

by indigenous peoples, families, smallholders and local communities, according to the United 

Nations. 

Moreover, indigenous foods are also particularly nutritious, climate-resilient and well-adapted to 

their environment, making them a good source of nutrients in climate challenged areas, reports 

the UN Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). 

“Constituting only 5 per cent of the world population, indigenous peoples nevertheless are vital 

stewards of the environment. Traditional indigenous territories encompass 22 per cent of the 

world’s land surface, but 80 per cent of the planet’s biodiversity. “ 

According to this Rome-based UN specialised body, indigenous peoples ways of life and their 

livelihoods can teach us a lot about preserving natural resources, growing food in sustainable 

ways and living in harmony with nature. 

“Mobilising the expertise that originates from this heritage and these historical legacies is 

important for addressing the challenges facing food and agriculture today and in the future,” it 

added on 9 August on the occasion of the International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. 

According to FAO, here are 6 of the many ways in which Indigenous Peoples are helping the 

world combat climate change: 

1. Their Traditional Agricultural Practices Are Resilient to Climate Change 

Throughout the centuries, indigenous peoples have developed agricultural techniques that are 

adapted to extreme environments, like the high altitudes of the Andes, the dry grasslands of 

Kenya or the extreme cold of northern Canada. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/andes-to-the-amazon/2017/aug/09/indigenous-peoples-are-the-best-guardians-of-the-worlds-biodiversity
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These time-tested techniques, like terracing that stops soil erosion or floating gardens that make 

use of flooded fields, mean that they are well-suited for the increasingly intense weather events 

and temperature changes brought on by climate change. 

2. They Conserve and Restore Forests and Natural Resources 

Indigenous peoples see themselves as connected to nature and as part of the same system as the 

environment in which they live. Natural resources are considered shared property and are 

respected as such. 

By protecting natural resources, like forests and rivers, many indigenous communities help 

mitigate the impacts of climate change. 

3. Indigenous Foods Expand and Diversify Diets 

The world currently relies very heavily on a small set of staple crops. Wheat, rice, potatoes and 

maize represent 50 per cent of daily calories consumed. With nutritious, native crops like quinoa, 

oca and moringa, the food systems of indigenous peoples can help the rest of humanity expand 

its narrow food base. 

4. Indigenous Foods are Resilient to Climate Change 

Because many indigenous peoples live in extreme environments, they have chosen crops that 

have also had to adapt. 

Indigenous peoples often grow native species of crops that are better adapted to local contexts 

and are often more resistant to drought, altitude, flooding, or other extreme conditions. 

Used more widely in farming, these crops could help build the resilience of farms now facing a 

changing, more extreme climate. 

5. Indigenous Territories hold 80 Per Cent of the World’s Biodiversity 

Preserving biodiversity is essential for food security and nutrition. The genetic pool for plants 

and animal species is found in forests, rivers and lakes and pastures. 

Living naturally sustainable lives, indigenous peoples preserve these spaces, helping to uphold 

the biodiversity of the plants and animals in nature. 

6. Indigenous Peoples’ Lifestyles Are Locally Adapted and Respectful of Natural Resources  

Indigenous peoples have adapted their lifestyles to fit into and respect their environments. In 

mountains, indigenous peoples’ systems preserve soil, reduce erosion, conserve water and reduce 

the risk of disasters. 



In rangelands, indigenous pastoralist communities manage cattle grazing and cropping in 

sustainable ways that preserve rangeland biodiversity. In the Amazon, ecosystems improve when 

indigenous people inhabit them. 

FAO considers indigenous peoples as “invaluable partners” in eradicating hunger and in 

providing solutions to climate change. 

“We will never achieve long-term solutions to climate change and food security and nutrition 

without seeking help from and protecting the rights of indigenous peoples.” 

http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/08/indigenous-peoples-help-curb-gas-emissions-end-hunger/ 
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Eastern Spirituality Could Help Sustainable Development  

By Kalinga Seneviratne 

InDepthNews 

 

This article is the 18th in a series of joint productions of Lotus News Features and IDN-

InDepthNews, flagship of the International Press Syndicate. 

YANGON, Myanmar (IDN) – “The desire for peace exists everywhere, but the majority of 

people are not in a position to enjoy peace, stability and security they desire,” noted venerable Dr 

Ashin Nyanissara, spiritual head of the Sitagu International Buddhist University (SIBU), in 

opening a two-day gathering of spiritual leaders and scholars at the university here on August 5. 

The event was the second Global Initiative for Conflict Avoidance and Environmental 

Consciousness (SAMVAD) conference, following the first held in New Delhi in September 

2015. 

SAMVAD is an initiative of Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Japanese Prime Minister 

Shinzo Abe to adopt principles of Asia’s age-old spiritual teachings of Hinduism and Buddhism 

to address modern-day issues threatening human civilisation. 

Though there were a number of Muslim and Christian scholars from Myanmar and India among 

the 250 people that attended the event in Yangon, the SAMVAD initiative is driven by Buddhists 

and Hindus who are keen to exploit commonalities in their spiritual teachings to create a more 

tolerant, liberal and accommodative world living in harmony with nature rather than seeing it as 

a resource to exploit. 

SAMVAD is spearheaded by the Delhi-based Vivekananda International Foundation (VIF) and 

the International Buddhist Confederation (IBC) in association with the Tokyo-based Japan 

Foundation. Local partners this year were the Myanmar Institute of Strategic and International 

Studies (MISIS) and SIBU. 

http://www.ipsnews.net/2017/08/indigenous-peoples-help-curb-gas-emissions-end-hunger/
http://www.indepthnews.info/index.php/component/contact/contact/78-organization/99-lotus-news-features?Itemid=120
http://www.international-press-syndicate.net/
http://samvad.vifindia.org/
http://www.vifindia.org/AboutUs1
http://84000.co/international-buddhist-confederation-2013/
http://www.jpf.go.jp/e/
http://www.jpf.go.jp/e/
https://www.myanmarisis.org/


In a video message shown at the opening session, Japanese Prime Minister Abe told the audience 

that Buddhists always say “may all beings be well and happy” that the spirit of tolerance and 

compassion encompasses coexistence of all lives. 

“The spirit of tolerance is facing challenges today,” he warned. “Terrorism and violent 

extremism are expanding and trying to deny the existence of ‘others’ and trying to paint our 

world in a single colour,” adding that in Asia “we must let flowers of all different colours bloom 

in harmony.” 

In the inaugural speech, the governor of Uttar Pradesh, Ram Naik, pointed to the great 

contribution of Hindu and Buddhist traditions to the modern world, such as yoga and mindful 

meditation. Noting that it was a Burmese of Indian descent, S.N. Goenka, who introduced 

Vipassana (mindful) meditation to the world, he pointed out that “such is the strength of our 

deeply woven heritage that, today, this tradition of meditation is being practised in over 94 

countries … It would not be wrong to say that by gifting meditation and yoga, Asia has 

persuaded the world to take a pause and look within.” 

Although SAMVAD was built as an inter-faith dialogue, it was not all sweet talk and smiles. 

There were some animated discussions both in the spiritual masters’ roundtable and lay scholars’ 

panel presentations. 

Both Hindus and Buddhists repeatedly referred to problems in “Abrahamic” scriptures and their 

lack of tolerance of other beliefs. Many Hindu speakers from India spoke about how they have 

rejected old Hindu scriptures that speak of caste and “untouchability” because this does not fit 

into the 21
st
 century where they are trying to build an inclusive society. They also suggested that 

Muslims in particular need to reject some of their “Koranic” scriptures that may preach 

exclusivity. 

While endorsing the spirit of Buddhist ‘Kalama Sutra’ (Buddha’s sermon on free inquiry) and 

the Hindu sayings of Shri Ramakrishnan, Al-Haj Aye Lwin, Chief Convener of the Islamic 

Centre of Myanmar, stressed that truth is not in books but that it has to be experienced to be 

realised, warned that one needs to be vary of misinformation and disinformation on Islam in this 

age. 

“It would be needless to say that if anyone alleged that other religions are false or label the 

adherents of other religions as heathens or kafirs, the dialogue would certainly be 

counterproductive” he argued. 

“It will be equally counterproductive to brand any religion, be it Abrahamic or not, as doctrinally 

intolerant and consisting in exhortation to religious violence or its teachings as not being 

ecologically friendly.” 

Lwin pointed out that there are black sheep in every religion and they should not be looked upon 

as role models for any religion. “No matter how good the original teachings are, people want to 

hijack religion to suit their vested interests and hidden agendas would twist and turn the truths 

and translate them in line with their sinister plans,” he warned. 



Both Buddhists and Hindus pointed out that many rituals and festivals in their respective 

religions which have survived so far draw the link between nature and humans. 

“The consciousness that man is part of nature and not independent and certainly not its master is 

fundamental to protecting and sustaining environment and ecology,” noted Rajalaksmi Ravi, a 

social activist from Chennai, in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu. 

“Hindu culture has made the tree a symbol of forests and prescribed ‘Vriksha Vandana’ 

(reverence of trees) as the attitude of humans to forests – unless humans revere trees, forests are 

not safe,” she noted, pointing out that ‘Ganga Vandana’ (worship of water) and ‘Bhumi 

Vandana’ (homage to earth) “celebrate all rivers, lakes and ponds to inculcate environmental 

consciousness and protect water resources.” 

In his video message, Indian Prime Minister Modi reminded participants that Hindu and 

Buddhist philosophies see nature as living in harmony. “If we don’t live in harmony with nature, 

we have climatic change,” he warned. “(We must) revere nature and not consider it merely as a 

resource to exploit.” 

“Buddhists apply the concept of interdependent origination to everything in our world,” said 

Tibetan Buddhist monk His Holiness Drikung Kyahgon Chetsang. “An authentic environmental 

consciousness will develop naturally once people recognise the deep interdependence between 

humans, plants, and animals. Thus, the ancient Buddhist philosophy of interdependence is 

critical to the future of our planet,” he said. 

The Tibetan monk described a “Go Green Go Organic” campaign his monastic order is 

developing in the Himalayan Ladakh region of India where water supplies and environment are 

under threat from global warming. Over 2000 trees have been planted in an effort to prevent soil 

erosion and also to give local people natural resources to harvest sustainably, which he called 

“creating sustainable economic opportunities.” 

With the glaciers of the Himalayan snow mountains melting rapidly, his campaign has dug 

trenches to capture the water flow in the summer and distribute its water to a wider area, which is 

also giving rise to the growth of wild plants that contribute to tackling soil erosion. 

“We need to develop a broader perspective of the earth as a whole,” argued His Holiness 

Chetsang. “Natural disasters and ecological problems do not choose people of one religion or 

one nation.” 

Referring to the preamble of the UNESCO constitution which declares that “since wars begin in 

the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the defences of peace must be constructed,” 

Venerable Miao Hai of the Boshan Zhegjue Monastery in China said that we need to review the 

rules of capitalism. “The competition for fossil fuels, especially for oil, leads to conflicts and 

war,” he noted. “Such fundamentally wrong attitudes expose our planet to extreme danger.” 

Citing a number of instances where environmental disasters have led us to question economic 

models and technology, he pointed out that providing electricity to the 1.2 billion people who do 



not still have access cannot be done by using existing capitalist models because this will create 

more conflicts for fuels. 

He described a model his monastery is spreading using Chinese solar technology and a 

pilgrimage called the “Chan-Tea-Solar Road Trip” that started in Shanghai in May 2016 and 

ended in Bodhgaya in India in May 2017 passing through Thailand, Sri Lanka, Bhutan and India. 

This was a cross-cultural experience during which Chan Tea Musical performances were 

organised and solar power was introduced to communities. 

The new Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh (with a population of over 230 million), Yogi 

Adityanath, a Hindu priest turned politician, flew all the way from Lucknow to Yangon to give 

the Valedictory Address in which he pointed out that Indian philosophies are not dogmatic and 

do not thrust their points of view on others. He particularly praised Buddhism and made many 

references to Buddhist scriptures in his speech. 

“We have inherited this glorious tradition of tolerance and peaceful accommodation of ideas, 

differing from our own – something which has almost vanished in the contemporary world,” he 

noted. “If the world must progress towards peace and prosperity, it is time to re-evaluate Lord 

Buddha and his Dhamma,” he added, drawing parallels between Hinduism and Buddhism in the 

approach to sustainable development. 

The SAMVAD process is expected to grow on a more formalised basis in the next few years and 

it is the hope of many of the Hindu and Buddhist participants that the two religions may be able 

to lead the world in promoting a sustainable development model where humans and nature can 

exist in harmony.  

https://indepthnews.net/index.php/the-world/asia-pacific/1305-eastern-spirituality-could-help-

sustainable-development 
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Oceania bishops discuss oceans, but also visit homeless, high school 

 

By Michael Otto, Catholic News Service  

National Catholic Reporter 

Auckland, New Zealand — Church leaders from Oceania, meeting in New Zealand to discuss 

protecting the oceans, also served meals to the homeless and met with Pacific Islander high 

school students. 

A cardinal from Papua New Guinea, an archbishop from New Caledonia, and four bishops from 

Australia and New Zealand served meals to people who are homeless, mentally unwell or 

otherwise economically deprived at the Auckland City Mission Aug. 11. 

https://indepthnews.net/index.php/the-world/asia-pacific/1305-eastern-spirituality-could-help-sustainable-development
https://indepthnews.net/index.php/the-world/asia-pacific/1305-eastern-spirituality-could-help-sustainable-development


The prelates were in Auckland for a weeklong meeting of the executive committee of the 

Federation of Catholic Bishops' Conferences of Oceania. The meeting focused on protection of 

the oceans and the welfare of the people dependent thereon, as well as concerns for the people of 

West Papua, an Indonesian province. 

In a statement, the church leaders described their time at the Auckland City Mission as "a 

humbling experience during which we felt deeply Christ's call to sit and walk alongside those 

who struggle or find themselves on the margins of society." 

The day before their work at the city mission, the prelates visited De La Salle College in south 

Auckland, a high school with a predominantly Pacific Islander student body. 

Cardinal John Ribat of Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea, was the main celebrant at a Mass for 

feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which was celebrated in advance so the 

church leaders could be included. 

At the penitential rite during the Mass, a fine mat was place over the heads of school principal 

Myles Hogarty, head student Jason Eteru and Bishop Robert McGuckin of Toowoomba, 

Australia, as an expression of penance. The mat was removed from over the kneeling men 

by Ribat. 

In his homily, Marist Fr. Brian Prendeville said no generation of young people since World War 

II has been as exposed to testing and attack as today's young people. He pointed to a recent 

media focus on youth suicide in New Zealand, trying to raise awareness of the pressures 

experienced by young people today. 

Speaking the Oceania prelates, Prendeville said he knew that "you would want me to say these 

(following) things to these young men." 

"You are not a number. You are not a police record. You are not a court appearance. You are not 

an NCEA (National Certificate of Educational Achievement) level 'not achieved.' You are not a 

loser. None of you are stupid. You are not like anyone else. You are not average. You are not 

trouble. You are not worthless. ... You are never a failure. 

"But you are good. Let the good seed grow. You are God's work of art. And God does not make 

rubbish. ... God loves you." 

The prelates later said the students' "enthusiastic participation in the liturgy uplifted our hearts." 

Speaking about the ocean, the bishops of the Pacific said in a statement: "We are acutely aware 

of the impact of climate change on island nations, and some of our number have been visiting 

communities and recording the destruction of shorelines affecting them. On a happier note, we 

are heartened to learn of the systematic and coordinated opposition to seabed mining, which 

turns the ocean floor into a stage of exploitative destruction of ocean habitats." 



Later, the bishops added: "Our interest in the 'blue economy' is to uphold a model of 

development that respects the fundamental importance of sustainability that looks way beyond 

any perceived short-term economic windfall." 

The prelates applauded "government, community and private initiatives to develop water 

ecotourism and sustainable sea fishing." 

"We are not 'anti-development.' We look to the common good and thus advocate for an 

integrated approach to development, where local customary practices are respected and 

communities are assisted to grow employment opportunities." 

The second focus for the executive committee was "the livelihood and cultural integrity of the 

people of West Papua." 

"We do not promote a view in regard to independence," the prelates said. "Indeed, we believe 

that where this question becomes a single focus, care to uphold and strengthen local institutions 

of democracy may be overlooked. 

"We echo the call for quality education in Papua, for fair and transparent access to jobs, training 

programs and employment, for respect of land titles, and for clear boundaries between the role of 

defense and police forces and the role of commerce. The large majority of indigenous people of 

Papua seek peace and the various dialogue groups, advocating and witnessing to peaceful co-

existence, are a source of hope for all." 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/oceania-bishops-discuss-oceans-also-visit-

homeless-high-school 
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'Pray for the waters': Great Water Gathering brings Indigenous, non-Indigenous protectors 

together  

 

Traditionally known as 'water carriers,' women take on role as protectors of water 

 

By Lenard Monkman 

CBC News 

Aldeen Mason is a grandmother now, but she still remembers swimming in the Winnipeg River, 

in her home community of Sagkeeng First Nation. However, her favourite place to swim was 

also downstream from the local paper mill. 

"Whatever they put into the waste, it went into the river and it affected us because we were 

downstream. And I remember when I was 10 or 11 years old, I would start getting this guck on 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/oceania-bishops-discuss-oceans-also-visit-homeless-high-school
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/oceania-bishops-discuss-oceans-also-visit-homeless-high-school


the bottom of our feet when we went swimming; it would stick to the bottom of your soles," said 

Mason. 

Eventually, the pollution from the mill meant that the Mason family was no longer able to swim 

in the river, and were forced to fish upstream from the mill. 

"We used to have a lot of sturgeon in the river and now you hardly see [them]," she said. 

She remembers her father walking to the local paper mill in the 1980s to join a protest. 

"Eventually that paper mill closed down. I think it's been about 20 years now," she said. "Sure, 

people complain about the loss of jobs and stuff like that. For us, that was our life." 

These days, Mason is doing what she can to let her community know about the importance of 

clean water. 

In the second week of July, Mason and Anishinaabe people from across Canada convened on 

Lone Island in Manitoba's Whiteshell Provincial Park for the Great Water Gathering. 

The goal — to gather in ceremony, pray, and figure out how they can move forward together in 

protecting the waters of their ancestors. 

Mason attended the Great Water Gathering after organizers extended her an invitation in the 

form of tobacco. 

The four-day event was organized by Isaac Murdoch, Christi Belcourt, and local Anishinaabe 

elders from the region. It was an open invitation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people to 

come together in prayer for the waters. 

"The idea is to come together to pray for the waters, but also to pray for future generations of not 

just our children, but of all babies that are going to be born in the future," said Belcourt. 

The organizers invited elders from the region to share their traditional knowledge and to offer 

advice to the gathering on what they could do to protect the waters in their communities. 

Cultural relationship and responsibilities to the water 

In Anishinaabe spirituality, the elements — fire and water — play a significant role in 

ceremonies. 

Traditionally, men are taught responsibilities for taking care of the fire and are referred to as "fire 

keepers." 

Women are taught water responsibilities and are raised to be "water carriers." 



"They say women are water carriers because we all have the 90 per cent water in our body," said 

Martina Fisher, an Anishinaabe grandmother from Bloodvein First Nation in Manitoba. 

She explained that the connection of being a water carrier has to do with pregnancy and a 

woman's ability to give life.  

"For a woman, they carry life for nine months in their womb. And we are all born in the water. 

We come from the water," said Fisher. 

One of the more well-known Indigenous ceremonies is the sweat lodge. The lodge is dome-

shaped and resembles a pregnant woman's womb.  

"When you go and pray and take care of yourself and re-cleanse yourself, you go in that womb to 

pray in there. You're safe in there, just like you were safe in your mother's womb," said Fisher. 

Mason added, "When a woman carries a child, it's that water that comes first when a child is 

ready to be born. It's that water that brings that life that cleanses the way for that life to be born. 

That's how sacred and special that water is." 

Water walks 

For Mason, the gathering wasn't the first time that she has been to a ceremony for the waters. She 

has been on two "water walks" to date — one in British Columbia, and one for Lake Winnipeg.  

"Water walks" have become more popular in Indigenous communities over the last few years. 

They were started in 2003 by Anishinaabekwe grandmother Josephine Mandamin, who picked 

up a copper pail, filled it with water, and then walked the distance around Lake Superior. 

The water walks are led by Indigenous women and are meant to raise awareness for water issues. 

Mason describes a water walk as "walking, praying and singing songs for the health of the 

water."  

The last water walk that Mason went on for Lake Winnipeg, was initiated by her neighbour who 

knocked on her door and told her about a dream that she had. They went to a Midewiwin elder to 

talk about the dream and were told that they would have to pray for the water.  

"He told her to get seven women, pipe carriers. We all went down by the water, smoked our 

pipes and made our food offerings," said Mason. 

Offerings, according to Mason, could be berries, food or tobacco. 

"It's a way of giving thanks and saying thanks to our spirit helpers. It could be animals. It could 

be your spirit name. Water spirits — that's why we're here, for the water." 



Respecting the water 

When Mason was 12 years old, she remembers picking berries with her family in northwestern 

Ontario. The family stopped to take a break and decided to go for a swim. 

"I took my sister, she was dog paddling … and then she panicked. She was flailing about. And so 

I panicked. I almost drowned." 

The near-death experience was a life lesson for her about the respect that water commands. 

"That's how powerful water is. It can take your life away. It's special and sacred, it brings life as 

well," said Mason. 

Both Mason and Fisher talked about the cultural significance of water and were happy to be at 

the Great Water Gathering. 

"Just like water, everything on Earth  — you have to respect, so that's how we learn. We learn 

from the teachings from our grandmothers, our grandfathers," said Fisher. 

She spoke about the teachings that were passed on from her grandmothers and grandfathers: the 

sacredness of fire, and how it is used for cooking and warmth, but also the dangers of playing 

with fire. 

"If you don't respect anything, you're going to pay for it." said Fisher.  

In a country where there are many First Nations without access to clean drinking water, the 

actions that these women are taking for the waters are important for the next generation of people 

living in Canada. 

"Thanks to our elders, our ancestors, seven generations ago," said Fisher. "They prayed for us. 

They prayed for these ones. So it's up to us, to pray for the next seven generations." 

Lenard Monkman is one of two recipients of the 2017 CJF-CBC Indigenous Journalism 

Fellowships, established to encourage Indigenous voices and better understanding of Indigenous 

issues in Canada's major media and community outlets. He reports from the Great Water 

Gathering that took place in Manitoba's Whiteshell region in July 2017, with support from the 

fellowship. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/pray-for-the-waters-great-water-gathering-brings-

indigenous-non-indigenous-protectors-together-1.4243996 
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How art and spirituality are defining the 'water protectors'  
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Much of the Indigenous activism that we see in Canada is being led by Indigenous women 

By Lenard Monkman 

CBC News 

Women have been on the frontline of much of the land and water-related Indigenous activism 

that we see in Canada today. In the fight for clean water, this style of activism has seen art and 

spirituality go hand in hand. 

For many, these actions have nothing to do with activism, but rather, protecting a way of life for 

future generations. 

For four days in July, nearly 100 Indigenous and non-Indigenous people came together to camp 

and pray for water at the Great Water Gathering in Manitoba's Whiteshell region. The 

gathering was organized by Belcourt, and a group of Anishinaabe elders in Manitoba. 

"The idea is to come together to pray for the waters, but also to pray for future generations of not 

just our children, but of all babies that are going to be born in the future," said Christi Belcourt. 

Belcourt is a Métis visual artist from Manito-Sakahigan (Lac Ste. Anne, Alta.), whose artwork 

has been displayed in art galleries, used by Italian fashion designers Valentino, and displayed on 

protest banners across North America. 

"It's more important than ever that people come together and pray for the waters and make 

offerings for the waters," said Belcourt. 

Belcourt has taken on a relentless approach to letting people know about the state of freshwater 

in Canada, and she worries about what the future holds for her daughters. 

"In a place with beautiful pristine waters, like our ancestors had for generations, now we're in a 

position where we can't drink out of streams, where everything is poisoned," she said. 

"As human beings, in some of those cases, we are able to filter out water from water filtration 

plants, but animals and birds and everything else [doesn't] have a filtration plant." 

Ceremonies for the water 

The second day of the gathering featured an "onaman face painting" ceremony, which was 

conducted by Belcourt. According to Belcourt, onaman is a red ochre paint which was used by 

Indigenous peoples for thousands of years. 

Belcourt says that traditionally through this ceremony, each person who has their face painted is 

making a commitment to help and protect the waters.  



One by one, everyone lined up, made a tobacco offering and had their faces painted. 

"I think once you go through that ceremony, you feel it. Because you're a part of this Earth, and a 

part of the water," said Shannon Paul after having her face painted in ceremony. Paul, 

29,  travelled from Northwest Angle No. 33 First Nation in Ontario to be a part of the gathering. 

"You want to help yourself, and you want to help the Earth, that ceremony will really help you to 

carry that commitment." 

Art and water protection 

In recent years, the actions of Idle No More and the Dakota access pipeline fight in Standing 

Rock, ND, have put environmental and water issues at the forefront of Indigenous activism. 

"Mni Wiconi," which translates to "water is life" in the Lakota language, became the slogan for 

the people demonstrating at Standing Rock. 

The clashes between police and activists in Standing Rock provided powerful images, but they 

also precipitated a shift in language with people on the front lines of the protests asking not to be 

called protesters, but rather, "water protectors." 

The protests and actions prompted Belcourt to action, using her artwork. 

Belcourt, along with Anishinaabe activist Isaac Murdoch, were approached by the environmental 

group 350.org to use their art at a mass demonstration in Winnipeg last summer. 

"Since then, we've produced a few thousand banners. We've sent them out to water protection 

actions across North America for free. We've fundraised to do the banners, and then we've 

fundraised to get the mailing costs, and then we ship them off," said Belcourt. 

For Belcourt, the placards that people bring to protests usually have text on them, and she says 

the messaging can often get lost in the sea of signs. 

"When you have [one or two] strong images that say "water is life," it gives the people a voice, 

in a way that the placards don't," she said. 

"What I really like about that is the idea that art gets the last word." 

What does it mean to be a water protector? 

Many of the people that travelled to the gathering told stories of their own community's water 

situation, from boil water advisories to rivers and lakes being poisoned by industry. 

For Murdoch, these stories are familiar, as his own community - Serpent River First Nation, 

Ontario - does not have access to clean, safe drinking water. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/manitoba/winnipeg-pipeline-protest-sacred-totem-pole-1.3749064


"My daughter is four years old and she has never known what it's like to drink water out of the 

tap. She actually believes — we've trained her to believe — that if she drinks it, she could die. 

That's how bad it is," said Murdoch. 

"My daughter has grown up in an age where, the very thing that gives us life, could also take her 

life by simply drinking it." 

With stories of once being able to drink water from rivers and streams, to children having no 

access to clean drinking water today, it is easy to see why Indigenous people are advocating for 

the generations ahead. 

Belcourt offers a description of what it means to be a water protector. 

"A water protector is anyone who takes any kind of action for the protection of water, and for the 

love of water," she said. 

"It doesn't matter whether it's protest, or whether it's prayer, or whether it's some other kind of 

thing that might be quiet that nobody sees about. Like hanging flags in a tree or ribbons or 

making an offering." 

Despite there not being clean drinking water in his own community, Murdoch is optimistic that 

things will get better for his own daughter. 

"Everywhere you go, you see it's our moms, it's our sisters, our daughters that are picking up the 

drums, they're picking up the songs. They are actually going to the front lines, not just of 

opposing development, but they're also the front line in the resurgence of our cultural practices 

and our cultural ways." 

Lenard Monkman is one of two recipients of the 2017 CJF-CBC Indigenous Journalism 

Fellowships, established to encourage Indigenous voices and better understanding of Indigenous 

issues in Canada's major media and community outlets. He reports from the Great Water 

Gathering that took place in Manitoba's Whiteshell region in July 2017, with support from the 

fellowship. 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/how-art-and-spirituality-are-defining-the-water-protectors-

1.4244645 
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Iowa's Catholic churches go solar to heed pope's call on climate change 

By Kevin Hardy 

Des Moines Register 

 

NORWALK, Ia. ― As the sun beat down on a recent Saturday afternoon, the mammoth air 

http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/how-art-and-spirituality-are-defining-the-water-protectors-1.4244645
http://www.cbc.ca/news/indigenous/how-art-and-spirituality-are-defining-the-water-protectors-1.4244645


conditioning system at St. John the Apostle Catholic Church offered welcome relief to 

parishioners trickling in for evening Mass.  

While churchgoers filled the pews and hymns filled the sanctuary, 206 solar panels overhead 

converted the sun's energy into power for lights, the public address system and the crisp cold air.  

"We're running on solar right now," said the Rev. John Ludwig.  

The church is the first in the Catholic Diocese of Des Moines to roll out a large scale solar 

energy initiative. But Catholic leaders say it won't be the last.  

Bishop Robert Pates credits grassroots work at the Norwalk church for bringing about the solar 

project, but inspiration came from the world's highest-ranking Catholic. Iowa Catholics, inspired 

by Pope Francis' call for the faithful to actively combat the harmful effects of global climate 

change, are looking for ways to conserve energy and transition to renewable forms of energy. 

"It's exciting to me because I feel like they’re sort of walking the walk," said the Rev. 

Susan Hendershot Guy, executive director of Iowa Interfaith Power & Light, a religious group 

aimed at responding to global warming. "They're not just saying isn’t this great. They’re really 

advocating for congregations to do something." 

But the Catholic church isn't alone. Across the state, leaders from various faith traditions ―  who 

often worship in vast, aging and inefficient facilities ― are pushing forward with energy 

efficiency efforts and solar installations, Guy said.  

In Kalona, a Mennonite congregation invested in a community solar effort. A Soto Zen Buddhist 

temple in Dorchester now gets about half its energy from its solar array. And a Methodist church 

in Ames will host a solar workshop later this month. 

"I think it is getting out to all types of denominations, congregations, faith traditions really across 

the conservative-liberal spectrum," Guy said. "It’s a really practical way to live out that message 

of how we care for the world." 

In Norwalk, St. John the Apostle partnered with a parishioner's for-profit company, which unlike 

untaxed churches, is able to take advantage of lucrative renewable energy tax credits. The 

company secured investors to pay for the upfront costs. It sells the energy generated back to the 

church at a rate lower than what the church would pay for power on the wider grid. Ludwig says 

the deal will save the church $2,000 per year in energy costs. 

"We got the deal of the century," Ludwig said, "because we didn't have to pay anything for it." 

'We cannot abandon what God has given us' 

In June 2015, Pope Francis made international news after releasing his environmental encyclical 

Laudato Si, which translates to "Our Common Home." While citing the messages of previous 

popes, Francis captured the world's attention by criticizing climate change deniers and calling for 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html


sweeping changes in political action and personal behaviors to reduce emissions and better care 

for the environment. 

"These situations have caused sister Earth, along with all the abandoned of our world, to cry out, 

pleading that we take another course," he wrote. "Never have we so hurt and mistreated our 

common home as we have in the last 200 years." 

In May, Francis gave President Donald Trump, who has called climate change a "hoax," a copy 

of his 192-page document during the president's Vatican visit. 

Pates says the Bible's Book of Genesis demands that Christians act as stewards of the Earth 

and "provide for those who come after us." 

"We cannot put our head in the sand and say we're going to continue to have children but snuff 

out their existence," he said. "That is why the pope is so concerned." 

While environmental activists often are viewed as a bloc within the political left, Pates said the 

church's embrace of the issue isn't meant to make a political stance. Yet, it does highlight how 

the church's bearings on abortion, immigration, poverty and the environment often split between 

platforms of the partisan left and right.  

"The pope regards this as a moral issue, not a political issue, especially given the consensus of 

scientists," he said. "The timeline involved is very serious. We can do something. We can change 

it." 

Pates says the diocese won't force parishes to make changes, but it is encouraging them to 

explore solar installations and other green initiatives. He also hopes a soon-to-form task force 

will spur meaningful change for two of the area's largest Catholic institutions: Dowling Catholic 

High School and Mercy Medical Center. 

Though Catholics, and all Christians, hold faith in the prospect of life after death, Pates said that 

outlook can't be used as a crutch to forsake the planet's air, land and waters.  

"In the meanwhile, this is what we are entrusted with," he said. "So we cannot abandon what 

God has given us." 

'Our kids deserve to have clean air and sunshine' 

After years in the construction business, Terry Dvorak suddenly got very interested in renewable 

energy in 2010 while traveling around heavily polluted cities in China. 

In Shanghai, it felt like he was inhaling paint fumes, he said. 

"That kind of started it for me," he said. "After that trip, it solidified that I needed to do 

something." 

http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/elections/presidential/caucus/2015/09/19/pope-francis-expected-leave-mark-presidential-race/72348088/
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/elections/presidential/caucus/2015/09/19/pope-francis-expected-leave-mark-presidential-race/72348088/


He thought of the countless children who live their whole lives without escaping that tainted 

environment.  

"Our kids deserve to have clean air and sunshine," he said, "and so does the rest of the world." 

He started Red Lion Renewables, a solar development firm that installs solar arrays on 

commercial and residential property as well as school, church and city buildings.  

A member of St. John the Apostle in Norwalk, Dvorak approached church leaders about a 

possible church solar project. After securing approval from the parish priest and the bishop, 

Dvorak and his investors put up about $200,000 to purchase 206 panels. He said the parish spent 

only about $100 out of pocket for a legal review of its agreement with Red Lion.  

The black panels, each about 40 inches by 70 inches, sit on sloped and flat spans of the church 

building's southern-facing roof.   

Solar delivers the biggest economic benefit to homeowners and businesses who can offset a 

portion of the up-front investment with tax credits, Dvorak says. But that can leave school 

districts, churches and local governments will little incentive to go green.  

By using a third-party company, investors can earn a healthy return, while the not-for-profit 

entity realizes immediate energy savings. 

The 69 kW array in Norwalk is expected to produce enough energy to power about 10 typical 

homes, Dvorak says, while eliminating about 3 million pounds of carbon dioxide emissions from 

the atmosphere. 

Through a power-purchase agreement, the church purchases back the electricity the panels 

generate at a rate lower than what MidAmerican Energy would charge, Dvorak says. The 

estimated $2,000 annual savings will allow the church to invest more in its charitable work with 

groups like Habitat for Humanity or Meals from the Heartland. 

"Now they can indirectly save money right off the bat on their energy bills," he said, "use their 

limited budgets for their own mission and help the environment in the process." 

'The church definitely needs to lead the community' 

About a decade ago, church leaders started worrying about the aging heating system at First 

Lutheran Church in Decorah. The congregation spent about $22,000 each year to keep the lights, 

air conditioning and heat running in its 150-year-old building.  

"We had a discussion that the money could be better spent on ministry, and the church could set 

a better example with climate change," said Larry Grimstad, a member of the congregation's 

"green team." 



After an energy audit, the church in 2010 added new insulation and invested hundreds of 

thousands into a new, efficient HVAC system. 

Then, in 2014, the church unveiled a $35,000 solar installation. The 26 panels cover much of the 

southern portion of the roof, where energy efficiency is most ideal. 

Most recently, in 2015, First Lutheran started changing out lights to more efficient LED fixtures. 

The combined efforts reduced the church's energy costs by 38 percent and reduced its carbon 

footprint by 42 percent, he said. Now, annual utility bills run about $13,000. 

But Grimstad said the church wants to reduce its carbon emissions even more. It's exploring a 

solar canopy project for the parking lot, and Grimstad says he's interested in a community 

geothermal project. 

"The real goal has to be zero," he said. "So that’s where we’re going." 

While churches can reap economic benefits from energy efficiency efforts, Grimstad said faith 

groups have a moral calling to tackle the global threat of climate change. 

"We have a responsibility to do this," he said. "The church definitely needs to lead the 

community to do this type of thing." 

http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/2017/08/21/iowa-churches-increasingly-see-

green-energy-moral-issue/536874001/  
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Eclipse thrills, inspires viewers to admire the precision of creation 

 

By Dennis Sadowski  

Catholic News Service 

HOPKINSVILLE, KY -- Science teacher Jane Irwin isn't often left without words, but the total 

solar eclipse left her in a quiet reflective mood. 

"Awesome. God's amazing" was the best she could muster after the sun reappeared from behind 

the moon after totality Aug. 21. 

"I've got to synthesize this myself," she said minutes after the sun reappeared as the moon moved 

away from obscuring Earth's closest stellar neighbor. "How can people deny the existence of 

God after seeing this? I'm not a terribly emotional person, but I got choked up seeing it." 

Irwin was among about 50 people gathered at Sts. Peter and Paul Parish in Hopkinsville, the 

town near the point of maximum eclipse. She planned to have her students write about the 

http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/2017/08/21/iowa-churches-increasingly-see-green-energy-moral-issue/536874001/
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/news/2017/08/21/iowa-churches-increasingly-see-green-energy-moral-issue/536874001/


eclipse when classes resumed Aug. 23. Her inspiration for the assignment was Jesuit Brother 

Guy Consolmagno, director of the Vatican Observatory, who spoke at the parish Aug. 20 during 

a pre-eclipse program. 

"Brother Guy said if you didn't write about it, it didn't happened. Hopefully, in 10 years when 

they pull that out, they'll remember and be inspired by what they saw," Irwin said. 

Joining her was one of her students, Tim Sunderhaus, 8, a third-grader at the parish school. 

Tim was accompanied by brothers Luke, 12, in seventh grade, and Peter, 10, in fifth grade, and 

father Todd. Luke called the eclipse an amazing sight. 

He found the sun's corona -- the intensely hot outer atmosphere visible from Earth only during a 

total eclipse -- most interesting to observe. "I was thinking it finally happened because people 

have been talking about it for such a long time," he told Catholic News Service. 

Cheers and whistles erupted in the parish parking lot where viewers had gathered as darkness 

approached and the corona appeared around a black hole. Three bright red prominences appeared 

along the right edge of the sun during totality. 

People called out the planets as they appeared. First there was bright Venus to the west of the sun 

and then Mercury very close to eastern limb of the star. Crickets began chirping, thinking night 

was approaching. The air cooled several degrees as the moon's shadow deepened. 

The entire event was impressive for Franciscan Father Richard Goodin, vocation director for his 

order's St. John the Baptist Province based in Cincinnati. The Kentucky native drove from 

Cincinnati overnight to see the eclipse after a redeye flight from Las Vegas where he preached at 

Masses Aug. 19 and 20 making a mission appeal. 

"This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. I like to brag I'm all things Kentucky," he told CNS as a 

blue University of Kentucky cap shielded his bearded face from the hot sun. "What better and 

more fitting place for this to be than in Kentucky?" 

Hopkinsville officials and business owners had worked for nearly two years to capitalize on the 

eclipse. They billed their town as "Eclipseville." Located near the point of maximum eclipse, the 

city of 33,000 wanted to showcase its friendliness and the quality of life it offers in largely 

agricultural Christian County. 

Eclipse chasers started arriving Aug. 18 and by the morning of the event traffic crawled along 

city streets. 

Some of those travelers made their way to a field the parish owns across the street from the 

church. Spots were going for $10. Some stayed overnight, camping in tents or in the back of their 

vehicle. Others, arrived in the pre-dawn hours eager to catch the spectacle. 



Ron Howell and Cheri Ricketts, members of St. Catherine of Siena Church in Toledo, Ohio, 

were sitting in chairs next to their Chevrolet Equinox enjoying coffee in the warm early morning 

sun. They said they wanted to see something they had never seen before and that Hopkinsville 

was a reasonable distance to travel. 

"We're basic, but we're prepared," said Howell, 72. 

"I'm sure it's going to be spiritually moving, just to see the wonder of it all and the precision," 

Ricketts, 66, added. 

Across the lot Hendrik Schultz, professor of nuclear astrophysics at Michigan State University, 

sat with his daughter, Lilley, 16, enjoying a slight breeze in the shade of tall trees. He said he 

brought his daughter and her boyfriend along so they could see something rare and beautiful. 

But he was leaving the physics of the eclipse out of any discussion as he showed off the pinhole 

tube he made to observe the event. 

"I don't want to spoil it with too much science. It's like a waterfall. You wouldn't want a lecture 

on hydrology. You just want to enjoy it," he said. 

In another corner, Jayden Braga, 5, patiently waited for the eclipse as his parents, Derrick and 

Alissa Braga of Rochester Hills, Michigan, tended to housekeeping chores in their tent. The 

family traveled all night to arrive in time for the celestial wonder. 

The youngster explained how important it was to view the eclipse with special glasses until the 

moment of totality. Then he became more animated. 

"I'm so excited," he said, "I could fly off the chair." 

In his presentation the evening before, Brother Consolmagno urged people to let the eclipse be 

an example of God's design for the universe and to appreciate the beauty of ongoing creation. 

"This is more than just an emotional sense," Brother Consolmagno told the audience. "It's a sense 

that speaks to your soul. It's a sense I get when I'm doing science ... the sense I feel in these rare 

unforgettable moments of prayer and God finds the time to find me to speak." 

The presentation before a full house in the church was one of several special events leading to 

the eclipse. The city also planned a downtown festival over the weekend before the skies 

darkened. Vendors hawked T-shirts, Christmas tree ornaments, plaques, jewelry, posters and 

anything else they could creatively tie to the event. 

Sts. Peter and Paul parishioner Maureen Leamy took time Aug. 19 to visit the vendors during the 

downtown festival. An assistant county attorney for Christian County, Leamy was looking 

forward to seeing the eclipse, even though it meant that Tuesday will be a busy day for hearing 

criminal cases from the long weekend the court was closed. 



"This is time for Hopkinsville to shine," she said. "We never had an event like this." 

Andra V. Gold, owner of Accessories Plus in Hopkinsville, made several dozen T-shirts with a 

snappy message: "Keep calm. It's only the eclipse." He said he sold a few shirts, but more 

importantly the eclipse and the celebration surrounding it was a way to meet people, some of 

whom traveled hundreds of miles to southwest Kentucky, and impart a few words of wisdom. 

"If they can travel that distance, why can't we walk out our back door and be hospitable?" he 

said. "We can be hospitable and understand each other." 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/eclipse-thrills-inspires-viewers-to-

admire-the-precision-of-creation.cfm 
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Taking a Walk Through Deep Time 

New App Offers a Lesson on the Earth's Long History 

 

By Sam Mowe 

Garrison Institute  

 

Given the short-term concerns and speed that characterize our busy modern lives, it’s easy to 

forget that our original ancestors were bacteria. A new app called Deep Time Walk attempts to 

remind us of our common evolutionary history with all life—including single-celled prokaryotes 

such as bacteria that formed about 4,000 million years ago—through the combination of an 

audio book and physical walk. 

“The idea is to help people develop a deep sense of connection with the Earth,” says Stephan 

Harding, the science director behind Deep Time Walk and resident ecologist at Schumacher 

College. “When you hear about the history of the Earth while you’re walking, then you really 

start to experience a felt, bodily understanding of how ancient the Earth is. Instead of just being 

an intellectual concept, it becomes a full-body experience in which your mind, senses, feelings, 

and intuition are engaged.” 

The walk is 4.6 kilometers, representing 4,600 million years of the Earth’s history. Every meter 

is a million years, every footstep is 500,000 years. During that time, walkers learn about some of 

the key moments in the Earth’s history that led to the evolution of life—such as how the moon 

was formed, the beginning of oxygen-producing photosynthesis, and, eventually, the appearance 

of multicellular life. Humans don’t appear until the very end of the walk, during the last 200,000 

years. 

“There’s a whole series of major events that had to take place for us to be here,” Harding says. 

“It’s an extraordinary and mysterious thing that there is something rather than nothing in the 

universe. Even though the app is based on the best science, our hope is that it takes people into a 

dimension of awe and wonder.” 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/eclipse-thrills-inspires-viewers-to-admire-the-precision-of-creation.cfm
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https://www.schumachercollege.org.uk/


In order to have some dramatic tension between the science and sense of mystery, a scientist and 

a fool guide users through the app experience. The script for the audio book was written by 

Harding and playwright Peter Oswald. 

Engendering a sense of awe around the science and mystery of the Earth’s history, Harding says, 

can also be vitally important for inspiring action on problems like climate change. 

“If we can give people the felt experience of being inside the living Earth, perhaps that will 

encourage them to act in favor of the Earth,” he says. “Part of the problem we face now with 

respect to climate change is that people see the Earth as something external to themselves. It’s 

actually our wider body—a great, living being, inside which we live symbiotically.” 

Sam Mowe is the editor of the Garrison Institute’s blog. 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/taking-a-walk-through-deep-time/ 
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Judge rules Adorers must give access to land for pipeline 

 

By Dawn Araujo-Hawkins 

Global Sisters Report 

A federal judge ruled Aug. 23 that the Adorers of the Blood of Christ in Lancaster County, 

Pennsylvania, must give a pipeline company immediate access to their land. 

Judge Jeffrey Schmehl's decision comes about a month after Williams, the company building the 

Atlantic Sunrise pipeline extension, sued the sisters for immediate seizure of their land to prevent 

the construction of a chapel in the path of the planned pipeline. The company had already been 

granted a substantive right to possession, but the chapel, which the Adorers built in July, was 

intended as a protest. 

In his ruling, Schmehl dismissed the idea that granting Williams and its parent company, 

Transco, immediate access to the land violates the sisters' religious freedom. 

"Adorers claim that they 'exercise their religious beliefs by, among other things, caring for and 

protecting the land they own,' and that their efforts to 'preserve the sacredness of God's Earth' are 

integral to the practice of their faith," he wrote. "However, the Adorers have failed to establish 

how Transco's possession of the right of way on their land will in any way affect their ability to 

practice their faith and spread their message. They have not presented one piece of evidence that 

demonstrates how their religious beliefs will be abridged in any way." 

Schmehl agreed with Transco that the pipeline project has already incurred "irreparable harm" 

caused by delays in construction. Transco alleged that not having access to the Adorers' land — 

https://www.garrisoninstitute.org/blog/taking-a-walk-through-deep-time/
http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/adorers-blood-christ-resist-pipeline-plans-47876


as well as the land of the four other defendants in the case — was costing it $500,000 a month 

and delaying revenue of $33 million a month. 

"We are disappointed that the federal judge today made the decision to condemn the rights of 

way and grant immediate possession of our (and others') property in Lancaster County to the 

Transcontinental Pipe Line Co. for the Atlantic Sunrise gas pipeline project," the sisters said in a 

statement posted to their website. "We will be evaluating our next steps." 

The sisters declined to make any additional statement. 

The Adorers are one of an estimated 32 local landowners who have refused to sell their land to 

Williams. The Atlantic Sunrise pipeline would be a $3 billion, 183-mile extension of the Transco 

pipeline system that currently runs 10,200 miles from Texas to New York. 

"We appreciate the effort of the court to evaluate this issue and reach a timely decision," 

Williams said in a statement sent to Global Sisters Report. "It is important to stress that 

landowners still retain ownership of their property and are fairly compensated for the easement. 

The easement only gives us the limited right to install and operate the pipeline. Use of the land, 

with certain limitations, can remain the same as before construction." 

Still pending, however, is the sisters' case against the oil company and the Federal Energy 

Regulatory Commission. That case states the pipeline violates the sisters' rights under the 

Religious Freedom Restoration Act, the same law the Little Sisters of the Poor have cited in their 

case against the contraceptive mandate in the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. 

Lancaster Against Pipelines spokesperson Lori Ann Neumann said the Adorers' lawyer is 

scheduled to meet with Schmehl about this case Aug. 25. 

[Dawn Araujo-Hawkins is a Global Sisters Report staff writer. Her email address 

is daraujo@ncronline.org. Follow her on Twitter: @dawn_cherie] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment/judge-rules-adorers-must-give-access-land-

pipeline-48776 
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Catholic groups are mobilizing to help in Hurricane Harvey’s aftermath 

 

By Rhina Guidos  

Catholic News Service 

WASHINGTON (CNS) -- Catholic dioceses and charities are quickly organizing to help in the 

aftermath of a Category 4 hurricane that made landfall with heavy rains and winds of 130 miles 

per hour late Aug. 25 into the Rockport, Texas area, northeast of Corpus Christi. The National 

http://adorers.org/reaction-to-judges-decision-in-pipeline-case/
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Weather Service said in a tweet Aug. 27 that the rainfall expected after the hurricane and storm 

are over "are beyond anything experienced before." 

The hurricane, named Harvey, is said to be the strongest one to hit the United States in more than 

a decade and perhaps the strongest one to make landfall in Texas. 

Catholic Charities USA, as well as the Society of St. Vincent de Paul Disaster Services, 

announced early on Aug. 26 that they're mobilizing to help an as-yet-unknown number of 

persons affected by the hurricane. The Texas Catholic Conference of Bishops has a list of 

charities helping with the disaster listed on its website at https://txcatholic.org/harvey. 

Authorities reported at least five casualties as of Aug. 27, but because of safety issues, not many 

emergency teams have been yet able to respond to the aftermath and much of the damage is 

unknown. Texas Gov. Greg Abbott declared the state a disaster area, which will allow federal 

money to help in reconstruction. Catholic groups said they want to help with the immediate 

needs of the communities affected. 

"We will be sending in rapid-response teams to help our impacted St. Vincent de Paul councils 

and we are coordinating nationally with the Knights of Columbus, Knights of Malta and 

(Catholic Charities USA)," said Elizabeth Disco-Shearer, CEO of the Society of St. Vincent de 

Paul USA. 

Cardinal Daniel N. DiNardo, president of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, on Aug. 27 

urged "all people of goodwill to closely monitor future calls for assistance for victims and 

survivors in the days ahead." 

The cardinal also is the head of the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston, one of the hardest-hit 

areas. 

"Hurricane Harvey hit the Gulf Coast in a catastrophic and devastating way this weekend, 

bringing with it severe flooding and high winds which have taken human life, caused countless 

injuries, and severely damaged homes and property throughout the region," said the cardinal in 

an Aug. 27 news release. "The effects of this storm continue to put people in harm's way, with 

horrific scenes playing out all around, such as those of people trapped on their rooftops as water 

continues to rise around them. Many dioceses of the church in the United States have been 

affected; many others will be as the storm continues." 

He asked for prayers but also for assistance for those affected. One of the first to pledge help was 

the Diocese of Brownsville, Texas, where Bishop Daniel E. Flores authorized a second collection 

to be taken up at the diocese's local churches on the weekend of Aug. 26-27 to send to Catholic 

Charities in nearby Corpus Christi and "other places hardest hit by loss of power, storm damage, 

flooding." 

It's been hard to communicate with other areas, said Bishop Flores in an Aug. 26 interview with 

Catholic News Service, so it's hard to gauge the extent of the damage. But he said his diocese 

wanted to get a head start to quickly divert help where it is needed and as fast as possible.  



If the Rio Grande Valley, where Bishop Flores' diocese is located, was spared the major impact 

of Hurricane Harvey, then the diocese had a duty to help their neighbors to the north, in the 

coastal areas of Corpus Christi and Galveston-Houston, which seemed to be hit hardest, he said. 

Hurricane Harvey seemed to enter near Corpus Christi and affected seven coastal counties in 

Texas and one Louisiana parish. 

"We continue to pray for every for everyone affected by the hurricane and those who are at risk 

as the storms continue," said Bishop Flores in a statement. 

Though the brunt of the hurricane's winds has passed and Harvey was downgraded to a tropical 

storm hours after landfall, heavy rains and "catastrophic flooding" are expected for days, said the 

National Hurricane Center. 

"We have to remember ... the families affected by flood damage in the next few days in other 

parts of the state will be in need of relief," said Bishop Flores. "We will assess better how we can 

help as we get further information about the needs from the (Texas Catholic Conference of 

Bishops) and Catholic Charities." 

In an Aug. 26 statement published by the Galveston-Houston archdiocese, Cardinal DiNardo said 

powerful winds and heavy rainfall have already impacted many lives and homes throughout the 

region, and many in the southern counties of his archdiocese have already suffered substantial 

property damage and losses 

In Houston, the country's fourth largest city with 6.6 million residents, many struggled seeking 

safety in flooded residential streets, which are expected to get up to 50 inches of rainfall by the 

time the rain stops sometime at the end of August. 

"Numerous homes in these communities are currently without power. Several forecasts 

anticipate additional storm damage and flooding in the coming days, along with high winds and 

tornado activity," Cardinal DiNardo said. 

Up to 250,000 have been reported without power in Texas, a number that's expected to rise. 

San Antonio Archbishop Gustavo Garcia-Siller said in a statement that the archdiocese pledged 

its support to recovery efforts that will start after the rain and wind subside.  

"My thoughts and prayers are with the people of the dioceses of Corpus Christi and Victoria, as 

well as the Archdiocese of Galveston-Houston, as they cope with the damaging effects of 

Hurricane Harvey," he said. "The people of San Antonio have opened their arms to welcome 

evacuees of this historic hurricane, and Catholic Charities of the archdiocese has been assisting 

and will continue to assist in a variety of ways those impacted by this natural disaster." 

Bishop W. Michael Mulvey, of the Diocese of Corpus Christi, said he was grateful to the bishops 

who reached out to him and to his diocese. He said the true damage around the diocese still is not 

known and officials are waiting for conditions that will allow a better assessment of the damage. 



In his statement, Cardinal DiNardo asked for prayers for emergency personnel and volunteers 

who are out and about in dangerous conditions and also "for those residing in our archdiocese, in 

Texas and along the Gulf Coast, be safe and may God have mercy on those affected by 

Hurricane Harvey." 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/catholic-groups-are-mobilizing-to-

help-in-hurricane-harveys-aftermath.cfm 
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Pope asks world leaders to listen to ‘cry of the Earth’ 

 

By Associated Press  

Washington Post 

VATICAN CITY — Pope Francis is urging world leaders to “listen to the cry of the Earth and 

the cry of the poor” and take measures to protect the environment. 

Francis made the appeal Wednesday in announcing that he and the spiritual leader of the world’s 

Orthodox Christians, Patriarch Bartholomew I, would be releasing a joint statement on care for 

God’s creation on Friday. 

In 2015, Francis designated Sept. 1 as the church’s day for prayer for the environment, framing 

care for the planet as a moral issue. 

In his announcement Wednesday, Francis urged everyone to be respectful and responsible 

toward the environment: “We also appeal to those who have influential roles to listen to the cry 

of the Earth and the cry of the poor, who suffer the most from ecological imbalance.” 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/pope-asks-world-leaders-to-listen-to-cry-of-

the-earth/2017/08/30/34c12034-8d62-11e7-9c53-6a169beb0953_story.html 
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Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew to issue joint environmental statement 

 

Crux  

On Friday, Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew will issue a joint message to mark the 

World Day of Prayer for the Care of Creation. 

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/catholic-groups-are-mobilizing-to-help-in-hurricane-harveys-aftermath.cfm
http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/catholic-groups-are-mobilizing-to-help-in-hurricane-harveys-aftermath.cfm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/pope-asks-world-leaders-to-listen-to-cry-of-the-earth/2017/08/30/34c12034-8d62-11e7-9c53-6a169beb0953_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/religion/pope-asks-world-leaders-to-listen-to-cry-of-the-earth/2017/08/30/34c12034-8d62-11e7-9c53-6a169beb0953_story.html


September 1 is observed in both the Catholic and Orthodox Churches as the World Day of Prayer 

for the Care of Creation. This year, the leaders of both Churches will issue a joint statement 

inviting everyone “to take an attitude of respect and responsibility towards creation.” 

During his general audience on Wednesday, Francis appealed for those with influence to “listen 

to the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor, who suffer most because of the unbalanced 

ecology.” 

The day of prayer was instituted by the Orthodox Church in 1989 by Bartholomew’s 

predecessor, Patriarch Demetrios I. 

In 2015, Bartholomew’s personal envoy, Metropolitan John Zizioulas, was one of the speakers at 

the presentation of Laudato si’, Francis’s landmark encyclical on environmental ecology. In the 

document, Francis praised the ecumenical patriarch’s work for the environment. 

Zizioulas suggested that all the Christian churches start marking the day together, as an 

ecumenical gesture. 

Francis immediately embraced the idea, and decided to institute the World Day of Prayer for the 

Care of Creation in the Catholic Church the same year. 

In his letter announcing the decision, Francis said the annual commemoration would offer 

individual believers and communities a fitting opportunity to reaffirm their personal vocation to 

be stewards of creation, to thank God for the wonderful handiwork which he has entrusted to our 

care, and to implore his help for the protection of creation as well as his pardon for the sins 

committed against the world in which we live. 

“The celebration of this Day, on the same date as the Orthodox Church, will be a valuable 

opportunity to bear witness to our growing communion with our Orthodox brothers and sisters,” 

the pope wrote at the time. “We live at a time when all Christians are faced with the same 

decisive challenges, to which we must respond together, in order to be more credible and 

effective. It is my hope that this Day will in some way also involve other Churches and ecclesial 

Communities, and be celebrated in union with similar initiatives of the World Council of 

Churches.” 

Since the beginning of his pontificate, Francis has forged a strong bond with Bartholomew. The 

ecumenical patriarch attended the papal installation, and met with the pope the next year when he 

visited Jerusalem, where they signed a joint declaration. 

Later in 2014, Bartholomew hosted Francis in Istanbul, and the two religious leaders together 

visited refugees on the Greek island of Lesbos - located off the coast of Turkey - in April 2016. 

In September 2016, Bartholomew met with Francis in Assisi, for an interfaith peace congress. 

In April 2017, Francis, Bartholomew, and Pope Tawadros II - the head of the Coptic Church - 

prayed together in Cairo, Egypt. 



Friday’s message will be the first joint statement marking the day issued by the leaders of the 

Catholic and Orthodox communions; previously each had issued their own individual statement. 

Francis said he and Bartholomew are inviting everyone “to take an attitude of respect and 

responsibility towards creation.” 

https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/08/30/pope-francis-patriarch-bartholomew-issue-joint-

environmental-statement/ 
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Muslim worshippers seek green inspiration at annual Haj pilgrimage 

 

By Adela Suliman 

Reuters  

LONDON (Thomson Reuters Foundation) - Some 2 million people are expected to travel across 

the globe to eat, sleep and pray in unison from Wednesday, as the annual Islamic pilgrimage of 

Haj gets underway in Mecca.  

For billions of Muslims who are physically and financially able, Haj is a mandatory act of 

worship. But the religious celebration also has a substantial impact on the environment.  

Environmentally aware worshippers say that should be reduced, while inspiring Muslims to 

adopt a greener lifestyle.  

“Haj is all about living lightly and centering yourself around God,” 28-year-old pilgrim Shanza 

Ali told the Thomson Reuters Foundation from Mecca in Saudi Arabia.  

“We make many journeys in our life, and we go to many places, but this is the only journey 

that’s physical, mental and spiritual,” said Ali, who is chair of UK-based group Muslim Climate 

Action.  

She has found many similarities between Haj’s message of simplicity and being environmentally 

conscious, and has tried to minimize her own carbon footprint and waste during the pilgrimage, 

which lasts for at least six days and takes worshippers to a series of holy sites in Saudi Arabia.  

Haj, which predates Islam and is traced by Muslims to the monotheistic figure Abraham, is now 

the world’s largest annual gathering of Muslims. Saudi Arabia stakes its reputation on its 

guardianship of the faith’s holiest sites.  

For Husna Ahmad, author of “The Green Guide for Hajj”, Muslims are doctrinally required to be 

stewards of the Earth.  

https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/08/30/pope-francis-patriarch-bartholomew-issue-joint-environmental-statement/
https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/08/30/pope-francis-patriarch-bartholomew-issue-joint-environmental-statement/


Tackling climate change is no longer about preserving the planet for future generations as its 

effects are evident now, she said.  

The majority of Muslims live outside Saudi Arabia and could collectively influence the greening 

of the sacred rituals, she added.  

“Consumer power is something that people need to think about in terms of flights, what they 

take, what they wear, the rubbish they throw, plastic bottles and all those sorts of things. We 

have to be conscious of that,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.  

Muslims need to move away from a fast, disposable society, she added, with Haj being the 

potential start of that journey.  

GREEN CITY AUDIT  

In recent years, Saudi Arabia has taken steps to green the Haj, such as setting quotas for pilgrim 

numbers and developing the Mecca metro system to limit pollution.  

The Saudi Green Building Forum, a Riyadh-based non-governmental group recognized by the 

United Nations, has recently been tasked with auditing green efforts in Medina, the country’s 

second holy city where the Prophet Mohammad is buried and a site visited by millions of 

pilgrims.  

Forum secretary-general Faisal Alfadl said his team will measure the green credentials of the 

holy cities of Mecca, Medina and others against international guidelines on energy use, waste, 

water, transport and human well-being.  

People now realize it is politically and culturally incorrect not to respect the environment, said 

Alfadl.  

“We have moved forward,” he said, noting a shift in the public mood from desert Bedouins to 

city dwellers on the importance of protecting the environment, with the focus now on action 

rather than simply raising awareness.  

Reviving traditional practices could help - for example, sharing water among pilgrims from a 

communal source, which was common before plastic bottles became ubiquitous.  

And the white marble stones surrounding the central cube-shaped Kaaba building in Mecca 

naturally prevent the heat-island effect found in other urban areas, Alfadl said.  

Recycling may not be at the top of pilgrims’ minds, but Muslims have a duty to recognize the 

creator of the environment and reflect on Islamic teachings not to harm animals, waste water or 

cut down trees unnecessarily, said Fatima Ragie of Green Deen South Africa, a Muslim 

environmental network.  



Ragie, who completed Haj in 2009, urged greater efforts once the pilgrimage ends - for instance, 

ensuring food is not wasted when millions of animals are slaughtered, marking Abraham’s near 

sacrifice of his son and the start of the Eid holiday.  

More mosques and Muslim leaders should also speak up about climate change and the 

environment, she said.  

TAKING THE MESSAGE HOME  

From Bangladesh to North Africa, climate change is a reality for many Muslims, as floods and 

droughts fuel instability and conflict, said Nana Firman, who participated in the U.N. climate 

talks in Morocco last year for the Global Muslim Climate Network.  

“A lot of people feel like they don’t know what to do, so it’s really important that we engage 

(them),” she said.  

Indonesia - which has the world’s largest Muslim population, according to the Pew Research 

Center - has launched initiatives, from a phone app showing pilgrims how to enjoy a green Haj, 

to offsetting carbon emissions from flights by planting trees, and limiting the number of times 

each person can undertake the pilgrimage, said Firman.  

She urged Haj pilgrims to “reflect and make a change in their lives when they go back, and care 

more for the environment”.  

As Ali prepares herself to undertake the challenging pilgrimage in the Gulf heat with her 

husband and mother, the natural environment offers a way for her to draw closer to God.  

“I think just reflecting on the fact you’re with humanity, you see people from every corner of the 

world... That really makes you appreciate the idea that we’re all sharing the Earth together,” she 

said.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-religion-environment-climatecha-idUSKCN1BA1BR 
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“One thing is clear, faith communities can be a tremendous driver of change”   

By Albin Hillert* 

World Council of Churches 

Gathering at World Water Week in Stockholm, Sweden on 30 August, representatives from a 

range of faith communities and organizations engaged in water issues held a session exploring 

how faith communities can help achieve the sixth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG), 

ensuring availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-religion-environment-climatecha-idUSKCN1BA1BR


The session, entitled “Water and Faith: Building partnerships to achieve the SDGs” was the 

second consecutive one on faith and water at the annual World Water Week. By showcasing a 

range of good practices by faith communities done to help achieve the SDGs on water and 

sanitation, it highlighted the importance of working together, within church traditions, 

ecumenically and in engagement between faith communities and the water community at large. 

Reflecting on the role of faith engagement in achieving the SDGs, Rev. Henrik Grape, of the 

Church of Sweden and coordinator of the World Council of Churches (WCC) Working Group on 

Climate Change, said, ”We have sometimes thought in the past that for many climate and water 

issues, technology will come to the rescue in the end. But we see today that while there are a lot 

of hopeful developments in the area of technology and environmentally-friendly solutions, we 

also need value-based organizations and communities to act as a driving force, to act and achieve 

changes in our behaviour and habits.” 

”One thing has become clear to me over the years,” added Peter Weiderud, director of the 

Swedish Institute Alexandria. ”We sometimes have a tendency to view religious leaders and faith 

communities as something constant, fixed, something that cannot change. I believe we should do 

the contrary. If we can address issues of water in the right way, religious communities can be a 

tremendous resource in driving change in many communities.” 

The theme of water runs through many of the world religions, the participants observed, and 

faith leaders rarely need to be convinced of the importance and sacredness of water as a source 

of life. Instead, a key point of focus should be on strengthening the many concrete water projects 

run by faith communities across the world. 

Representing the Hindu community, Kiran Bali from the United Religions Initiative said, ”to us 

it is not a question of whether you are from a particular religion or indigenous tradition. What we 

have decided to do is to explore existing religious rituals, and see how we can make them 

’green’.” 

”There are so many examples of faith communities working together at the grassroots level, to 

help preserve water, to help conserve water, to help clean the water, and I think it’s so important 

that as communities we continue to revisit the practices that we have in our religions,” Bali 

concluded. 

Sustainable partnerships focus in moving forward 

”I am very happy to see what we have achieved at this year’s World Water Week,” said Dinesh 

Suna, coordinator of the WCC Ecumenical Water Network. ”In looking forward, what we want 

to secure now are sustainable partnerships and connections on issues of water. One step we are 

taking in this direction is through the upcoming production of an evidence-based research 

publication that will show what faith communities are actually doing on issues of water and 

sanitation in the context of SDG number six.” 

Rev. Grape added, ”when we took the first steps towards engaging faith communities with the 

water community here at the World Water Week last year, I feared that it would be a one-off 



thing with high-level attendance but no long-term engagement. So I’m very glad to see that we 

have done this follow-up, and I appreciate the promising view of a third round next year.” 

“Today’s session was very encouraging,” said Dr Asa Elfström of the Church of Sweden, and a 

founding member of the WCC-EWN, ”because it shows how faith engagement in water issues 

has not only been solid for more than a decade, but has clearly now moved also into the 

international arena.” 

Rev. Adam Russell Taylor, lead for the Faith-Based Initiative at the World Bank Group 

concluded, “in the context of securing water for all and achieving the SDGs, it is clear that we 

have to utilize the distinctive assets and resources that we have each been given. And speaking 

from the perspective of the World Bank Group, the question is no longer if we should cooperate 

with faith communities to drive development forward, but how we can do so.” 

The session was organized by the WCC Ecumenical Water Network in collaboration with 

Church of Sweden, Global Water Partnership, Stockholm International Water Institute, and 

Swedish Institute Alexandria.  

Download free, high-resolution photos from “Water and Faith: Building partnerships to achieve 

the SDGs” 

WCC holds public event at World Water Week in Stockholm (WCC press release of 25 August 

2017) 

Faith to play key role in achieving SDGs, says panel at World Water Week (WCC press release 

of 31 August 2016) 

World Water Week Stockholm 

*Albin Hillert is communication officer at the World Council of Churches  

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/201done-thing-is-clear-faith-communities-can-

be-a-tremendous-driver-of-change201d 
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The Struggle to Protect a Tree at the Heart of Hopi Culture 

 

By Kate Ruder 

Sapiens 

A rumbling, low boom unfurled over the land like a current of thunder. But it was a clear, 

cloudless day in northern Arizona. We realized the reverberation was the echo of an explosion—

dynamite loosening the earth—and that the strip mine was finding its way toward a colossal 

seam of coal. 

https://photos.oikoumene.org/?c=5056&k=bba9784548
https://photos.oikoumene.org/?c=5056&k=bba9784548
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/wcc-holds-public-event-at-world-water-week-in-stockholm
http://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/faith-to-play-key-role-in-achieving-sdgs-says-panel-at-world-water-week
https://programme.worldwaterweek.org/
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/201done-thing-is-clear-faith-communities-can-be-a-tremendous-driver-of-change201d
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/press-centre/news/201done-thing-is-clear-faith-communities-can-be-a-tremendous-driver-of-change201d


It was the fall of 2015, and the Kayenta Mine’s owners, Peabody Energy, the world’s largest coal 

company, had proposed to expand the mine into neighboring areas. If that were to happen, then 

the place we were standing on would one day be peeled open like a can of sardines to reveal the 

prize of shiny, midnight-black coal. 

The Kayenta Mine has long been a source of controversy. Every year it ships millions of tons of 

coal by rail to the Navajo Generating Station northeast of the Grand Canyon. The power plant 

keeps air conditioners humming in Phoenix and Los Angeles, and lights shimmering in Las 

Vegas and beyond. 

We were there as anthropologists with a team of researchers and Hopi elders to study the 

project’s potential impact on religious sites, archaeological remains, springs, and more. But at 

every stop, the elders talked about the juniper tree. The trees were so abundant—blanketing 

every hill that hasn’t been mined—that at first it seemed strange to be concerned about the 

potential loss of this plant. There were ancient Pueblo villages and graveyards to worry about. 

There were precious springs and rare songbirds. 

But the elders kept returning to their fears for the junipers. 

“We’re always going to be here,” said Bill Preston, a soft-spoken Hopi traditionalist from the 

village of Walpi. “This is our home. All these plants have life. What will happen when they blow 

it up? What for? Money. But it will be gone by the time our children grow up.” 

The one-seed juniper is the most humble of trees. It grows leisurely, each year lucky to reach 

some 6 inches closer to the sky. A mature plant, a survivor of centuries of droughts and storms, 

may stand no taller than you or I. The bark, a coarse calico of grays, sheds from the trunk in long 

strips like peeling skin. The tree is just common enough to easily fade into the dusty landscape in 

which it grows—a range that extends from Arizona to the western regions of Texas and 

Oklahoma, from southern Colorado to perhaps as far south as Mexico. It is an evergreen, but its 

leaves typically feel sharp and look burned. Few would say it is beautiful. 

And yet, the juniper’s ordinariness masks an array of remarkable gifts. It is an oyster of the high 

desert that hides many pearls inside. To the Hopi people, the juniper is a vital part of their 

traditional way of life. 

That Hopis ascertained the tree’s extraordinary endowments is unsurprising given their 

dependence on wild plants for their survival. With cultural origins that stretch back thousands of 

years in the Southwest, the Hopi Tribe now numbers about 14,000 members who live in rural 

isolation. The heartland of the tribe is in northern Arizona, on a stark, high plateau that receives 

about 10 inches of rain a year. Hopis must make use of every possible thing. They are 

traditionally farmers of corn, beans, squash, and other vegetables. But their livelihood also 

depends on gathering a range of wild resources—animals, minerals, and especially plants. Some 

travel up to 200 miles away from home to gather them. These collected plants are a part of 

everyday Hopi life. They are used for food, housing, tools, decoration, medicine, ceremonies, 

and magic. Many Hopi traditionalists could name without hesitation such plants as nanakopsi 

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/29/us/arizona-navajo-tribe-peabody-energy.html?_r=0
http://www.worldcat.org/title/ethnobotany-of-the-hopi-by-alfred-f-whiting-flagstaff-museum-of-northern-arizona-1939/oclc/639965956


(bee balm), mö’öngtorhavu (bush mint), wùusi (sand muhly), hunvi (cliffrose), and hoongavi 

(arrowweed). 

When we directed a research project in 2006 to evaluate Hopi cultural resources in the path of a 

new power line that stretches from New Mexico to Nevada, we discovered that Hopis depend on 

more than 200 plant species for their cultural practices. 

Consider that. How many wild plant species and their uses can you name? 

The juniper provides Hopis the basics of warmth, shelter, tools, and food. Hopis do not cut down 

junipers but rather collect deadwood for winter fires and for building houses, corrals, and fences. 

Juniper roots, which can stretch downward 200 feet, are carved into cradleboards, bows and 

arrows, and hairpieces that are used for the famous squash-blossom hairdo of Hopi maidens. The 

bark—làapu—is a fire starter, and can be rolled into a ceremonial torch called a kopitsoki. 

Collected deadwood is often the fuel used to cook piiki—a paper-thin rolled wafer bread made of 

ground blue corn. 

The juniper tree’s berries are considered a “starvation food” for when the tribe’s crops fail. The 

berries are still eaten, but just as significantly, they recall Hopi history—all the hard times their 

ancestors endured. “Just because people are living an easy life now, it hasn’t always been that 

way,” Owen Numkena, a Hopi elder, told us during a related project. “It’s important to 

remember.” 

The juniper’s deeper value to the Hopi lies in its powers to purify and protect. “It’s a tree with a 

lot of medicine,” Preston said. Boiled as a tea, the leaves are a medicine; the sap can be 

consumed to clean people’s intestines out. Newborn children are rubbed with juniper ash, while 

their mothers, who veered toward death during childbirth, are bathed in juniper-infused water. 

Berries ground to a paste are used to clean new mothers further. Even misbehaving youth are 

held to the smoke of a smoldering juniper fire to purge them of mischief. Juniper smoke also 

cleanses Hopis who have encountered the dead. 

Hopis see the forests of juniper as interconnected to the entire natural world, a thread woven into 

the tapestry of life. Junipers provide shade to other plants; they give shelter and food to wildlife; 

their roots retain the soil, keeping erosion at bay. 

In the dry, high desert of northern Arizona, the juniper contributes further to Hopi life by 

bringing the most precious resource of all: water. “These trees trap the clouds and bring the 

rain,” Lyman Polacca, an elder from the village of Sitsomovi, said. “They’re like our rainforest.” 

A lot has changed since that day in 2015. The Navajo Generating Station’s owners announced in 

June that the power plant is no longer economically sustainable and they are planning to shut it 

down. Since the Kayenta Mine ships coal exclusively to the Navajo Generating Station, it 

appears that the mine may close by 2019. 

This is good news for the juniper stands we saw as we stood near the mine back in 2015. And 

some people welcome the energy project’s demise for other reasons too. The power station has 

https://energy.gov/nepa/eis-0231-navajo-transmission-project
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-38452953
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jun/18/navajo-plant-gives-donald-trump-chance-to-save-coa/
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jun/18/navajo-plant-gives-donald-trump-chance-to-save-coa/
https://www.bna.com/concern-raised-peabody-n73014453112/


degraded air quality. Peabody’s mining operations have destroyed hundreds of Hopi ancestral 

sites. And since the company began mining the area in the 1970s, it has used billions of gallons 

of pristine drinking water. 

But others fear what will become of the region’s precarious economy. Peabody claims that 99 

percent of its workers are Native American. The Hopi Tribe depends on royalties from the mine 

for upward of 85 percent of its annual budget. But while the economic costs of the plant shutting 

down would be steep for the Hopi and others in the region, there would also be substantial and 

important benefits, such as cleaner air and water, the restoration of harmony in the ecosystem, 

and a return to a more respectful and mindful way of life on Hopi lands. 

The Dakota Access pipeline, which carries oil nearly 1,200 miles from North Dakota to Illinois, 

has made headlines over the last year for threatening traditional sites and waterways. But across 

the United States, countless development projects threaten resources that Native Americans 

depend on for their cultural survival. As anthropologists, we’ve worked with the Hopi Tribe’s 

Cultural Preservation Office for years to document the natural and cultural resources that are in 

the path of many new pipelines, power plants, mines, and roads. 

Pinyon-juniper vegetation still covers about 100 million acres across the American West. But 

these ecosystems have declined over the last century. Since the 1800s, pinyon-juniper forests in 

the Southwest have been dramatically reduced by livestock grazing, landscape fragmentation, the 

timber industry, wildfire-control techniques, invasive plant species, and development projects. 

Hopis have agonized over these changes. Because Hopis do not cut down junipers, they must 

find healthy forests that produce deadwood they can collect. They have already lost easy access 

to junipers in their immediate homeland. When juniper forests are cleared, Hopis lose a resource 

that is at the heart of their way of life. 

Preston told us that after witnessing the mined and reclaimed areas, he became consumed with 

thoughts about the survival of the Hopi homeland. “These places were put here for us, and it is 

our responsibility to preserve them for the future,” he said. 

Hopis are further troubled by the decline in juniper forests because the tree is not merely a tool 

for their culture. It is a living testimony to sacred practices. “People have come here for 

centuries, and there are offerings everywhere,” Preston said. “The whole landscape is filled with 

offerings.” When the juniper is gathered for its many uses, Hopis leave offerings of corn meal at 

the base of each tree to feed the spirits—and as a sign of respect for the tree’s gift and a prayer 

that the tree continues to grow strong. 

Each juniper thus becomes a shrine, an offering place. The hills and plateaus of the northern 

Southwest are not just forests of junipers. They are forests filled with living shrines. 

https://www.sapiens.org/culture/hopi-juniper-tree-mining/ 
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Pope and Patriarch: A common declaration for a shared world 

 

By Rev. Dr. John Chryssavgis 

Crux 

[Editor’s note: This commentary was written for L’Osservatore Romano, the Vatican newspaper, 

to appear along with the joint statement of Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew of 

Constantinople for the World Day of Care for Creation. With the permission of the author, it 

also appears here in English.] 

The world that we share - the ground we tread, the air we breathe, the water we savor - unites us 

in a very tangible and profound way. Despite our diverse religious or racial differences, the earth 

provides a basis of solidarity and the ground of harmony for all people, all creatures, and all 

things. 

It comes, then, as no surprise that the spiritual heads of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox 

Churches are able to profess with one mind and one voice the sacredness of God’s creation and 

to proclaim the need to respect and protect its resources for the benefit of all people, especially 

the vulnerable among us. 

This is the first time that the pope and the Ecumenical Patriarch have co-signed and jointly 

issued such a statement. 

The Orthodox Church has long advocated for preserving the natural environment, including the 

Ecumenical Patriarchate’s advancement of creation prayers and programs since the late 1980s. 

No other worldwide religious leader has placed the ecological crisis at the forefront of his service 

and sermons as Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. However, the late Patriarch Ignatius of 

Antioch and the current Patriarch Kirill of Moscow have also published major statements on the 

sacredness of God’s creation. 

Indeed, after the Ecumenical Patriarchate established September 1 as the day of prayer for the 

environment in 1989, the worldwide Orthodox Church adopted the same day in the early 1990s, 

while other religious organizations (the World Council of Churches and the Conference of 

European Churches several years ago) and Christian Churches (the Roman Catholic Church and 

the Anglican Communion more recently) followed suit. 

At a time of global crisis and international instability - when so many people throughout the 

world have become the subject of displacement and deprivation resulting from the violence of 

political leaders and the greed of corporate heads - it is a source of consolation and inspiration 

that Pope Francis and Patriarch Bartholomew take time out to focus on the heart of what matters 

in the world in their “Joint Message on the World Day of Prayer for Creation.” 

While neither explicitly nor specifically referring to the responsibility weighing heavily on 

nations that chose either not to endorse or else to withdraw from the Paris Agreement of 

December 12, 2015, the two Christian leaders “urgently appeal to those in positions of social and 

https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/09/01/pope-patriarch-cry-earth-cry-poor-one-voice/
https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/09/01/pope-patriarch-cry-earth-cry-poor-one-voice/


economic, as well as political and cultural responsibility to hear the cry of the earth and to attend 

to the needs of the marginalized, but above all to respond to the plea of millions and to support 

the consensus of the world for the healing of our wounded creation.” 

The very first Patriarchal Encyclical issued in 1989 asserted that the church could not remain idle 

before the ecological crisis; however, it also urged “all those entrusted with the responsibility of 

governing the nations to act without delay taking all necessary measures for the protection and 

preservation of the natural creation.” And Francis closes Laudato si’, his encyclical letter “on 

care for our common home,” with a prayer for God to “enlighten those who possess power and 

money that they avoid the sin of indifference.” 

I have to wonder whether the pope and the patriarch have in mind the short-sightedness and 

narrow-mindedness of the Trump administration - that ill-advisedly withdrew from the Paris 

Agreement and irresponsibly disbanded a federal advisory committee on climate change - when 

they recognize the precarious consequences of “no longer respecting nature as a shared gift, but 

instead regarding it as a private possession.” 

Their words seem to echo the more considered sentiments of former President Barack Obama, 

who declared that the Paris Agreement paved the way to “a world that is worthy of our 

children.  A world that is marked not by conflict, but by cooperation; and not by human 

suffering, but by human progress.  A world that is safer, and more prosperous, and more secure, 

and more free than the one that we inherited.” 

There is an ecumenism of dialogue among various confessions, which many fundamentalist 

Christians consider a threat to their faith’s integrity. There is an ecumenism of martyrdom shared 

by victims of Muslim violence, which fundamentalist Christians consider a threat to their racial 

supremacy. And there is an ecumenism of ecology in the face of global climate change, which 

many fundamentalist Christians consider a threat to their entitled appetites. 

Nevertheless, Francis and Bartholomew are unwavering in their commitment to ecumenism. The 

truth is larger than any particular confession. The world is larger than any single nation. And the 

planet is larger than any individual ambition. Whenever we reduce life - whether politics or 

economy, even religion and spirituality - to ourselves and our own narrow interests, we neglect 

our role and responsibility to transform creation. 

This is the heart of the joint message published by Pope Francis and Ecumenical Patriarch 

Bartholomew: That our relationship with this world determines our relationship with heaven. 

The way we treat the earth is reflected in the way that we pray to God. Walking on this planet 

and kneeling in church are tantamount to the same thing. 

Rev. Dr. John Chryssavgis serves as theological advisor to Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew 

on environmental issues. He is a clergyman of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America. 

https://cruxnow.com/commentary/2017/09/01/pope-patriarch-common-declaration-shared-world/ 
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Pope and Orthodox Christian leader issue unprecedented appeal for the environment 

 

By Christopher Lamb  

Religion News Service 

VATICAN CITY (RNS) — Pope Francis and Orthodox Christian leader Patriarch Bartholomew 

have released a passionate joint appeal to protect the environment, marking the first time that a 

pope and the ecumenical patriarch have joined forces in such a way. 

They made their appeal for the Earth, a major theme of Francis’ papacy, on Friday (Sept. 1), as 

Texans grappled with the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey, South Asians coped with floods that 

have left millions homeless and scientists warned that such natural disasters will multiply if 

climate change is not addressed.  

Both the pope, leader of the world’s 1.2 billion Catholics, and the patriarch, leader of the world’s 

300 million Orthodox Christians, expressed an urgent need in their appeal for global powers to 

take action to stave off the ravages of environmental degradation. 

The top clergymen wrote that they want those in positions of responsibility to follow the 

“consensus of the world for the healing of our wounded creation,” which many read as a backing 

of the Paris climate accord, an agreement by 195 countries to reduce carbon emissions. 

President Trump, however, has said the United States is withdrawing from the agreement, a 

decision he announced just days after meeting the pope in May at the Vatican. At the end of that 

papal audience, Francis handed the president a copy of his landmark 2015 encyclical on 

protecting the environment, “Laudato Si’.” 

With this political division over the Paris deal, and the increasing severity of natural disasters 

around the world, some have noted the added urgency these religious leaders — Francis, 80, and 

Bartholomew, 77 — may have felt to make a united plea for the planet. 

Their message, planned in advance to coincide with a World Day of Prayer for the Care of 

Creation, does not hesitate to describe the causes of threats to the environment, citing corporate 

greed and humanity’s plundering of natural resources.  

“Our propensity to interrupt the world’s delicate and balanced ecosystems, our insatiable desire 

to manipulate and control the planet’s limited resources, and our greed for limitless profit in 

markets — all these have alienated us from the original purpose of creation,” reads the appeal. 

“We no longer respect nature as a shared gift; instead, we regard it as a private possession.”   

Francis and Bartholomew describe a “morally decaying scenario” where the “deterioration of the 

planet” affects the most vulnerable in every corner of the globe, as seen in parts of India, 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://catholicclimatemovement.global/world-day-of-prayer/
http://catholicclimatemovement.global/world-day-of-prayer/


Bangladesh and Nepal, where flooding has submerged some of the world’s poorest 

communities.  

“We no longer associate with nature in order to sustain it; instead, we lord over it to support our 

own constructs,” the statement continues. “Our attitude and behaviour towards creation obscures 

our calling as God’s co-operators.” 

This joint appeal reflects Francis’ understanding of Genesis 1:28, the biblical passage in which 

God gives man “dominion” over the Earth. Others have used the verse to defend human activity 

that endangers animals and pollutes.  

But in “Laudato si’,” Francis rejects any interpretation that “justifies absolute domination over 

other creatures.” Instead he calls for Christians to be in “deep communion” with nature, which he 

writes is only possible with “compassion and concern for our fellow human beings.”   

The pope’s approach is also in keeping with the eco-theology of St. Francis of Assisi, the 13th-

century saint whose name Francis chose for himself when he was elected pope. St. Francis, who 

greeted the sun and moon as brother and sister, and is frequently depicted in the company of 

animals, was so close to creation, the pope has noted, that he preached to flowers. 

(Christopher Lamb is The Tablet’s Rome correspondent and a contributor to RNS) 

http://religionnews.com/2017/09/01/pope-and-orthodox-christian-leader-issue-unprecedented-

appeal-for-the-environment/ 
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Hajj: How to make this three-million strong Muslim pilgrimage environmentally friendly 

 

By Akeela Bhattay 

Independent  

Plastic water bottles and cups, Styrofoam take-out containers with half-eaten food, plastic carrier 

bags; a trail of waste mingling with carbon dioxide fumes erupts from miles of cranky buses, 

carrying tired yet exultant pilgrims alongside dusty desert roads. These are the environmental 

remnants of the world’s largest annual pilgrimage. It’s a sorrowful sight – the antithesis to the 

once-in-a-lifetime spiritual experience that is Hajj.  

Going green may seem the obvious choice as we continue to learn more about the effects of 

climate change, but for Muslims, the protection and maintenance of nature isn’t just a social 

responsibility – it’s also a religious one. According to the Qur’an, every human being is a 

steward of the earth, responsible for the care and wellbeing of nature in all its forms, due to, in 

the words of environmentalist Othman Llewellyn, “humanity’s enormous ability to do both good 

and evil; with ability comes responsibility.”  

http://religionnews.com/2017/09/01/pope-and-orthodox-christian-leader-issue-unprecedented-appeal-for-the-environment/
http://religionnews.com/2017/09/01/pope-and-orthodox-christian-leader-issue-unprecedented-appeal-for-the-environment/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/hajj-2017-latest-two-million-worshippers-pilgrims-mount-arafat-muslims-islam-saudi-arabia-a7922091.html


So, when approximately three million pilgrims descend upon Mecca and Medina – Islam’s most 

holy places – during the Hajj pilgrimage, the environmental impact is cause for concern. 

Six years ago, Dr Husna Ahmad OBE, CEO of the UK-based international development NGO 

Global One, created the world’s first “Green Guide to Hajj” in collaboration with ARC. She 

reflects that perhaps Muslims in 2017 are more aware of their responsibility to the environment 

and more active in contributing to positive change.  

“I set out with a very ambitious plan for the guide but unfortunately I think six years ago when it 

was produced the Muslim world was not ready to really take action,” she says. “I am still very 

hopeful that others will continue this work and really push pilgrims to walk lightly on this earth, 

and use their consumer power to demand that travel agents think about climate change.” 

The guide uses extensive theological grounding from the Qur’an and traditions of the Prophet 

Muhammad to ponder the environmental destruction pilgrims may be causing, as well as offering 

practical guidance on how to experience a more spiritual, sustainable pilgrimage.  

Dr Ahmad argues UK Muslims should be at the forefront of creating a greener Hajj: “While we 

need to be aware of the poor economic condition of Muslims in the UK, that is still not a good 

enough excuse for our lack of engagement on climate change. Muslims are becoming more 

aware of the responsibilities as stewards of this planet, especially Millennial Muslims who are 

very conscious of the environmental impact of our actions.”  

A significant factor in the environmental impact of Hajj tourism is the rise in the number of 

pilgrims and Saudi’s extensive and continuous expansion and reconstruction of holy sites and 

hotels. It’s not unusual to hear Hajji’s (the title given to those who’ve performed the Hajj) 

declaring the number of times they’ve performed this ritual pilgrimage, following in the 

footsteps of the Prophet of Islam. Although it isn’t forbidden to undertake Hajj multiple times, 

the environmental teachings of Islam together with scientific findings should, in theory, 

discourage excessive journeys.  

 “It is important that people realize it’s irresponsible to take multiple Hajj trips, because the 

pressures of having a convergence of three million people mean there’s inevitably an 

environmental impact,” says Dr Ahmad, who suggests quotas as a practical way of tackling the 

problem. 

The Saudi government undoubtedly faces a colossal challenge in managing this unique form of 

tourism, but progress is being made. “Saudi Arabia is working hard to bring solar energy to the 

Kingdom with a $50 billion push to promote solar and wind energy, and has installed the 

Makkah Metro for pilgrims,” says Dr Ahmad. 

By 2018 there should be a fully functioning high-speed railway line, serving Mecca, Medina and 

the entry city for Hajj pilgrims, Jeddah. Some hotels, such as the Movenpick Anwar Al-Madinah, 

pride themselves on educating both staff and members of the community on sustainable 

practices. Sameh El Nashar, the hotel’s general manager and head of its environment committee, 

has implemented a detailed action plan, which ensures business activities do not impact cultural 



and natural heritage sites; prioritises environmentally friendly waste products; and continually 

raises awareness of sustainable practices.  

Others have joined Dr Ahmad on her quest to create a greener Hajj. Dr Fachruddin Majeri 

Mangunjaya of Universitas Nasional in Jakarta has long been encouraging Indonesian travel 

agents to consider sustainable travel, and is now offering pilgrims the world’s first Green Hajj 

app. Like the Green Guide to Hajj, the app aims to educate pilgrims about their responsibilities 

as stewards of the earth and to motivate them to do their bit for the environment. 

So what can pilgrims do to be environmentally responsible travellers, reduce their carbon 

footprint and experience the Hajj in a way that is more spiritually rewarding? 

Conserve water  

Prophetic tradition teaches Muslims to use water sparingly, even if one finds themselves at the 

mouth of a river. 

Choose a green airline 

The newest aircrafts tend to fly the most efficient and least polluting planes. 

Walk or cycle  

It may seem like a hefty and daunting task, but some pilgrims choose to travel to Saudi by foot or 

bicycle. It may take longer to get there, but a worthwhile endeavour considering the 

environmental value and spiritual satisfaction. 

Pick a hotel that cares  

Don’t leave it up to your travel agent to book your hotel; often they’ve bought rooms a year or 

two in advance and environmental responsibility doesn’t tend to feature in decision making. Do 

your own research to discover which hotels are committed to green practices. 

Pack a re-usable water bottle 

Refill, rather than purchase bottled water which contributes to the creation of waste. 

Avoid plastic bags  

Use reusable cloth totes instead. 

Buy local  

Swap familiar fast-food chains which tend to import their ingredients from Europe and South 

America for independent cafes and restaurants using local produce. The same goes for souvenirs; 

buy from vendors selling locally crafted products. 

http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/responsible-travel


Get involved 

Join climate action groups, such as IFEES and MADE NGO, and help educate the UK’s Muslim 

community on their responsibility as caretakers of the earth. Vocalise your environmental 

concerns to travel agents, airlines and hotels. 

 More about:  

 Hajj 2017 

 Hajj 

 Responsible Travel 

 Saudi Arabia 

http://www.independent.co.uk/travel/asia/hajj-pilgrimage-green-guide-mecca-medina-muslims-

environmental-friendly-travel-islam-sustainable-a7930676.html 
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Guyana’s Indigenous Amerindian traditional conservation strategies may be shared with Guiana 

Shield   

 

By Denis Chabrol 

Demerara Waves 

A British-funded three-year project to integrate Amerindian traditional knowledge into national 

environmental conservation policy and practice is likely to serve as a pilot project for the rest of 

the Guiana Shield while ensuring that Guyana achieves benchmarks of several international 

agreements. 

The project is being undertaken by the Darwin Initiative, which was launched by Britain at the 

Rio Earth Summit in 1992, and is funded by the United Kingdom’s Department for Environment, 

Food and Rural Affairs, the Department for International Development and the Foreign 

Commonwealth Office. 

Project Leader, Dr. Jay Mistry said the project, which started in July, would be hinged on 

international agreements for respecting and incorporating traditional knowledge in national laws 

while promoting the rights of Indigenous Peoples. Aiming to be participatory, transparent and 

evidence-based, the project seeks to preserve and promote biodiversity-based knowledge and at 

the same time alleviate poverty. 

Mistry hoped that the findings and recommendations would find themselves in national laws and 

across the Guiana Shield:  Guyana, Suriname, French Guiana, Venezuela and Colombia. 

“Hopefully, we can put this process, or our findings into a national policy but we are also 

looking at how we can replicate some of the findings within the Guiana Shield 

Region…Hopefully, using Guyana as a real case study or as a best practice example of this 

process,” she said. 

http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/hajj-2017
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/hajj
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/responsible-travel
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/SaudiArabia
http://www.independent.co.uk/travel/asia/hajj-pilgrimage-green-guide-mecca-medina-muslims-environmental-friendly-travel-islam-sustainable-a7930676.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/travel/asia/hajj-pilgrimage-green-guide-mecca-medina-muslims-environmental-friendly-travel-islam-sustainable-a7930676.html


The project, she said, would include research and promoting dialogue among stakeholders on 

how their traditional knowledge could inform national policies. Capacity building would focus 

on the use of videos, finding community solutions and develop a traditional knowledge action 

plan. 

Partner organisations include the Ministry of Indigenous Peoples Affairs, Environmental 

Protection Agency, Protected Areas Commission, South-Central People’s Development 

Association and the North Rupununi District Development Board (NRDDB), University of 

London, United Nations Environmental Programme, and the World Conservation Monitoring 

Centre. 

Ryan Benjamin, Senior Researcher at the North Rupununi District Development Board 

(NRDDB) believes that the project would help some of the 20 communities to understand some 

of the knowledge they have lost, currently enjoy and recover and preserve for future generations. 

NRDDB Vice Chairman, Michael Williams emphasised the importance and relevance of the 

project to the North Rupununi especially preserving the wetlands in that area. He hoped that the 

Macushi people would receive assistance at a time when Guyana is embarking on the Reducing 

emissions from deforestation and forest degradation (REDD+) initiative to combat the effects of 

climate change. Williams expected the project would integrate traditional knowledge in a revised 

national policy. “We really look forward from today onwards to meet with the policymakers to 

see how best we can mesh this thing…our traditional knowledge and our expertise from the local 

level to the national policy we are looking forward to your cooperation so that we can move this 

country forward,” he added. 

Faye Fredericks of the South Central Peoples Development Association added that “it is known 

that the information that the indigenous people have is the information that the world is needing 

right now and it is a pleasure for the Wapishan people of the South Rupununi to be working on 

such a project especially with the government that is so willing to take on Indigenous People’s 

views to work with policymakers.” She called for support from civil society to find ways of 

using traditional and scientific knowledge for Guyana’s development. 

Executive Director of the Environmental Protection Agency, Kemraj Parsram pledged his 

entity’s support to the project. “Indeed, the EPA eagerly looks forward to the  policies to be 

developed especially those with which its mandate is closely aligned,” he added. 

Commissioner of the Protected Areas Commission, Denise Fraser said the Darwin Initiative 

project comes at a time when Guyana is implementing the management plans for the protected 

areas, strive to strengthen the relationship between indigenous communities and the 

Commission, and promote sustainable use of Guyana’s natural resources. “We welcome this 

project which is of great interest to us and we look forward to a close and fruitful collaboration 

and to being able to use the information, practices from the work that comes out of this project, 

to be able to better manage our protected areas and the valuable biodiversity found therein,” she 

said. 



Forty-six communities from six of nine Indigenous tribes live around the Protected Areas and 

depend on natural resources found there. 

https://demerarawaves.com/2017/09/05/guyanas-indigenous-amerindian-traditional-

conservation-strategies-may-be-shared-with-guiana-shield/ 
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‘My job is to clean up the environment. China really wants to do that’ | Environment 

 

By Jane Gleeson-White 

The Guardian 

 

Environmental lawyer James Thornton says China’s ‘ecological civilisation’ concept is the best 

response to the world’s environmental crisis 

James Thornton’s specialty is suing governments and corporations on behalf of his only client – 

the Earth – and he’s very good at it. In his four decades of legal practice across three continents, 

he’s never lost a case. 

Acknowledging this in 2009 the New Statesman named him one of the ten people likely to 

change the world; ClientEarth, the public interest environmental law firm he started in London in 

2007 now employs 106 people. 

Thornton has been in Australia to talk about his work and his new book, Client Earth, which he 

co-wrote with his partner Martin Goodman. When I met them in Sydney, Thornton was keen to 

discuss his unlikely adventure in China, while Goodman, usually a reserved Englishman, 

enthused about the unexpected hope he found while writing Client Earth. 

First invited to Beijing in 2014 to help implement China’s new law allowing NGOs to sue 

polluting companies for the first time, Thornton has seen how serious the world’s biggest 

polluter is about addressing its environmental problems. He believes their concept of “ecological 

civilisation” is the best formulation he’s heard for the new environmental story we must tell.  

“Facing the ruin of their environment, the Chinese looked hard and amended their constitution. 

This core document now calls for the building of an ecological civilisation,” he says. “We built 

an agricultural, then an industrial, and now must build an ecological civilisation.” 

“I have no cynicism about whether they mean to do it. My job is to try and clean up the 

environment for future generations. The Chinese really want to do that.” This task, apparently 

insurmountable for the west, is made possible by China’s 2,500-year tradition of centralised 

government.  

https://demerarawaves.com/2017/09/05/guyanas-indigenous-amerindian-traditional-conservation-strategies-may-be-shared-with-guiana-shield/
https://demerarawaves.com/2017/09/05/guyanas-indigenous-amerindian-traditional-conservation-strategies-may-be-shared-with-guiana-shield/
http://www.newstatesman.com/north-america/2009/01/thornton-clientearth-law-legal
https://scribepublications.com.au/books-authors/books/client-earth
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/jan/07/china-encourages-environmental-groups-to-sue-polluters
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/blog/china-future-renewables-global-warming
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“They said, we have a long-term vision, we want to be here in another 2,000 years and that will 

only happen if we clean up the environment. So we have determined that we’re going to deal 

with our environmental problems and we’re going to do so in a very thoroughgoing way.” 

Thornton said it helps that most of the politburo are engineers, rather than political scientists, 

lawyers or economists as in the west. “So when they actually decide that there is a problem – and 

it takes actual evidence to get them there – they define the problem and then their next question 

is: what’s the solution? How can we afford it, how quickly can we do it, and how can we marshal 

all forces in society to get there?” 

At first Thornton thought this was rhetoric. “And then I realised it wasn’t rhetorical. So by the 

time we got deep into conversation and I first heard the notion of ecological civilisation, I asked 

several very senior officials, ‘Is this serious?’ And they said ‘Yes, absolutely serious’. It’s been 

central policy now for some years.” 

With a group of Chinese experts and five other westerners, Thornton spent 18 months analysing 

how to create the legal structures for an ecological civilisation. They then gave recommendations 

for how to create the rule of law to deliver it. “That’s typical of what they’re doing. They’ve 

thrown hundreds of their best intellectuals at designing the theoretical framework for each of the 

pieces of the architecture of ecological civilisation.” These include economic, industrial and 

agricultural policies for an ecological civilisation. 

Thornton says that when he first went to China, he’d only read the western media about it and 

had many of the same notions he’s often challenged with, especially concerning democracy and 

human rights. “And I understand where they come from. But I also know that the western 

democracies that we prize so much aren’t doing very well with respect to the environment. 

We’ve elected somebody in the United States who seems really dedicated to the notion of 

contempt for the environment.” 

In the west, efforts to address environmental problems are fragmentary and not well funded. 

“Whereas in China,” he says, “suddenly you have this direction from the top on down asking all 

of these top people over the course of the next few decades: How does everything have to change 

to deliver this?” 

Thornton is also a Zen Buddhist priest, which appears to help him to see intractable 

environmental problems with a commanding clarity and precision, and to approach them with 

admirable pragmatism, patience, tenacity and long-term strategy. “Law becomes about saving 

civilisation,” he says. “Law is the answer to the question I’m often asked: what can I do about 

global problems?” 

The extraordinary challenges Thornton overcame to bring environmental litigation to Europe are 

among the many inspiring stories Goodman tells in ClientEarth. “James’s first actions were 

therefore brazen,” Goodman says. “In the UK, he set out to change the cost rules. In Germany 

and at the EU level, the matter was one of standing: rights had to be granted for citizens to bring 

serious environmental concerns to the courts.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/jun/27/china-human-rights-liu-xiaobo-dying-guardian-view
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Thornton did change the legal system and ClientEarth flourished. In 2016 the Financial Times 

named this small non-profit firm in the top 50 law firms in the world. ClientEarth also won the 

most innovative law firm award and Thornton won a special achievement award.  

It was then that Goodman realised ClientEarth was an ugly duckling story: “The poor relation 

charity environmental law group that suddenly found itself among the swans of top global law 

firms.”  

ClientEarth is a rare thing: a hopeful book about the environment and a page-turner about the 

law. Goodman is professor of creative writing at the University of Hull and a lively storyteller. 

His chapters recount Thornton’s life and work; Thornton’s are meditations on the law’s moral 

dimensions. 

Thornton and Goodman have been together for 25 years and their conversation swings from 

Thornton’s urgent stories about systemic change to Goodman’s tales of hope. Despite having 

lived with ClientEarth for a decade, it was only when Goodman came to write the firm’s story 

that he began to fathom just how powerful its legal work really is. 

“I think it’s the most important thing going,” he says. “The environment no longer seems an 

intractable problem. We need lawyers, they bring hope, they can help you.”  

It seems this hope is contagious. Alice Garton, a lawyer from the Northern Territory, feels like 

“the luckiest person on the planet” to be working for ClientEarth. “I’ve spent years of my life 

being really depressed about climate change and pessimistic,” she says. “Since starting here, I’m 

optimistic.” 

Client Earth had a similar effect on Brian Eno, a long-time supporter and trustee of the firm. 

After reading the book to write its foreword, Eno was so inspired he told Thornton: “I want to 

come and live with you in the office for three days to really see how I can help.” 

Thornton replied: “You’re the world’s greatest producer, so what I’d like you to do is produce 

ClientEarth. Something great will come of that.” 

When asked about his own most inspiring moments, Thornton names three. Preventing Poland 

from building a new generation of coal-fired power stations. Enforcing the first environmental 

laws in the US, introduced by Nixon in 1970 along with the Environment Protection Agency, but 

flouted by Reagan. When Reagan told the new head of the EPA to disable it, Thornton almost 

singlehandedly (with a scientist) showed them that somebody could do it better, embarrassing 

them into enforcing the law again. And his work in China. 

“I’m tough and patient,” Thornton says. This is an understatement. Aged eight, a spider-loving 

Thornton considered studying entomology but realised that wouldn’t help the threatened natural 

world. So he decided to become a lawyer, to fight for its protection. But this was the early 1960s 

and there were no environmental lawyers then. So Thornton helped to found his vocation, 

including teaching the first courses on environmental law. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqK9T9vogJM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqK9T9vogJM
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https://vimeo.com/194681119
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Now Thornton is looking to the next stage of the Paris Agreement. “Paris was a turning point in 

history,” he says. “The next stage must be a legal framework and enforcement, otherwise citizens 

can go to court to accuse their government of not implementing the law, and we will help them 

do so. When the law is passed, the work begins.” 

But these laws are new and fragile and need our active support. As Goodman says: “I think 

people have got to understand that these laws are around, they’re really vulnerable, and they’ll 

die unless we pay them attention and demand that they’re held strong.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/10/my-job-is-to-clean-up-the-environment-

china-really-wants-to-do-that 
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Grassroots Leaders and Frontline Community Members March to Kelcy Warren’s home, the 

CEO of Energy Transfer Partners (ETP) 

#STOPETP a national coalition of frontline communities, environmental justice and Indigenous 

rights groups hold a rally and march to launch a campaign against Energy Transfer Parters.  

Indigenous Environmental Network 

 

Dallas, TX — On Friday, September 8th, 2017, the #STOPETP coalition rallied at the 

headquarters of Energy Transfer Partners (ETP), the parent company of the Dakota Access 

Pipeline. The rally featured speakers who traveled from the Dakotas, Pennsylvania, Louisiana 

and other communities who are impacted by ETP’s pipelines. Following the rally, organizers of 

the event led a march to Kelcy Warren’s home, the CEO of ETP. Community members and 

activists directed their concerns to Warren as they believe he is responsible for the many 

violations committed during the construction and operation of his company’s pipelines. In 

addition, ETP is also responsible for using illegal counterterrorist tactics on Indigenous Peoples 

and their allies during the Standing Rock movement. 

The coalition is launching #STOPETP to hold the company accountable and to call on citizens, 

local governments, and banks to end their business and support of Energy Transfer Partners. 

On September 9th, while solidarity actions took place across the country, the delegation who 

rallied at the ETP headquarters, rallied at banks like Wells Fargo and Chase Bank in Dallas. 

PARTICIPANT QUOTES:  

“Kelcy Warren wants to force his pipelines through our homes, so we brought the resistance to 

his home. We are the first peoples of this land and we will not yield, we will stand.” — Cherri 

Foytlin, State Director, BOLD Louisiana. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/10/my-job-is-to-clean-up-the-environment-china-really-wants-to-do-that
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/10/my-job-is-to-clean-up-the-environment-china-really-wants-to-do-that


“Energy Transfer Partners (ETP) has consistently ignored and circumvented Indigenous rights, 

human rights, and treaty law. Stopping ETP will not only protect Indigenous communities but 

will also protect countless American citizens as their projects threaten drinking water for 

millions of people. In addition, as we see communities across the nation suffer from extreme 

weather and climate change, we can no longer afford to have ETP transport dirty oil across the 

country. Their projects have violated construction regulations, pipelines like DAPL and Rover 

Pipeline have already leaked and their partnership with the security firm TigerSwan has proven 

that they are willing to engage in illegal tactics to further their profits. The time is now to say no 

to ETP, in addition to people joining this movement, we need banks and local governments to 

join as well. We want a healthy future for all and that means holding ETP accountable and not 

allowing their company into our communities.” — Joye Braun, Cheyenne River Frontline 

Organizer, Indigenous Environmental Network 

“Kelcey Warren, you didn’t consider our thoughts for these pipelines, you didn’t listen to our 

concerns, you didn’t ask for permission to come into our backyards, into our ancestral territories, 

you didn’t ask if you could put pipelines under our rivers and through our wetlands that provide 

life for us. So we have decided to walk to your home and show your neighbors  what kind of 

person you are. Its our way of saying, we will not be intimidated by you or your dirty company.” 

— Frankie Orona, Director, Society of Native Nations 

http://www.ienearth.org/grassroots-leaders-and-community-members-march-to-kelcy-warrens-

home/ 
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Hurricane Irma: Pope Francis condemns climate change sceptics 

 

BBC 

Pope Francis has warned history will judge world leaders who do not act as he blasted climate 

change sceptics in the wake of Hurricanes Irma and Harvey. 

The pontiff said the recent storms meant the effects of climate change could be seen "with your 

own eyes". 

There have been four major Atlantic hurricanes in less than three weeks. 

But US Environmental Protection Agency head Scott Pruitt said it was an inappropriate time to 

discuss what role climate change may have played. 

Mr Pruitt - who has previously said he "would not agree" carbon dioxide is a primary contributor 

to global warming - told CNN current speculation "on the cause and effect of the storm... is 

misplaced". 

Instead, Mr Pruitt said the conversation should be focused on the clean up effort. 

http://www.ienearth.org/grassroots-leaders-and-community-members-march-to-kelcy-warrens-home/
http://www.ienearth.org/grassroots-leaders-and-community-members-march-to-kelcy-warrens-home/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-39221092
http://edition.cnn.com/2017/09/07/politics/scott-pruitt-hurricanes-climate-change-interview/index.html


Miami Mayor Tomás Regalado - whose city ended up partially underwater as Hurricane Irma 

swept across Florida - disagreed however, telling the Miami Herald newspaper: "This is the time 

to talk about climate change. This is the time that the president and the EPA and whoever makes 

decisions needs to talk about climate change." 

Hurricanes are complex, naturally occurring beasts - extremely difficult to predict, with or 

without the backdrop of rising global temperatures. 

The scientific reality of attributing a role to climate change in worsening the impact of hurricanes 

is also hard to tease out, simply because these are fairly rare events and there is not a huge 

amount of historical data. 

But there are some things that we can say with a good deal of certainty. 

There's a well-established physical law, the Clausius-Clapeyron equation, that says that a hotter 

atmosphere holds more moisture. 

For every extra degree Celsius in warming, the atmosphere can hold 7% more water. This tends 

to make rainfall events even more extreme when they occur. 

Another element that we can mention with some confidence is the temperature of the seas. 

"The waters of the Gulf of Mexico are about 1.5 degrees warmer above what they were from 

1980-2010," Sir Brian Hoskins from the Grantham Institute for Climate Change told BBC Radio 

4's Today programme. 

"That is very significant because it means the potential for a stronger storm is there, and with the 

contribution of global warming to the warmer waters in the Gulf, it's almost inevitable that there 

was a contribution to that." 

Addressing climate change appears to have fallen down the agenda since Donald Trump took 

power in January. 

The US president has already rolled back some of the environmental protection laws put in place 

under his predecessor, Barack Obama, and announced his intention to withdraw from the Paris 

Climate Accord. 

It is unclear where Mr Trump stands on climate change today. However, he tweeted in 2012 that 

it was made up by China "to make US manufacturing non-competitive". 

Pope Francis, who is returning from a five day trip to Colombia, has no such doubts. He fears the 

impact of climate change will be hardest on the world's poorest residents, and has been openly 

critical of those who do not play their part in reducing its effects - including Mr Trump. 

His most recent comments could also be seen as a thinly veiled dig at the president. 

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/weather/hurricane/article172080587.html#storylink=cpy
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/265895292191248385


"If we don't go back we will go down," he warned reporters on Monday. "That is true. You can 

see the effects of climate change with your own eyes and scientists tell us clearly the way 

forward.  

"All of us have a responsibility. All of us. Some small, some big. A moral responsibility, to 

accept opinions, or make decisions. I think it is not something to joke about." 

He then quoted a phrase from the Old Testament: "Man is stupid, a stubborn, blind man." 

"Those who deny it (climate change) should go to the scientists and ask them," the Pope said. 

"They are very clear, very precise." 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-41231288 
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'They lied': Bolivia's untouchable Amazon lands at risk once more  

 

By Myles McCormick  

The Guardian 

When Ovidio Teco’s Amazon homeland was declared “untouchable” by the Bolivian 

government in 2011, his war had been won. 

The concerns of people like him had been listened to: their beautiful and ancient land would not 

be carved in two by a 190-mile highway. 

That year, a demonstration half a decade in the making saw thousands of indigenous people 

march for nearly two months to the Bolivian capital, La Paz, protesting over the route that would 

have cut through the heart of the park.  

The marchers endured teargas and truncheons at the hands of the authorities, but they persevered, 

won an audience with President Evo Morales and forced the government’s hand. The road was 

shelved and the Isiboro Sécure Indigenous Territory and National Park (Tipnis) was granted a 

new special status, rendering it off limits to such major and invasive building projects. 

But six years later, the Bolivian government has backtracked. A bill rushed through congress, 

culminating in the stroke of a pen by Morales on Sunday 13 August, nullifies the park’s status as 

untouchable, paving the way for the road to be built after all. 

Teco is seated at the head of his kitchen table. His voice trembles as he gesticulates fervently. 

“They lied, nothing more. After the march we thought the park would not be touched. This 

situation is all lies.” 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-41231288
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2011/sep/27/bolivian-president-suspends-amazon-road
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/aug/15/bolivia-approves-highway-in-amazon-biodiversity-hotspot-as-big-as-jamaica


Teco is a small-time farmer of cacao, the base product of chocolate, in the Mojeño community of 

Gundonovia, a remote settlement of about 40 families in the north-east of the park. It sits metres 

from the silently flowing Isiboro river, the peace punctuated only by the puff of pink river 

dolphins surfacing to breathe. Alligators line the banks, motionless, mouths agape, as they take 

in the sun. 

Spanning an area of 1.2m hectares, Tipnis is home to close to 14,000 inhabitants, mainly 

indigenous people of the Mojeño-Trinitario, Yuracaré and Tsimané groups. Like Teco, many 

fear building a road through the park will destroy its biodiversity. A 2011 study by the 

Programme for Strategic Investigation in Bolivia forecast 64% deforestation of the park within 

18 years if the road is built. 

“It’s not the road itself. It’s what comes with it. Coca producers will go and settle down and get 

new land inside the park. And after that comes, they take the wood, plant coca leaves, etc. And 

where the road will run is the richest part,” says Pablo Solón, a former ambassador to the UN, 

who resigned from the Morales administration in 2011 over the Tipnis dispute. 

The park’s heartland, where the planned road will run, is sacred to many indigenous groups and 

is where the animals take refuge during the rainy season, and where many indigenous people go 

to hunt them. 

“The day the government rips up the land, this is all going to disappear. Who is going to suffer? 

It will be us who live in Tipnis. The animals will die. And so will we,” says Teco. 

The government claims that removing the lands’ untouchable status is necessary to provide basic 

services to the local communities and construct educational and healthcare facilities. It also 

repeatedly cites a 2012 consultation that indicated the move was backed by locals. 

“It was their decision. They want to improve their living conditions. They want a road,” says 

Susana Rivero Guzmán, a deputy in Bolivia’s ruling Movimiento al Socialismo (Mas) party, 

noting the consultation found 58 of 68 communities in Tipnis backed removing untouchability. 

But locals claim the survey was rigged. They say that only carefully selected people in the 

various communities were consulted, and those who took part were granted perks. 

“They gave the people cellphones, they gave them cookers, they gave them televisions, they 

gave them grants, they gave them motors. So that in the end, they saw that they wanted the road. 

Everything was shady,” says Teco. 

A joint assessment by the International Federation of Human Rights, the Bolivian Permanent 

Assembly of Human Rights and the Catholic church in 2016 concluded that the consultation had 

been “neither free nor informed and did not respect the principle of good faith”. 

Some residents could stomach a road through the park, if it gave them greater access to the 

outside world, but the proposed route, connecting Villa Tunari and San Ignacio de Moxos runs 

https://www.scribd.com/document/68630238/Investigacion-TIPNIS-PIEB
https://www.scribd.com/document/68630238/Investigacion-TIPNIS-PIEB


through the centre of the park, far away from the communities, which are concentrated along its 

eastern flank. 

“If there were some benefits, I would support it. But there is not one benefit for us,” says Carmen 

Leni, a schoolteacher in Gundonovia, swatting mosquitoes from her legs with a tea towel. 

“If it allowed people to send and bring goods, it would be OK, but this will not be the result. The 

road will not come through here.” 

Adolfo Moye, a former community leader, agreed. “Absolutely – I would be in favour of a road 

that served the communities. These people are isolated. They need access to outside. But the 

planned road serves not a single person here.” 

Locals believe the real purpose of the road is to benefit the cocaleros – coca growers – who have 

colonised the park’s southern “Polygon Seven” region, allowing them to push northward. 

Farmers of the coca leaf – consumed for centuries by Andean communities for its medicinal and 

religious properties, and also the basis of cocaine – are a key support base for the incumbent Mas 

government. President Morales was once a cocalero himself. 

The conflict in large part boils down to the diametrically opposed viewpoints of different groups, 

according to Carwil Bjork-James, an anthropologist at Vanderbilt University in Tennessee. “My 

general take is that the side-by-side communities of coca growers and Yuracaré, Mojeño and 

Tsiminé community residents have worldviews that are poles apart, at least when it comes to 

plans for land and territory,” he says. 

“For the cocaleros everything has revolved around finding a viable cash crop and converting a 

little piece of forest into the plot where you can earn an income … But for the residents deeper in 

the forest … their religious vision of a sacred hill or holy land is about a place without property 

lines where they can get their necessities from the land and rivers.” 

Solón fears this could be a watershed moment. He says the move is a show of strength by the 

government, keen to lay down a marker that it will not be dictated to by indigenous communities. 

“From my point of view the Tipnis situation is much bigger than a road. It’s a kind of model of 

development that the government wants to put in place. It’s like when you hit the table and you 

say, ‘Look, we’re going to do it – yes or yes,’” he says. 

For Teco it is part of a wider standoff between those who want to protect the environment and 

external interests that would seek to harm it. “The environment gives us life,” he says. “The day 

that they raise the block on this zone, it collapses. We already feel climate change. Worldwide, 

human beings are going to suffer. 

“We’re going to continue fighting to the end,” he adds. “So long as we have life, we will 

continue fighting.” 



https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/11/they-lied-bolivia-untouchable-amazon-

lands-tipnis-at-risk-once-more 
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Stop talking right now about the threat of climate change. It’s here; it’s happening   

 

By Bill McKibben 

The Guardian 

 

Hurricane Harvey, Hurricane Irma, flash fires, droughts: all of them tell us one thing – we need 

to stand up to the fossil fuel industry and fast 

For the sake of keeping things manageable, let’s confine the discussion to a single continent and 

a single week: North America over the last seven days. 

In Houston they got down to the hard and unromantic work of recovery from what economists 

announced was probably the most expensive storm in US history, and which weather analysts 

confirmed was certainly the greatest rainfall event ever measured in the country – across much of 

its spread it was a once-in-25,000-years storm, meaning 12 times past the birth of Christ; in 

isolated spots it was a once-in-500,000-years storm, which means back when we lived in trees. 

Meanwhile, San Francisco not only beat its all-time high temperature record, it crushed it by 3F, 

which should be pretty much statistically impossible in a place with 150 years (that’s 55,000 

days) of record-keeping. 

That same hot weather broke records up and down the west coast, except in those places where a 

pall of smoke from immense forest fires kept the sun shaded – after a forest fire somehow 

managed to jump the mighty Columbia river from Oregon into Washington, residents of the 

Pacific Northwest reported that the ash was falling so thickly from the skies that it reminded 

them of the day Mount St Helens erupted in 1980. 

That same heat, just a little farther inland, was causing a “flash drought” across the country’s 

wheat belt of North Dakota and Montana – the evaporation from record temperatures had 

shrivelled grain on the stalk to the point where some farmers weren’t bothering to harvest at all. 

In the Atlantic, of course, Irma was barrelling across the islands of the Caribbean (“It’s like 

someone with a lawnmower from the sky has gone over the island,” said one astounded resident 

of St Maarten). The storm, the first category five to hit Cuba in a hundred years, is currently 

battering the west coast of Florida after setting a record for the lowest barometric pressure ever 

measured in the Keys, and could easily break the 10-day-old record for economic catastrophe set 

by Harvey; it’s definitely changed the psychology of life in Florida for decades to come. 

Oh, and while Irma spun, Hurricane Jose followed in its wake as a major hurricane, while in the 

Gulf of Mexico, Katia spun up into a frightening storm of her own, before crashing into the 

Mexican mainland almost directly across the peninsula from the spot where the strongest 

earthquake in 100 years had taken dozens of lives. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/sep/11/they-lied-bolivia-untouchable-amazon-lands-tipnis-at-risk-once-more
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/08/mexico-earthquake-warning-tsunami


Leaving aside the earthquake, every one of these events jibes with what scientists and 

environmentalists have spent 30 fruitless years telling us to expect from global warming. 

(There’s actually fairly convincing evidence that climate change is triggering more seismic 

activity, but there’s no need to egg the pudding.) 

That one long screed of news from one continent in one week (which could be written about 

many other continents and many other weeks – just check out the recent flooding in south Asia 

for instance) is a precise, pixelated portrait of a heating world. Because we have burned so much 

oil and gas and coal, we have put huge clouds of CO2 and methane in the air; because the 

structure of those molecules traps heat the planet has warmed; because the planet has warmed we 

can get heavier rainfalls, stronger winds, drier forests and fields. It’s not mysterious, not in any 

way. It’s not a run of bad luck. It’s not Donald Trump (though he’s obviously not helping). It’s 

not hellfire sent to punish us. It’s physics. 

Maybe it was too much to expect that scientists’ warnings would really move people. (I mean, I 

wrote The End of Nature, the first book about all this 28 years ago this week, when I was 28 – 

and when my theory was still: “People will read my book, and then they will change.”) Maybe 

it’s like all the health warnings that you should eat fewer chips and drink less soda, which, to 

judge by belt-size, not many of us pay much mind. Until, maybe, you go to the doctor and he 

says: “Whoa, you’re in trouble.” Not “keep eating junk and some day you’ll be in trouble”, but: 

“You’re in trouble right now, today. As in, it looks to me like you’ve already had a small stroke 

or two.” Hurricanes Harvey and Irma are the equivalent of one of those transient ischaemic 

attacks – yeah, your face is drooping oddly on the left, but you can continue. Maybe. If you start 

taking your pills, eating right, exercising, getting your act together. 

That’s the stage we’re at now – not the warning on the side of the pack, but the hacking cough 

that brings up blood. But what happens if you keep smoking? You get worse, till past a certain 

point you’re not continuing. We’ve increased the temperature of the Earth a little more than 1C 

so far, which has been enough extra heat to account for the horrors we’re currently witnessing. 

And with the momentum built into the system, we’re going to go somewhere near 2C, no matter 

what we do. That will be considerably worse than where we are now, but maybe it will be 

expensively endurable. 

The problem is, our current business-as-usual trajectory takes us to a world that’s about 3.5C 

warmer. That is to say, even if we kept the promises we made at Paris (which Trump has already, 

of course, repudiated) we’re going to build a planet so hot that we can’t have civilisations. We 

have to seize the moment we’re in right now – the moment when we’re scared and vulnerable – 

and use it to dramatically reorient ourselves. The last three years have each broken the record for 

the hottest year ever measured – they’re a red flashing sign that says: “Snap out of it.” Not bend 

the trajectory somewhat, as the Paris accords envisioned, but simultaneously jam on the fossil 

fuel brakes and stand on the solar accelerator (and also find some metaphors that don’t rely on 

internal combustion). 

We could do it. It’s not technologically impossible – study after study has shown we can get to 

100% renewables at a manageable cost, more manageable all the time, since the price of solar 

panels and windmills keeps plummeting. Elon Musk is showing you can churn out electric cars 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/16/climate-change-triggers-earthquakes-tsunamis-volcanoes
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/16/climate-change-triggers-earthquakes-tsunamis-volcanoes
http://www.billmckibben.com/end-of-nature.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transient_ischemic_attack
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transient_ischemic_attack


with ever-lower sticker shock. In remote corners of Africa and Asia, peasants have begun 

leapfrogging past fossil fuel and going straight to the sun. The Danes just sold their last oil 

company and used the cash to build more windmills. There are just enough examples to make 

despair seem like the cowardly dodge it is. But everyone everywhere would have to move with 

similar speed, because this is in fact a race against time. Global warming is the first crisis that 

comes with a limit – solve it soon or don’t solve it. Winning slowly is just a different way of 

losing. 

Winning fast enough to matter would mean, above all, standing up to the fossil fuel industry, so 

far the most powerful force on Earth. It would mean postponing other human enterprises and 

diverting other spending. That is, it would mean going on a war-like footing: not shooting at 

enemies, but focusing in the way that peoples and nations usually only focus when someone’s 

shooting at them. And something is. What do you think it means when your forests are on fire, 

your streets are underwater, and your buildings are collapsing? 

• Bill McKibben is a writer and the founder of the climate campaign 350.org 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/11/threat-climate-change-hurricane-

harvey-irma-droughts 
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Amazonian locals key to saving "lungs of the planet" says study 

 

By Chris Arsenault  

Reuters 

TORONTO (Thomson Reuters Foundation) - Locals are more effective than governments in 

protecting the world’s largest rainforest, a study said on Tuesday, amid efforts to crackdown on 

soaring illegal deforestation.  

Ranching and logging are rapidly destroying forests that have been home for centuries to 

indigenous communities in the Amazon, often dubbed the “lungs of the planet” for its role in 

sucking up climate-changing carbon dioxide.  

“Our analysis shows that local stewardship of the forest can be very effective in curtailing forest 

degradation in the Peruvian Amazon,” the study’s lead author, Judith Schleicher, a researcher at 

the University of Cambridge, said in a statement.  

“Local conservation initiatives deserve more political, financial and legal support than they 

currently receive.”  

The study by British and Peruvian researchers used remote sensing information and official data 

from 2006 to 2011 to compare government-run protected areas in Peru with lands managed by 

local forest communities and indigenous groups.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sticker%20shock
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/11/threat-climate-change-hurricane-harvey-irma-droughts
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/11/threat-climate-change-hurricane-harvey-irma-droughts


While both strategies proved more effective for maintaining rainforest than non-protected areas, 

those managed by locals fared better than government-administered land, it found.  

Campaigners hope the involvement of Peru’s environment ministry in the study could shift 

management policies.  

Peru has pledged to reach zero net new deforestation by 2021, but environmentalists say a push 

by illegal gold miners and palm oil producers into the Amazon frontier could make that goal 

impossible.  

Peru’s environment minister Elsa Galarza praised community park rangers protecting its forests.  

“The population is a great strategic ally to conserve our ecosystems,” she said in a statement on 

Saturday.  

Campaigners say environment ministry officials face pressure from powerful lobby groups with 

economic interests in extracting raw materials from the Amazon who oppose handing control 

over forest lands to local communities.  

More than 40 percent of Peru’s greenhouse gas emissions come from land-use change and 

forestry, according to data from the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO).  

Invasions of indigenous lands close to Brazil’s border with Peru have been increasing with at 

least 10 members of an “uncontacted” tribe reportedly massacred last month by gold miners.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-americas-environment-landrights/amazonian-locals-key-to-

saving-lungs-of-the-planet-says-study-idUSKCN1BN2B5 
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Global Peace Project: Netherlands and India come together for Peace and Water 

 

By Sarwar alam 

Eastern Eye 

The Global Peace Project held in Netherlands today brought together Interfaith Leaders from 

across the world, especially from the Netherlands and India, for world peace and water. 

The main purpose of the conference was to cultivate and nurture an antidote to violence and 

cultivate the human spirit by pursuing loving-kindness for all beings irrespective of race, national 

origin, gender or religion. It sought to promote greater levels of cooperation amongst peoples and 

nations in recognition of the fact that national economies in our globalised world are inextricably 

interdependent and are best served through cooperation rather than pure self interest. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-americas-environment-landrights/amazonian-locals-key-to-saving-lungs-of-the-planet-says-study-idUSKCN1BN2B5
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-americas-environment-landrights/amazonian-locals-key-to-saving-lungs-of-the-planet-says-study-idUSKCN1BN2B5


The summit also will support measures that protect all living beings and promote international 

agreements such as the Sustainable Development Goals, already agreed by most nations, that 

includes protection of the climate and the elimination of poverty and the elimination of nuclear 

weapons. The high level interfaith leaders pledged to continue to engage and expand their efforts 

to eliminate suffering such as addressing income inequality and the lack of fresh drinking water 

in order to fight poverty. 

Key speakers during the conference were: 

· HH Pujya Swami Chidanand Saraswatiji, President of Parmarth Niketan (Rishikesh), Co-

Founder of the Global Interfaith WASH Alliance 

· Pir Shabda Kahn, Sufi Ruhaniat International U.S.A. 

· Jonathan Granoff, President Global Security Council 

· Imam Ahmed Umer Ilyasiji, President of All India Imam Organisation 

· Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh, Chairman GNNSJ 

· Syed Salman Chishty, Chishty Foundation India 

· Sadhvi Bhagawati Saraswati, President of Divine Shakti Foundation 

· Murshid Karimbakhsh Witteveen, Netherlands 

· Henk Ketelaars, water expert 

· Angaangaq Angakkorsuaq, Greenland 

· Sheikh Tijani Ben Omar, Ghana 

· the event is being organized by Brigitte Van Buren of the Netherlands 

· the Foreign Minister and Senior Officials from the Dutch Government as well as many other 

leaders from many different countries will participate in the two day conference 

The conference was inaugurated today by lighting a lamp from the flame at the International 

Peace Palace in the Hague and using that to light lamps representing all the different religious of 

the world. 

The religious leaders came together to light the lamp at the Peace Palace and then carried forth a 

rally through the streets around the Hague, spreading the message of peace, oneness and 

interfaith harmony. 



In discussion with the interfaith leaders prior to the beginning of the two day conference, Pujya 

Swamiji shared, “It is time that light of peace, love, compassion and oneness should be lit both 

outside of us but also within each one of us. In this way we each be the flames of peace, 

compassion and service in our communities and congregations. The time has come for us to 

show the power of oneness and love to solve the biggest challenges our world is facing today 

because together we are the solution.” 

Sadhvi Bhagawatiji emphasized the importance of spirituality in ending violence. “Only deep 

spirituality is the answer to sustainable peace. Violence and terrorism can never bring peace. We 

must find peace within ourselves and then share that with the world. When we hold each other’s 

hand and heart, the ripples are felt across the world.” 

https://www.easterneye.eu/global-peace-project-netherlands-india-come-together-peace-water/ 
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New tool to use Laudato Si' to measure, rank nations' development 

 

By George Rodriguez, Catholic News Service  

National Catholic Reporter 

San Jose, Costa Rica — A Catholic university, the Joseph Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Vatican 

Foundation and a Latin American foundation working on sustainable development have 

developed a tool to measure and rank countries' efforts in human and environmental 

development. 

The idea is to have an effective tool that measures using Pope Francis' encyclical "Laudato Si'" 

as the basis for the initiative. 

The "Laudato Si'" Observatory will be launched at the closing of the Ratzinger Foundation's 

international symposium, scheduled Nov. 29-Dec. 1 in San Jose, said Fernando Sanchez, head of 

the Catholic University of Costa Rica. 

Sanchez, a former Costa Rican ambassador to the Vatican, said the observatory hopes to prompt 

research and "to provide nations' governments an absolutely academic tool ... to promote positive 

change, which is what the pope is asking us to do, and it would be our major contribution with 

this symposium." 

The observatory "stems from taking the encyclical, dividing it into measurable topics -- 

measurable indicators -- and drawing up a human and environmental index," all of which 

concern "human development and environmental development," he added. 

In the 2015 encyclical, Pope Francis urged a conversation that includes everyone and the need 

for a conversion to bring about lasting change on how people view the environment. 

https://www.easterneye.eu/global-peace-project-netherlands-india-come-together-peace-water/


Sanchez said the papal encyclical is the framework for the observatory and its output and, 

compared to other measurements already implemented, "the great difference is that this index 

will have the church's social doctrine as its anchor." 

"The possibilities to prompt change with this index are enormous," he said. 

The symposium, "On Care for Our Common Home, a Necessary Conversion to Human 

Ecology," aims to make it "utterly clear that the struggle for human, social, environmental 

development is not an ideological issue," Sanchez said. 

"It's an issue of survival, it's an issue of responsibility, it's an issue of conscience. That's 

essential, and it's what the Holy Father tells us. Besides, it's not for some, it's for all," said 

Sanchez. 

"And also, he clearly says that it's a real issue ... climate change," although "some new leaders 

have tried to say it's an invention," said Sanchez, who reaffirmed that "it's real, it's urgent, it's 

global and it's not ideological." 

The three-day event, to be held at a luxury hotel on the outskirts of this capital city, features 

presentations by Cardinal Claudio Hummes, retired head of the Vatican Congregation for the 

Clergy and president of the Brazilian bishops' Commission for the Amazon; Cardinal 

Giuseppe Versaldi, head of the Vatican Congregation for Catholic Education; and Tomas Insua, 

research fellow at the Harvard Kennedy School and executive director of the Global Catholic 

Climate Movement. 

Sanchez said there is high expectation about general participation in the symposium, because 

scholars, entrepreneurs, environmentalists and students have been invited. 

"The great challenge we have here is to take an issue, which is for all an important issue, discuss 

around it and do it in a simple way, as the pope is doing," he said. 

In his view, "one of the pope's marvels ... is that he has managed to 'democratize' the Holy See's 

message, because everyone understands him. You may be in favor or against him, but you 

undoubtedly understand him, and this encyclical is a good example," he said. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/new-tool-use-laudato-si-measure-rank-nations-

development-4 
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India’s Yamuna River Now Enjoys Legal Personhood. Will That Be Enough to Clean It Up? 

 

Conservationists warn that the Yamuna may already be dead  

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/new-tool-use-laudato-si-measure-rank-nations-development-4
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/new-tool-use-laudato-si-measure-rank-nations-development-4


By Pia Peterson and Thea Piltzecker 

Sierra Magazine 

 

During the Hindu holiday of Holi, tons of colored dyes, some of them toxic, are released into 

India’s air and waterways as observant Hindus paint the town and each other. But at the Caitanya 

Prem Sansthan ashram in Vrindavan, a city about 80 miles southeast of New Delhi, celebrants 

use only natural, nontoxic pigments and spices like turmeric and flowers for the celebration. The 

head of the local ashram, Srivatsa Goswami, insists on it. 

Goswami is struggling to save the Yamuna River, which flows just outside of his ashram. “We 

are fighting for the life of the Yamuna, because the Yamuna is our life,” Goswami says. His son 

Suvarna adds, “We don’t call it the Yamuna right now. This dirty water, this is not the Yamuna. 

This is sewage water.” 

While the Indian government has launched various efforts, past and present, to try to clean up the 

iconic (and heavily polluted) Ganges River, much less attention has been paid to the Yamuna, a 

Ganges tributary that begins at a glacier in the Himalayas and runs for 855 miles through 

northern India. At some of its middle sections—especially the portions that run through Delhi—

the river is effectively “dead,” according to scientists, choked of oxygen because of the water’s 

concentrated pollution. 

The Yamuna’s miserable condition is due to a combination of factors. Hindu religious 

ceremonies—big festivals like Holi and everyday rituals such as funerals—are one factor, though 

Goswami says they get a bad rap for polluting the river. It’s true that many rituals involve using 

the river for purification purposes. In the case of funerals, bodies are burned in riverbank pyres 

and the ashes are swept into the water; in certain instances, the bodies themselves are disposed of 

in the river. But these practices, prevalent though they are, make just small contributions to the 

overall pollution and state of the river.  

The main polluters of the Yamuna, Goswami says, are secular: the sewage that flows from New 

Delhi and the cities along its banks; chemical waste from manufacturing; pesticide runoff; and 

the detritus from riverbank housing. “Krishna cleans the Yamuna, but we have a responsibility 

also,” Goswami says. “More than religion, it’s the politicians, the economic community that 

have shifted their attention away—and the catastrophe is Vrindavan."  

The municipal government in Vrindravan has launched some efforts to clean up the river, but 

they have stalled due to lack of interest and involvement from the local community. Concrete 

sewage pipes remain piled at the water’s edge—dozens upon dozens of lengths of pipe tall 

enough for a small person to walk through. In town, a public urinal on a quiet street empties into 

a runoff channel, where it mixes with rainwater, dung, and oil. The channel winds downhill, 

directly into the Yamuna, where it mingles with trash along the muddy riverbank.  

Even as the pollution persists, the river has recently received new protections in the Indian legal 

system. In March, the Uttarakhand state government granted the Yamuna and the Ganges Rivers 

legal personhood, giving them the same rights as a human citizen in India. This means that any 

harmful actions toward the river can be considered “equivalent to harming a person.”  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings


“It’s an interesting turn in Indian law,” says Jack Hawley, professor of religion at Barnard 

College. For many, this legal ruling corroborates a general sense of “the liveliness of the river, 

that she has a personality that relates to other personalities.”  

While the granting of legal personhood to a river is, in a way, historic, for now at least the 

designation means very little to the state of the river. Nor has it changed the daily reality for the 

people who depend on the river for their drinking water, jobs, or religious practice. Mornings at 

the riverbank are crowded affairs; people come to the water to wash, pray, or travel on one of the 

painted rowboats punting along the shore. Also, the personhood designation came from the state 

government, not India’s federal government, so its potential benefit is limited. It will be difficult, 

if not impossible, to coordinate efforts with other states that have not officially recognized the 

river’s new rights. And despite a legal ruling that drew heavily on the Yamuna’s sacred meaning 

and continued religious usage, religious leaders are not included in the planned Upper Yamuna 

Board. Instead, the three groups in charge of advocating on the river’s behalf are the head of the 

Ganges Clean-up Program, the chief secretary of the state of Uttarkhand, and a member of the 

state’s highest court. Nongovernmental environmental advocacy groups, too, are noticeably 

absent from the management board.  

Dr. Syamel Sarkar of Delhi’s Energy and Resources Institute points out that the government, 

while it takes actions “on the surface,” cannot fix the river pollution problem without reaching 

across borders and working with other municipalities and the federal government to affect 

change. Sarkar warns that “as a stakeholder, the government cannot deliver results alone,” and 

needs to work with religious leaders, private companies, and across party lines.   

Despite Prime Minister Narendra Modi trumpeting his efforts with the Ganga Action Plan, the 

river remains dangerously polluted for many who rely on it for daily life and religious rituals, 

according to Goswami. Hundreds of millions of dollars have been spent over the last few 

decades, and India is still no closer to a solution for the Ganges and its tributaries. The Yamuna 

Action Plan was launched in 1993, and the Indian government has spent millions of rupees since 

then trying to revive the “dead” river without any improvement in water quality, Sarkar says.  

Vrindavan is downstream from New Delhi, one of the most populated cities in the world, and 

one that lacks the infrastructure to provide for all of the city’s estimated 22 million people. This 

is especially a problem when it comes to sewage disposal. Dr. Sarkar says the city’s sewage 

treatment capacity currently hovers at about 50 percent. An estimated third of the population of 

Delhi lives in illegal settlements that aren’t connected to the sewage system or properly counted 

in census data. The riverbank slum-dwellers further complicate waste management: How can a 

government implement effective resource management if it isn’t quite sure how many people 

need those resources? Ultimately, both treated and untreated sewage flow straight to the Yamuna 

and on to Vrindavan. 

Freshwater upstream is diverted to farmland; before the river reaches the cities, more is directed 

to the drinking supply. High pollution and low water supply means that the river itself has a rate 

of toxicity far above the average. Safe bathing water should have a count of no more than 5,000 

fecal bacteria per 100 milliliters; as of the latest tally, the Yamuna has 1.1 billion fecal bacteria 

per 100 milliliters.  

http://www.teriin.org/about-teri
http://www.cpcb.nic.in/newitems/11.pdf
http://www.cpcb.nic.in/newitems/11.pdf


By the time the Yamuna reaches Vrindravan, the river’s flow is essentially concentrated 

wastewater from Delhi. Sarkar says that groundwater depletion from wells along the way 

concentrate the pollution in the remaining groundwater, which is linked to the river. As a result, 

22 miles of the Yamuna, from Delhi to Agra (including the section of the river that flows through 

Vrindravan) have recently been declared unfit for swimming or bathing. 

While politicians struggle to turn campaign promises into effective positive changes for the river, 

Hindu religious leaders like Goswami must work in their own communities to affect smaller 

changes, such as using ecofriendly dyes or organizing cleanups of a popular temple in town to 

encourage Indians to take responsibility for their trash. It will still take a massive effort and 

commitment on behalf of all Indians to make the river as it once was, and safe for all people to 

drink and bathe in. “This dirty water is not the Yamuna,” Goswami says. “If we accept this dirty 

water body as Yamuna, we are doing it an injustice.” 

 

Watch the video associated with this article here: 

http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/india-s-yamuna-river-now-enjoys-legal-personhood-will-be-

enough-clean-it 
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The Window Is Closing to Avoid Dangerous Global Warming 

 

By Jean Chemnick, ClimateWire 

E&E News 

Scientific American  

There's a 50 percent chance that temperatures will rise 4 degrees Celsius under a business-as-

usual scenario 

Deadly climate change could threaten most of the world's human population by the end of this 

century without efforts well beyond those captured in the Paris Agreement. 

That's the finding of a pair of related reports released yesterday by an international group of 

climate science and policy luminaries who warned that the window is closing to avert dangerous 

warming. They say carbon dioxide might have to be removed from the atmosphere. 

Scientists Yangyang Xu and Veerabhadran Ramanathan found in a paper published in 

the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences (PNAS) that there already exists a 1 in 20 

chance that the 2.2 trillion tons of carbon dioxide in the Earth's atmosphere could cause an 

existential warming threat. This "fat tail" scenario would mean the world experiences 

"existential/unknown" warming by 2100 — defined in the report as more than 5 degrees Celsius 

above preindustrial levels. 

http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/india-s-yamuna-river-now-enjoys-legal-personhood-will-be-enough-clean-it
http://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/india-s-yamuna-river-now-enjoys-legal-personhood-will-be-enough-clean-it
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2017/09/13/1618481114.abstract


Temperatures haven't been that high since the Miocene warming period. That low-probability but 

very extreme scenario could expose most of the world's people to deadly heat stress, with 2.5 

billion facing viruses linked to warming and 20 percent of the world's species becoming extinct. 

"To put in perspective, how many of us would choose to buckle our grandchildren to an airplane 

seat if we knew there was as much as a 1 in 20 chance of the plane crashing?" said Ramanathan 

in a statement. "With climate change that can pose existential threats, we have already put them 

in that plane." 

The report also found a 50 percent chance that temperatures would rise to 4 C under a business-

as-usual scenario, a less extreme but still highly dangerous level. The long-term goal of the Paris 

accord was to maintain warming well below 2 C. 

To avoid this fate, Xu and Ramanathan recommend that nations pull three mitigation "levers" in 

the very near future. The world must achieve carbon neutrality by 2050, they write, with 

greenhouse gas emissions peaking by 2020 — a rate that is not in line with the voluntary 

commitments made by countries in Paris. For contrast, the United States under President Obama 

pledged to cut emissions 80 percent below 2005 levels by 2050 — a promise that the Trump 

administration has said it will cancel. 

The researchers say that countries must also tackle short-lived climate pollutants like 

hydrofluorocarbons that accelerate warming greatly in the near term, and take some of the 

carbon that is currently in the atmosphere out. If the turnaround is sufficiently swift on CO2 and 

other greenhouse gas reductions, fewer carbon sinks will be needed, they write. But the more 

carbon that is emitted, the more carbon extraction will be needed in the form of reforestation, 

sequestration and technologies. 

Xu and Ramanathan handed their findings off to a cadre of 33 policy and science experts, who 

compiled a related report considering some of the steps countries could take to contain warming. 

These ranged from greater reliance on subnational government action to a sharp pivot to wind 

and solar energy and electric cars. 

"We are quickly running out of time to prevent hugely dangerous, expensive, and perhaps 

unmanageable climate change," wrote the report's authors, who include former U.N. 

Environment Programme chief Achim Steiner and Mexican chemist Mario Molina, who won the 

Nobel Prize for his role in discovering the threat that chlorofluorocarbon gases pose to the 

Earth's ozone layer. 

Paul Bledsoe, a co-author of the policy report, described the findings as "pretty disturbing." 

"These studies are a wake-up call ahead of U.N. Climate Week — we must not only zero out 

CO2 emissions by 2050, but also rapidly limit superpollutants like HFCs and methane, and even 

undertake atmospheric carbon removal," said Bledsoe, a former Clinton White House climate 

adviser. 

http://www.igsd.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Well-Under-2-Degrees-Celsius-Report-2017.pdf


Reprinted from Climatewire with permission from E&E News. E&E provides daily coverage of 

essential energy and environmental news at www.eenews.net. 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-window-is-closing-to-avoid-dangerous-global-

warming/ 
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World Confucian Conference to open in Qufu 

 

China Daily 

The Eighth World Confucian Conference will be held in Qufu, the hometown of Confucius, from 

Sept 20 to 21, themed "Confucianism and a community of shared future for mankind", according 

to a press conference that convened on Sept 11 in Jinan.  

This year the conference has five sub-topics: the religion and belief under Confucianism, 

Confucian ethics and common human values, Confucianism and the individual value, rites 

civilization and value reconstruction in the current society, and the modern path of inheriting and 

developing traditional culture. 

By now, the organizing committee has received more than 150 papers, including more than 90 

from Chinese scholars and more than 60 from foreign scholars.  

The winner of "The 2017 World Distinguished Researcher in Confucianism (formerly known as 

Confucius Cultural Award)" will be announced during the conference. 

There will be two keynote speeches, eight round table forums and three panel discussions during 

the conference, where top 10 developments in Confucian researches in the past two years will 

also be released. Also, the youth PhD forum will be held from Sept 27 to 28 themed "Confucian 

belief, rites civilization and social governance". 

The attendees include noted scholars from more than 30 different countries and regions. 

The conference is an international Confucian event engaged in creating a platform for Confucian 

research, exchange and cooperation. It is sponsored by the Ministry of Culture and the Shandong 

provincial government.  

Leaders of major organizers of the conference attended the press conference, including Hu 

Jinyan, vice president of Shandong University, Li Guolin, deputy head of the Shandong 

Provincial Department of Culture and Wu Jiwen, deputy mayor of Jining city. 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/shandong/shandongculture/2017-09/15/content_32281927.htm 

 

http://www.eenews.net/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-window-is-closing-to-avoid-dangerous-global-warming/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/the-window-is-closing-to-avoid-dangerous-global-warming/
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/shandong/shandongculture/2017-09/15/content_32281927.htm
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Indigenous Activists to Receive Awards for Protecting the Environment   

Telesur 

 

Indigenous activists from across the globe will receive the Equator Prize at a ceremony in New 

York on Sunday. 

The international award recognizes exceptional local solutions for people, nature and resilient 

communities. 

The Prize focuses “on local and indigenous groups in rural areas that have developed innovative 

solutions to protecting, restoring or sustainably managing nature to achieve local sustainable 

development,” according to the United Nations. 

For this year's honors, the United Nations Development Programme, UNDP, is rewarding 

activists from Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, Brazil, Mali, Kenya, Indonesia, Thailand, 

Kazakhstan, India and Pakistan. 

They include the Federation of the Pech Tribes of Honduras, or FETRIPH, and the International 

Reforestation Aliiance, or AIRES Guatemala. 

FETRIPH President Adalid Tome told Prensa Latina that the prize is a recognition of the 

ancestral indigenous practices needed for a harmonious cohabitation with the environment, 

especially the forest. 

FETRIPH helps 10 indigenous tribes living in the northeast of Guatemala to manage their 

territories with more autonomy. 

As for AIRES, the foundation has been able to seed over five million trees as a contribution to 

reforestation and a bid to save the environment. 

“Our goal is to reach a more sustainable use of the forests because they are crucial for the life of 

native peoples — they represent the majority of Guatemala's population and suffer from 

poverty,” said Cecilia Ramirez, AIRE's Secretary-General. 

Also included is Brazil's Association Ashaninka do Rio Amonia Apiwtxa. In order to protect 

their 87,205-hectare territory Terra Kampa do Rio Amônia from deforestation and to defend 

Ashaninka rights and culture, they are using participatory 3D mapping to demarcate and support 

community-based management of Indigenous lands. 

The group has also set up an educational center to promotes sustainable agroforestry practices 

with Ashaninka communities in Brazil and Peru as well as other Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

groups and educational centers. The school places cultural exchange and social inclusion at the 



heart of environmental education, while leading restoration activities, and selling handicrafts and 

non-timber forest products through a cooperative.  

 

https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Indigenous-Activists-to-Receive-Awards-for-Protecting-

the-Environment-20170916-0017.html 
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Religious communities are taking on climate change (Greening the gospel) 

 

By Sarah Tory 

High Country News 

 

Churches that have long played a role in social justice are stepping up.   

Before Pastor Jim Therrien, 49, moved to New Mexico, he rarely thought about environmental 

issues. Back in Kansas, where he was born and raised, the grass outside his home was always 

green, and though the state had an active oil industry, companies fenced off well sites properly 

and promptly cleaned up spills. But then he and his family saw the impacts of energy 

development on the Southwestern landscape and their new church community. Therrien began to 

think about the connection between the local environment and the broader issue of climate 

change. 

Every day, Therrien, a blond, ruddy and tattooed man of Irish descent, looked out his window 

and saw a dry land getting drier. Residents told him that winters used to be much colder and 

snowier. The hotter temperatures thickened the methane haze, and oil and gas traffic tore up the 

dirt roads. Therrien started to see these problems as injustices that conflicted with Christian 

values. So he decided to take a stand. Churches have long played a crucial role in social 

movements, from the civil rights era to immigration reform. Why not environmental activism? 

“I don’t ever consider myself an environmentalist,” he told me one afternoon at the Lybrook 

Community Ministries, on a remote stretch of Highway 550, between the Navajo Nation and the 

Jicarilla Apache Reservation. “I’m more of a people person.” 

Therrien’s congregation, mostly Navajo, had spent years living with the San Juan Basin’s 

drilling boom, and the last thing they needed was a sermon about climate change. So instead of 

lecturing, he created a garden to reduce the church’s use of fossil fuels to transport food. Then he 

began fundraising for solar installations on homes around the mission and urging lawmakers to 

tighten regulations on methane, a powerful greenhouse gas released by oil and gas drilling. 

Last year, he joined the Interfaith Power & Light campaign, “a religious response to global 

warming” composed of churches and faith communities across the U.S. Since 2001, the network 

had expanded its membership from 14 congregations in California to some 20,000 in over 40 

states. The group provides resources to churches and other faith communities for cutting carbon 

https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Indigenous-Activists-to-Receive-Awards-for-Protecting-the-Environment-20170916-0017.html
https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Indigenous-Activists-to-Receive-Awards-for-Protecting-the-Environment-20170916-0017.html


emissions — helping install solar panels, for instance, and sharing sermons on the importance of 

addressing climate change. 

Therrien says he is merely “following the Scripture.” In the process, however, he has joined a 

growing environmental movement that brings a religious dimension to the problem of climate 

change. 

The green religious movement is gaining momentum. In May, nine Catholic organizations 

announced plans to divest from fossil fuel corporations, a move inspired by Pope Francis’ 2015 

encyclical, Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common Home. 

In June, President Donald Trump announced plans to withdraw from the Paris climate accord, a 

decision that Catholic Bishop Oscar Cantú, of Las Cruces, New Mexico, called “deeply 

troubling.” “The Scriptures affirm the value of caring for creation and caring for each other in 

solidarity,” said Cantú, who is the chairman of the U.S. Bishops’ Committee on International 

Justice and Peace. “The Paris agreement is an international accord that promotes these values.” 

In July, the United Church of Christ delivered a similar message, urging the clergy to preach on 

“the moral obligation of our generation to protect God’s creation” and exhorting individuals to 

take political action. 

For these churches, climate change connects a long list of social and economic injustices they 

care deeply about, from food insecurity to the global refugee crisis. 

“Climate change is the biggest ethical, moral and spiritual challenge of our day,” Joan Brown, 

the executive director of New Mexico Interfaith Power & Light, told me. 

She pointed to St. Francis of Assisi, the patron saint of animals and ecology, a medieval Italian 

monk who spent much of each year living in hermitages, caves and on mountainsides, praying in 

the wilderness. “St. Francis speaks of everything being connected,” she said, “of there being no 

separation between the human and natural world.” When Jorge Mario Bergoglio was elected 

pope, he chose his name in honor of St. Francis. Brown credited Pope Francis with helping 

reframe climate change as a moral concern. 

Laudato Si’ describes the relationship between global poverty, inequality and environmental 

destruction, and issues a call to action. When Francis visited the White House in 2015, he 

declared: “Climate change is a problem which can no longer be left to a future generation. I 

would like all men and women of goodwill in this great nation to support the efforts of the 

international community to protect the vulnerable in our world.” 

Among non-Catholics, too, the pontiff’s message has had an effect: Polling from the Yale Project 

on Climate Change Communication shows that the number of Americans who say they think 

global warming will harm the world’s poor rose from 49 to 61 percent; the percent who say the 

issue has become “very” or “extremely important” to them personally jumped from 19 to 26 

percent. 



A little over a year later, during the Paris climate negotiations, Brown recalled how during a 

breakout session for faith leaders, one of the Paris organizers praised Laudato Si’ and the similar 

documents released by Muslim, Jewish and Buddhist leaders. It was the first time, Brown said, 

quoting the organizer, “that ethical and moral imperatives are front and center with delegates.” 

Here at his hardscrabble New Mexico parish, Therrien continues to practice what he preaches. 

On a hot day in July, he herded 28 visitors into the mission’s two white vans for a drive out onto 

the Navajo Nation. The group, mostly Easterners, ranged in age from 8 to over 60 and had 

traveled to the Lybrook mission as part of a weeklong fact-finding trip. Like Therrien, many 

were members of the Church of the Brethren, a Protestant denomination with a history of 

activism. More recently, their focus had shifted to environmental issues — especially climate 

change. 

“It’s concerning that our government is pulling back from what we should be focusing on,” one 

of them, Jim Dodd, told me. Recently, the giant Larsen Ice Shelf had broken off from Antarctica, 

and Dodd was worried. “Villages already at sea level are going to get flooded,” he said. 

Leading the group was David Radcliff, director of the New Community Project, a Vermont-

based organization. “It’s a fairness issue for the rest of God’s creatures,” he told me. Radcliff has 

led “learning tours” around social and environmental justice issues for church groups, most 

recently, to the Ecuadorian Amazon. 

Radcliff, a small, wiry man with an intense blue gaze, wore a white T-shirt with a very long 

slogan on the back. “Earth is a mess,” it said, and “God’s not amused.” If you aren’t satisfied, it 

added, “do something about it.” 

For Radcliff, discussing the facts of climate change isn’t enough. That’s where religion comes in. 

“At a certain point, you have to talk about the consequences, and past that it becomes a 

conversation about morality,” he said. Take moose in the Northeast: They are dying from tick 

infestations exacerbated by a warming climate, caused by humans taking more from the Earth 

than they need, he said. “We are stealing from other living things.” 

As we drove over bumpy dirt roads west of the mission, the Easterners stared in awe at the 

crumpled mesas and the vast New Mexican landscape. Navajo homesteads peeked out of the 

sagebrush. Every so often, a large semi-truck carrying pipes and other equipment roared past in a 

cloud of dust, heading for one of the scattered well pads or towering rigs marking fracking 

operations. 

Therrien stopped the van at one of the well sites and ushered everyone out, gesturing toward a 

row of high metal storage tanks. Under federal and state regulations, the company should have 

built fencing around it, but out here on Navajo land, Therrien noted, the rules weren’t always 

enforced. Last year, several oil storage tanks north of Lybrook exploded, forcing Navajo families 

living nearby to evacuate their homes. Since moving to the mission, he often thought about how 

much easier it was to ignore the consequences of oil and gas development — and of climate 

change — if people weren’t involved. 



Back in Kansas, Therrien had recycled cans and kept a compost pile, but when it came to climate 

change, he felt mostly resigned. “I used to think, ‘What can one person do?’ ” he told me. Now, 

as a pastor on the Navajo Nation, he felt a new sense of urgency and purpose. 

Last January, he spoke at a rally outside the Bureau of Land Management’s office in Santa Fe, 

New Mexico, protesting the agency’s decision to lease 844 acres of land for drilling. The rally 

brought together Navajo activists, environmental groups and religious leaders from the state 

chapter of Interfaith Power & Light. Although they failed to stop the sale, Therrien remained 

hopeful. “Through the church, I realized there was this network of people fighting for the same 

things,” he said. 

Therrien stopped the van at a low rise overlooking what was once Washington Lake. Families 

once gathered water here for themselves and their livestock. Four years ago, it dried up. 

Everyone piled out, while Radcliff explained how aquifers were losing water. “They’re dropping 

all over the world,” including in the West, he said. He paused and knelt to pick up a can that was 

left on the side of the road and brandished it above him. “No other creature makes trash,” he 

said. “So what’s progress?” The people gazed past him, staring at the dusty lakebed, where 

patches of dry grass swayed in the heat. 

Correspondent Sarah Tory writes from Paonia, Colorado. She covers Utah, environmental 

justice and water issues.  

http://www.hcn.org/issues/49.16/activism-why-religious-communities-are-taking-on-climate-

change 
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New reports detail how to limit global warming, warn of ‘existential’ risk from not acting soon  

By Andy Murdock 

UC Newsroom  

University of California News 

 

Two new studies released during the United Nations’ Climate Week find that global temperature 

increases can be limited to the Paris Agreement goal of 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial 

levels, but cutting back carbon dioxide emissions alone will not be sufficient – and the stakes are 

as high as they come. 

The paired reports, “Well under 2 degrees Celsius: fast action policies to protect people and the 

planet from extreme climate change,” written by a team of 33 prominent scientists and policy 

experts chaired by Veerabhadran Ramanathan and Nobel Laureate Mario Molina of UC San 

Diego with Durwood Zaelke of the Institute for Governance and Sustainable Development, and 

“Well below 2°C: Mitigation strategies for avoiding dangerous to catastrophic climate changes” 

http://www.hcn.org/issues/49.16/activism-why-religious-communities-are-taking-on-climate-change
http://www.hcn.org/issues/49.16/activism-why-religious-communities-are-taking-on-climate-change
http://www.igsd.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Well-Under-2-Degrees-Celsius-Report-2017.pdf
http://www.igsd.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Well-Under-2-Degrees-Celsius-Report-2017.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2017/09/14/1618481114.full


by Yangyang Xu and Ramanathan published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences, detail a three-pronged approach to keep global warming below the 2-degree limit. 

In addition to decarbonizing the global energy system, drastically reducing emissions of short-

lived super climate pollutants (HFCs, methane, and black carbon), and atmospheric carbon 

extraction will also be necessary – and action needs to begin without delay to avoid potentially 

catastrophic risk. 

Without a carbon-neutral energy system by 2050 and a severe reduction in short-lived super 

climate pollutants by 2020, exceeding the 2-degree limit is likely, and with that comes an 

increasing risk to humanity. 

“The world has cumulatively emitted about 2.2 trillion tons of CO2 to date, and policymakers 

have previously assumed that we could emit up to 3.7 trillion tons and remain below dangerous 

levels,” said Ramanathan. “We show in our paper, however, that there is a 1 in 20 chance that 

emission beyond the current 2.2 trillion tons presents catastrophic and perhaps even an 

existential risk.” 

Risks include exposing roughly 7 billion people to deadly heat stress, increased spread of 

diseases including Zika, and the possible extinction of close to 20 percent of species on earth — 

and that includes humans. 

“How many of us would choose to buckle our grandchildren to an airplane seat if we knew there 

was as much as a 1 in 20 chance of the plane crashing? With climate change that can pose 

existential threats, we have already put them in that plane,” said Ramanathan. 

While the conclusions of the reports are alarming, there is good news: Solutions already exist 

that will deliver benefits in the near-term, placing the world on a path to achieving the long-term 

targets of the Paris Agreement and near-term sustainable development goals. 

"This report shines a bright light on the existential threat that climate change presents to all 

humanity," said California Governor Jerry Brown. "Scientists have many ideas about how to 

reduce emissions, but they all agree on the urgency of strong and decisive action to remove 

carbon from the economy." 

https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/new-reports-detail-how-limit-global-warming-

warn-existential-risk-not-acting-soon 
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'Holy chow' teaches us to behave politically about food 

 

By Donna Schaper  

National Catholic Reporter 

 

https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/new-reports-detail-how-limit-global-warming-warn-existential-risk-not-acting-soon
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/new-reports-detail-how-limit-global-warming-warn-existential-risk-not-acting-soon


Whether the issue is city councils and trans fats, fast food jobs for inner-city teens, obesity, 

diabetes, heart attacks or the fear many have that they (and America) are permanently fat, what 

we eat matters. 

What we put into our body has an impact on our bodies and much, much more.  

A couple weeks ago, I revisited the concept of sacred chow — that is, a love of healthy food, 

disdain for agribusiness and a more thoughtful approach to what and how we eat. Here, I'd like to 

return to the topic once more in a way that tries to take back the table the way others have taken 

back the night. Sacred chow helps our bodies embody their holy and sacred intention. It doesn't 

keep us from dying so much as turn us toward living. 

Becoming more conscious about how food gets on our plates and into our stomach is an essential 

first political step. Migrant workers, the soil, the pesticides themselves join packagers and 

truckers and boats in getting our food to our plates. Just looking at everything on any one plate as 

a long — and not short — experience is important. 

Here are a few books to help you turn the corner toward a more sacred chow experience: 

 Real Food: What to Eat and Why by Nina L. Planck (Bloomsbury, 2016) This little guide 

goes a long way to help you plan meals. 

 Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life by Barbara Kingsolver (HarperCollins, 

2007) In this book, Kingsolver teaches herself to live by eating well, adopting with her 

family a rural-based food life for one year. 

 Dinner with Dad: How I found My Way Back to the Family Table by Cameron Stracher 

(Random House, 2007) Eating a "family" meal can help us both be more conscious about 

what goes on the table and also what happens at the table. 

 Life is Meals: A Food Lover's Book of Days by Kay and James Salter (Knopf, 2006) This 

book is a daily devotional of sorts, built around food. 

 Mindless Eating: Why We Eat More Than We Think by Brian Wansink, (Bantam, 2006) 

When we keep a spiritual food diary, we learn to observe and cherish food. 

 Cooking with the Bible: Biblical Food, Feasts and Lore by Anthony F. Chiffolo and the 

Rev. Rayner W. Hesse, Jr. (Greenwood, 2006) This book shows the way in which 

religion has always been deeply food invested. 

 The United States of Arugula: How We Became a Gourmet Nation by David Camp 

(Broadway Books, 2006) This book with a funny title helps us see how luxury or gourmet 

eating takes us at least the first step toward sacred chow. 

All these political and theological books can help us understand how to behave politically about 

food. They connect us to city councils and regulations and medical policies.  

When I think of sacred chow, I start with the person and go to the political and make a trip back 

and through. I like to think of myself as somebody with two green thumbs: one grows things in a 

garden and makes things in a kitchen, and the other grows things in public, through policies and 

protests and politics. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/sacred-chow-become-joseph-your-inner-pharaoh
https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/real-food-9781632864581/
http://www.animalvegetablemiracle.com/book.htm
http://www.abc-clio.com/ABC-CLIOCorporate/product.aspx?pc=B2278C
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/160041/life-is-meals-by-james-and-kay-salter/9780375711398/
http://mindlesseating.org/buy.php
http://www.abc-clio.com/ABC-CLIOCorporate/product.aspx?pc=B2278C
https://www.amazon.com/United-States-Arugula-Became-Gourmet/dp/0767915798


I have several role models in the behaviors. One of them is the early 20th-century American 

novelist Edith Wharton, who gardened in France and wrote about it as a well-considered 

domesticity. She helps me connect my two hands and my two thumbs. 

Another role model, albeit as a warning, is M.F.K. Fisher, who wrote about food in dozens of 

volumes of books and essays, but to me made the political connection weakly. She acted often as 

though the beauty of her table was disconnected from the money in her pocket, as well from as 

the beauty of French agriculture, its government's food policies and its culture of teaching about 

food and other public matters. 

Renowned chef Alice Waters also comes to mind. In 1971, she opened in Berkeley, California, 

one beautiful restaurant, Chez Panisse, and refused to do a chain of them. Credited with starting 

the farm-to-table movement, some of Waters' philosophies on food are simply summarized: Food 

is precious; eat together.  

What we really need is a new book about the politics of food that loves food the way Fisher does. 

It may already exist somewhat in early Christianity historian John Dominic Crossan's ideas about 

commensality. He says that Jesus ate with the wrong people and that's what got him in trouble. 

When we eat with "agribusiness," we also get in trouble; it's just a different kind than what Jesus 

had. 

Crossan makes the most powerful argument about the spirituality of food. Politics is always at 

the table — with whom we eat, where we eat, how we eat. He argues that the reason for Jesus' 

crucifixion was that he ate with "sinners." Crossan is a part of the group of edgy Jesus scholars 

who rely on a very few texts to show why Jesus was unusual and not just about food. 

We need people with two green thumbs, who can behave politically and personally about food at 

the same time. We need sacred chow. 

[Donna Schaper is senior minister of Judson Memorial Church in New York City.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/sacred-chow-teaches-us-behave-politically-about-

food 
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Green Belt Movement Founder Professor Wangari Maathai Honored in Song-Cycle by Japanese 

Composer 

 Green Belt Movement - U.S. Office 

 

The late Professor Wangari Maathai was many things in her life: the first woman in East and 

Central Africa to be awarded a Ph.D., and the first environmentalist and first African woman to 

be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize (in 2004). She fought for democratic space, good governance, 

https://www.edithwharton.org/discover/edith-wharton/
https://mfkfisher.com/https:/mfkfisher.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/22/dining/alice-waters-chef-author-book.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/22/dining/alice-waters-chef-author-book.html
https://www.johndominiccrossan.com/
https://www.johndominiccrossan.com/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/sacred-chow-teaches-us-behave-politically-about-food
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/sacred-chow-teaches-us-behave-politically-about-food
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.greenbeltmovement.org_wangari-2Dmaathai&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=1U6n_T6nrTWEUdOJxhDtJNYTQng2zsE4oc1-VDyT5fc&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.nobelprize.org_nobel-5Fprizes_peace_laureates_2004_maathai-2Dfacts.html&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=OqLVTZMkvscd9dQZycO8qLsl9Wb-jDJYIWrek3W-D5c&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.nobelprize.org_nobel-5Fprizes_peace_laureates_2004_maathai-2Dfacts.html&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=OqLVTZMkvscd9dQZycO8qLsl9Wb-jDJYIWrek3W-D5c&e=


women’s rights, and peace—and with the Green Belt Movement planted millions of trees 

throughout Kenya.  

Now, Professor Maathai is the subject of a five-part song-cycle, entitled And the 

Hummingbird Says . . . , by award-winning, New York–based composer Mihoko Suzuki, with 

words from writer Martin Rowe and from Prof’s own speeches and books. Mihoko, who was 

partly inspired by Professor Maathai’s commitment to the Japanese concept of mottainai, or “not 

wasting,” uses the Japanese Buddhist elements (earth, water, fire, wind, and void) to explore 

many dimensions of Maathai’s efforts to protect the land and its peoples from destruction. 

The title of the cycle comes from the story of a hummingbird that tries to put out a forest 

fire with water from its beak while the other animals mock it and do nothing. Prof heard the story 

in Japan in 2005, and told it many times thereafter. Other aspects of Prof’s life featured in the 

cycle include the loss of the fig tree, the protests by the mothers of political prisoners, and the 

hummingbird fable itself. 

The cycle, which is scored for four voices, was recorded in the Great Hall at Cooper 

Union in New York City (where Maathai gave her first speech in the city after winning the 

Nobel Peace Prize). It will receive its world premiere at the Leonard Nimoy Thalia Theater at 

Symphony Space at 1:45 p.m. on Saturday October 21, 2017. The download/CD can be ordered 

for $15 at Indiegogo.com, and will be completed in October 2017. Tickets for the world premiere 

can be purchased in advance online at Symphony Space or at the box office: (212) 864-5400. 

Mihoko writes: “I was drawn to Wangari because of our commitment to conserve the planet and 

the other species who share it with us. It’s so hard to express one’s feelings about the 

disappearance of so much life: the subject is so vast and impersonal. But Wangari’s struggles—

as a non-Westerner, as a post-colonial survivor, as a campaigner for democracy, and as a 

passionate defender of Mother Earth—embodied its importance for me.” 
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Hainan to boost ecological civilization 

Global Times 

The Communist Party of China (CPC) branch in South China's Hainan Province passed on 

Friday an environmental protection regulation that aims to enhance ecological civilization. 

The regulation, passed by delegated officials at the 2nd Plenary Session of the 7th CPC Hainan 

Provincial Committee Meeting, guides how to improve the provincial environment and turn 

Hainan into a national exemplary area of ecological civilization. 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.greenbeltmovement.org&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=LZbz2t7O0xHLlMGhqPAdFDR7KbyhRJOWbCVZQQmUDrM&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.newmusicusa.org_projects_and-2Dthe-2Dhummingbird-2Dsays_&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=EjBT4ZK0-FKivFD6QFMfuwfOk7MUQfbyk9ipIWcSSvg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.newmusicusa.org_projects_and-2Dthe-2Dhummingbird-2Dsays_&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=EjBT4ZK0-FKivFD6QFMfuwfOk7MUQfbyk9ipIWcSSvg&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.newmusicusa.org_profile_mihosuzu_&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=8cY52H3RJfZ-JHkSgSFjr6q9dKD1XGtRFcKqmoFwCb4&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.symphonyspace.org_event_9697_Music_compassion-2Darts-2Dand-2Dculture-2Danimals-2Dfestival-3Fspektrix-5Fbounce-3Dtrue&d=DwMFaQ&c=cjytLXgP8ixuoHflwc-poQ&r=tPCPq0wXoVQ5zdusmvPuxRMlYTbLWyPqy-A77ThSOpY&m=8RF3301zPe5DpnDVx1MbwlN_XooKwKFbNZe10LSPXNU&s=am5Z1A5e216A91EFFPI52ZSrts1Ril3ksA3sIQQq8KQ&e=
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tel:%28212%29%20864-5400


Articles were drawn up in the regulation to ensure the wellbeing of maritime ecology. A 

responsibility system will be implemented to protect each bay area, ensuring that every one of 

them has a respective official in charge, the regulation said. 

Coastal zones and areas of high ecological sensitivity will be protected by even more measures, 

while unapproved sea-filling practices will be strictly prohibited. 

Land environment proved to be another major concern, with the regulation mandating that forest 

coverage in Hainan Province should stay above 62%. 

The local government aims to decrease the impact of human activity on the local environment by 

restricting market access according to environmental criteria. 

New residential buildings in rural areas cannot be taller than coconut trees, according to the 

regulation. 

The goal is to let buildings in rural areas go with the natural scenery, according to Liu Cigui, 

Party Committee Secretary of Hainan Province. "The saying makes our requirement more 

comprehensible. Specific heights can be regulated in the following up working plans." 

Located in South China and with abundant maritime resources, Hainan boasts outstanding 

natural conditions and is one of the top Chinese provinces in terms of environment. 

The regulation followed more than 3,000 problems regarding Hainan's environment were 

reported during a state environmental protection inspection, revealing the attention the province 

receives nationwide. 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1067910.shtml 
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Faculty members reflect on their experiences with digital teaching 

 

By Patrick C. O'Brien 

Yale News  

“Just as the composition of our faculty and the diversity of our student body have changed, our 

approach to teaching must continue to evolve as well,” said President Peter Salovey during his 

2013 inaugural address. 

Over the last 18 months, four female faculty members have worked with Yale’s Center for 

Teaching and Learning (CTL) to disseminate their knowledge more broadly via massive open 

online courses (MOOCs) and to experiment with collaborative, digital education initiatives such 

as a companion mobile application related to a new MOOC and experiential learning 

opportunities for alumni. 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1067910.shtml
http://ctl.yale.edu/
http://ctl.yale.edu/


Education at the epicenter of our lives 

“Technology is changing the nature of education which means that faculty with the inclination to 

experiment should embrace it.  Self-directed learning is giving way to collaborative learning,” 

said Diana Kleiner, the Dunham Professor of History of Art and Classics and the instructor of 

Yale’s Roman Architecture MOOC. “What excites me most is that online education makes it 

easier to learn at all times and in all places and thus situates education where it should be —at 

the epicenter of everyone’s lives — not just during the student years but as a lifelong endeavor.” 

Kleiner is an art historian, author, and founding director of Open Yale Courses (OYC), a digital 

education platform with 42 course offerings from multiple disciplines and departments. Her 

experience with OYC gave way to Yale’s partnership with Coursera, a MOOC platform based in 

Mountain View, California. 

The university currently offers 19 courses on Coursera and has plans to launch a new MOOC 

with psychologist Laurie Santos in January 2018. Online initiatives at Yale are faculty-driven; 

the CTL responds to and partners with faculty, chairs, and deans to launch new courses or 

projects. 

“I’ve been teaching online for nearly two decades via three consecutive platforms: AllLearn, 

Open Yale Courses, and Coursera. The major vehicle has been my best-known lecture course, 

‘Roman Architecture,’” said Kleiner. 

Kleiner believes that her simultaneous involvement with on-campus and online teaching allows 

her to apply pedagogical strategies used in one format for the other and vice versa. During the 

2017 summer recess, Kleiner and Yale Educational Travel led an experiential learning trip to 

Italy for the Yale community and alumni of her Coursera MOOC. 

“Since I participate actively in the course’s online discussion forums, I already knew many of the 

participants,” said Kleiner. “Discussions in front of the monuments were collaborative, lively, 

and thought-provoking and expanded naturally into reflective conversations over meals.” 

Kleiner’s field trip incorporates principles of experiential learning, where students first obtain 

knowledge, perform an activity, and reflect on their experience. By exploring the ruins of sites 

studied in the course, said Kleiner, students walk away with a better understanding of the 

material covered in “Roman Architecture.” 

From field trips in Italy to discussions about the universe, Yale faculty have adapted 

the MOOC format to create a range of learning experiences for students. 

Expanding educational reach digitally 

Mary Evelyn Tucker — first Yale faculty member to launch a Specialization (a series of related 

courses on a related topic) on Coursera and the first faculty member at the Yale School of 

Forestry and Environmental Studies to teach a MOOC — introduced her popular Journey of the 

Universe, project to thousands of learners in an online course format. These courses consist of an 

https://www.coursera.org/learn/roman-architecture
https://www.coursera.org/yale
https://ivy.yale.edu/yet/
https://www.coursera.org/specializations/journey-of-the-universe
https://www.coursera.org/specializations/journey-of-the-universe


Emmy Award-winning film, a book published by Yale University Press, and a series of 20 

interviews that Tucker conducted with scientists and environmentalists. The Journey project, 

created over 10 years, weaves together the sciences and the humanities to narrate the epic story 

of evolution with a concern for the future flourishing of the Earth community. 

“If we want to have a broader impact with ideas, clearly we need to engage with the digital 

world,” said Tucker. “Our scholarly books and articles will reach a relatively small audience, but 

a film like “Journey of the Universe” has already reached several million through its three-year 

broadcast on PBS and now through the Yale MOOCs available around the world. In the fall 

these courses will be offered in Chinese, which will extend their reach as well.”  

Tucker now teaches all of her in-residence courses via a hybrid format with lectures and readings 

online and in-person discussions. She teaches these courses with John Grim, her husband. Both 

of them are senior lecturers and senior research scholars in the School of Forestry and 

Environmental Studies, the Divinity School, and the Department of Religious Studies. 

“There is no doubt that online education involves a considerable amount of preparation. 

However, the rewards are palpable when you see the results of focused learning with time for 

critical questions and engaged discussions,” said Tucker. “I could not accomplish as much with 

just a seminar class or just a lecture class.” 

Mobile app promoting mental health 

Tucker’s points are not lost on Laurie Santos, professor of psychology, director of the 

comparative cognition laboratory, and Head of Silliman College. Santos wanted to launch a 

MOOC and in-residence course focused on the science and practice of well-being after 

developing a short version of the course for Silliman students. 

“I worry a lot about my students' mental health, and I wanted to do all I could to make sure 

they're thriving and living the best lives they can,” said Santos. “The science of psychology has 

lots of insights about these topics, and I thought it'd be fun to synthesize them and teach the 

students more about what science says about living better.” 

Santos believes that psychology presents a lot of information to help resolve human problems, 

but empirically-oriented psychologists often face challenges when trying to share or apply their 

findings to real-world problems. 

To help learners enrolled in the course, Santos and the Yale Center for Teaching and Learning 

are building a mobile application to provide helpful information and daily well-being practices 

for Yale students, online learners, and those who download the app. 

“Digital education platforms can let us harness a bunch of different technologies at once, from in 

class videos, to live interviews, to apps to change behaviors,” said Santos. “These platforms can 

also allow us as educators to reach way, way more students.” 

https://news.yale.edu/2011/11/23/journey-universe-premieres-pbs-december


The 'new generation of learner' 

Dr. Anees Chagpar, a noted surgeon and educator, agrees with Santos. Chagpar’s course, 

“Introduction to Breast Cancer,” launched at the end of 2016, making it Yale’s first MOOC 

produced by a faculty member from the School of Medicine. It explores the basic biology of the 

disease, risk factors and prevention, treatment modalities, and survivorship. 

“It is a little bit unfathomable to know that we reach not hundreds of students, not thousands of 

students, but tens of thousands of students all over the world, and it tends to be something that 

we try to make interactive and continually growing and changing,” said Chagpar. “The responses 

that I receive on the discussion board and on social media continue to state that students enjoy 

the course and that they really learned something from it. That is something that I think every 

professor hopes to hear.” 

Chagpar, a lifelong learner herself, has earned an M.D., three master’s degrees, and an M.B.A. in 

addition to her bachelor’s degree. Her self-described passion for learning has influenced her 

career trajectory and has inspired her to reflect on how students want to learn. 

“I think the new generation of learner is really interested in connecting at a more visceral level 

with content, such as a 10 to 15-minute lecture with questions interspersed into the lecture so that 

they can test their understanding of the knowledge right then and there,” said Chagpar. “Having 

a massive open online course platform really gives you the versatility in terms of how you teach 

to experiment with different modalities of getting information across that may resonate better 

with different learners.” 

Chagpar designed her course to include interactive sessions with other professors and 

information disseminated on twitter to foster live discussion, something often organically created 

in residential classrooms, she noted. 

Democratizing the field 

There are certainly challenges to overcome with digital education, including the creation of 

collaborative and inclusive environments for faculty and students, but the benefits of an 

accessible education cannot be discounted, note the faculty members. 

“I think women face different challenges when putting their content online then men do. Women 

scholars who put their work online often face comments about their bodies and clothing choices 

more often than men do,” said Santos. “Women can also experience harassment and threats from 

work publicized online. So I think there are important gender biases that result in different 

consequences for men and women.” 

Santos is not alone in recognizing that female faculty members face different challenges. 

According to the American Association of University Women, “In one study, top female college 

and university leaders cited discouragement, sabotage, and unfair expectations as barriers to 

https://www.coursera.org/yale
http://www.ncgs.org/Pdfs/Resources/barriers-and-bias.pdf


leadership. The women reported a lack of understanding and support from family and colleagues, 

as well as different expectations for themselves and their male peers.” 

Chagpar, who describes her field as a male dominated occupation, believes that strides have been 

made but hospitals and universities still have plenty of room for improvement. 

“I think we have a lot of work to do to really even the playing field, but I think that one of the 

nice things about massive open online courses is that it democratizes the field,” said Chagpar. 

“These are by definition massive, open, and online, which means that they are open to anybody, 

all over the world. What has been so gratifying to me is that so many people have access to these 

courses. They are free and they allow people to obtain a background and may give them some 

confidence to go into fields that may be male dominated.” 

CTL helps faculty 'hit the ground running' 

The Center for Teaching and Learning has tried to foster inclusive classrooms on-campus and 

online by inviting faculty to partake in the Diversity and Education Series, publishing digital 

resources about strategies for creating inclusive classrooms, and by supporting a range of 

scholars as they look to teach online. 

“Even though journalists sometimes describe a dumbing-down of contemporary culture, there are 

millions of people worldwide who love to learn for the joy of learning,” said Kleiner. “As the 

internet links these individuals, the circle of learning expands exponentially. I learn something 

new everyday from the people who participate in my online course. Yale’s new Center for 

Teaching and Learning offers Yale faculty the opportunity to hit the ground running with digital 

education, either at Yale through Canvas, or beyond.” 

To learn more about Yale’s digital education initiatives and faculty resources, visit the Center for 

Teaching and Learning and Yale’s Coursera website. To read about other faculty members 

teaching at Yale, subscribe to Teaching Excellence at Yale and review the archive of 

newsletters.  

https://news.yale.edu/2017/09/25/faculty-members-reflect-their-experiences-digital-teaching 
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There is a justice issue at the heart of these hurricanes 

 

By Michael Sean Winters 

National Catholic Reporter 

Puerto Rico, Dominica, the Virgin Islands, St. Maarten. Most Americans think of these small 

island nations when we get the weekly emails from Expedia offering special fares or hotel rates, 

the pictures of idyllic beaches with palm trees waving in the breeze enticing with the promise of 

a relaxing getaway, a destiny where you can escape life's cares and refresh the body and spirit. 

http://ctl.yale.edu/DiversityEdSeries
http://ctl.yale.edu/FacultyResources/Diversity-Inclusion
http://ctl.yale.edu/using-technology/online-learning
http://ctl.yale.edu/FacultyResources
https://www.coursera.org/yale
http://ctl.yale.edu/TeachingExcellence
http://ctl.yale.edu/TeachingExcellence
https://news.yale.edu/2017/09/25/faculty-members-reflect-their-experiences-digital-teaching


The reality of life for the inhabitants of these islands was less relaxing and more harsh. Census 

data released in 2013 showed that the poverty rate in Puerto Rico had hit 44.9 percent, double 

that of any U.S. state. Data from 2003 pegged the poverty rate in Dominica at 40 percent. The 

people who staff those posh beachside hotels are not making a lot of money to cook the food or 

clean the bathrooms. 

This month, those islands were placed in an additional and vicious crucible. First, Hurricane 

Irma hit the northeastern islands, and then Maria hit others. People in St. John and St. Thomas 

were evacuated to St. Croix, but then St. Croix got a direct hit from Hurricane Maria last week. 

St. Maarten was devastated by Irma and 100 percent of Puerto Ricans lost power when Maria 

came ashore. 

All these islands suffered from a deficit of economic activity before the storms. That activity 

ceased entirely this week, except for the construction sector, which must first clear the debris and 

then begin the arduous task of rebuilding. How does an economy function when it is estimated to 

take four to six months to restore power? 

Relief efforts help. It tells you all you need to know about the capacity of the poor to be generous 

to think of the flotillas of aid the poor people of Puerto Rico brought to the Virgin Islands after 

Irma. Archbishop Roberto González of San Juan boarded a National Guard helicopter filled with 

water and medicines the Catholic Church in Puerto Rico had collected for their suffering sisters 

and brothers in St. Thomas. 

After Maria, water and medicine is needed desperately in Puerto Rico. 

There will be second collections in our churches. The Red Cross and Catholic Relief Services 

sprang into action. The federal government has promised aid, at least to those islands that fly the 

U.S. flag. 

But, after such devastation, more than charity is needed and more than charity is warranted. 

There is a justice issue, as well as an eye, at the heart of these hurricanes.  

Hurricanes strengthen when they hover over warm water. The warmer the water, the stronger the 

hurricane will get. This is not in doubt. Nor is there any doubt that the oceans are warming as a 

result of human activity. The crucible in which the Caribbean finds itself was only partly made 

by nature. Nature got a helping hand from the addiction of the wealthy countries of the North to 

fossil fuels. 

We in the U.S. did not create the hurricane, but we have created the conditions to make 

hurricanes more frequent and more powerful. For this, we must pay. 

The first payment is due to those affected by the hurricanes. Standard relief efforts will not 

suffice. We must rebuild the infrastructure of these islands, and build in such a way that it is less 

susceptible to damage from future storms. 

https://qz.com/125654/puerto-rico-is-living-an-impoverished-debt-nightmare-reminiscent-of-southern-europe-or-detroit/
http://www.bb.undp.org/content/barbados/en/home/countryinfo/the_commonwealth_of_dominica.html
https://www.crs.org/


All of the islands in question have ample supplies of sun and wind, yet solar and wind power 

make up a small fraction of their energy production. This must change. The directors of the 

reconstruction would be well-advised to consult with solar companies and wind companies not 

only about large-scale installations, but also about small-scale projects. 

Our friends at New Vision, a ministry in West Virginia, use old campaign signs to make small 

solar panels that provide electricity for a single home for an evening. I wrote about their 

wonderful work here. There are hamlets in these islands that would benefit from the approach 

taken by New Vision.  

For the large cities, a more substantial reconstitution of the energy infrastructure is required and, 

in justice, it is required that we in the wealthy North pay for it. 

Helping these islands convert from fossil fuels to sustainable energy sources would also 

represent a second payment, to future generations. The Holy Father has warned us. The scientists 

have warned us. We are destroying our planet.  

There are many reasons to be disgusted at the political landscape here in the U.S. at this moment. 

But surely one of the greatest sources of that disgust is the fact that both houses of Congress and 

the White House are in the hands of a party incapable of moral seriousness on the issue of 

climate change. Beholden to the donations of companies in the extraction industry, they have 

created an entire counterfactual narrative about the environment. It is shameful. 

Additionally, we must help rebuild these islands by requiring that the international community, 

and the U.S. specifically, write down the debt that they owe. This article at Truthout, which is 

not a Catholic publication, sheds light on the work being done by the Catholic Church to argue 

for a massive program of debt forgiveness for these poor islands, and especially the work of 

Jubilee USA. And I wrote about the debt relief situation in Puerto Rico here. 

Cardinal Daniel DiNardo, president of the U.S. bishops' conference, recently pledged the support 

of the conference to this effort. Debt forgiveness has been a central concern of the Catholic 

Church since St. Pope John Paul II made it a major focus of our celebrations of the new 

millennium. 

All of these actions are required not only by Christian charity but by justice. It is morally 

obscene that we in the wealth global north live in such comfort while our sisters and brothers in 

the global south pay the price for our comfort.  

Regular readers will know that I brought my dad to Puerto Rico every year while he was alive, 

so that he could visit old friends. My family has a special love for that island ever since my 

parents lived there for the first years of their married life when my dad was stationed in the army 

at Camp Tortuguero during the Korean War. 

But that love does not color my judgment. Justice is at issue here and its demands are as clear as 

they could be. The only thing keeping us from meetings those demands is the willful selfishness 

of some big corporations and the politicians they can buy. 

http://www.nvre.org/
https://www.ncronline.org/node/69651
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://www.truth-out.org/news/item/41999-damaged-by-hurricanes-and-vulture-capitalism-caribbean-islands-plead-for-debt-relief
http://www.jubileeusa.org/
https://www.ncronline.org/node/143666
https://www.scribd.com/document/359623856/Letters-from-Cardinal-Daniel-DiNardo-USCCB-president-on-debt-relief
https://www.scribd.com/document/359623856/Letters-from-Cardinal-Daniel-DiNardo-USCCB-president-on-debt-relief
http://www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/human-life-and-dignity/debt-relief/jubilee-debt-forgiveness.cfm


[Michael Sean Winters covers the nexus of religion and politics for NCR.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/there-justice-issue-heart-these-hurricanes 
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Corporations Have Rights. Why Shouldn’t Rivers? 

 

By Julie Turkewitz 

New York Times 

 

DENVER — Does a river — or a plant, or a forest — have rights? 

This is the essential question in what attorneys are calling a first-of-its-kind federal lawsuit, in 

which a Denver lawyer and a far-left environmental group are asking a judge to recognize the 

Colorado River as a person. 

If successful, it could upend environmental law, possibly allowing the redwood forests, the 

Rocky Mountains or the deserts of Nevada to sue individuals, corporations and governments 

over resource pollution or depletion. Future lawsuits in its mold might seek to block pipelines, 

golf courses or housing developments and force everyone from agriculture executives to mayors 

to rethink how they treat the environment. 

Several environmental law experts said the suit had a slim chance at best. “I don’t think it’s 

laughable,” said Reed Benson, chairman of the environmental law program at the University of 

New Mexico. “But I think it’s a long shot in more ways than one.” 

The suit was filed Monday in Federal District Court in Colorado by Jason Flores-Williams, a 

Denver lawyer. It names the river ecosystem as the plaintiff — citing no specific physical 

boundaries — and seeks to hold the state of Colorado and Gov. John Hickenlooper liable for 

violating the river’s “right to exist, flourish, regenerate, be restored, and naturally evolve.” 

Because the river cannot appear in court, a group called Deep Green Resistance is filing the suit 

as an ally, or so-called next friend, of the waterway. 

If a corporation has rights, the authors argue, so, too, should an ancient waterway that has 

sustained human life for as long as it has existed in the Western United States. The lawsuit 

claims the state violated the river’s right to flourish by polluting and draining it and threatening 

endangered species. The claim cites several nations whose courts or governments have 

recognized some rights for natural entities. 

The lawsuit drew immediate criticism from conservative lawmakers, who called it ridiculous. “I 

think we can all agree rivers and trees are not people,” said Senator Steve Daines of Montana. 

“Radical obstructionists who contort common sense with this sort of nonsense undercut credible 

conservationists.” 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/there-justice-issue-heart-these-hurricanes


The office of Mr. Hickenlooper, a Democrat, declined to comment. 

The lawsuit comes as hurricanes and wildfires in recent weeks have left communities across the 

country devastated, intensifying the debate over how humans should treat the earth in the face of 

global climate change. 

Mr. Flores-Williams characterized the suit as an attempt to level the playing field as rivers and 

forests battle human exploitation. As it stands, he said, “the ultimate disparity exists between 

entities that are using nature and nature itself.” 

Imbuing rivers with the right to sue, he argued, would force humans to take care of the water and 

trees they need to survive — or face penalties. “It’s not pie in the sky,” he said of the lawsuit. 

“It’s pragmatic.” 

Jody Freeman, director of Harvard’s environmental law program, said Mr. Flores would face an 

uphill battle. 

“Courts have wrestled with the idea of granting animals standing,” she wrote in an email. “It 

would be an even further stretch to confer standing directly on rivers, mountains and forests.” 

The idea of giving nature legal rights, however, is not new. It dates to at least 1972, when a 

lawyer, Christopher Stone, wrote an article titled “Should Trees Have Standing?” 

Mr. Stone had hoped to influence a Supreme Court case in which the Sierra Club wanted to 

block a ski resort in the Sierras. The environmental group lost. 

“But Justice William Douglas had read Stone’s article,” Ms. Freeman wrote, “and in his famous 

dissent, he embraced the view advocated by Stone: that natural objects should be recognized as 

legal parties, which could be represented by humans, who could sue on their behalf.” 

That view has never attracted support in the court. But it has had some success abroad. 

In Ecuador, the constitution now declares that nature “has the right to exist, persist, maintain and 

regenerate its vital cycles.” In New Zealand, officials declared in March that a river used by the 

Maori tribe of Whanganui in the North Island to be a legal person that can sue if it is harmed. A 

court in the northern Indian state of Uttarakhand has called the Ganges and its main tributary, the 

Yamuna, to be living human entities. 

The Colorado River cuts through or along seven Western states and supplies water to 

approximately 36 million people, including residents of Denver, Salt Lake City, Las Vegas, 

Phoenix, Tucson, San Diego and Los Angeles. It also feeds millions of acres of farmland. 

It is as famous for its power and beauty as it is for overuse. Scientists expect that increased 

temperatures brought on by climate change will cause it to shrink further, leaving many people 

anxious about its future. 

https://iseethics.files.wordpress.com/2013/02/stone-christopher-d-should-trees-have-standing.pdf
https://dotearth.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/09/29/ecuador-constitution-grants-nature-rights/?mcubz=3
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/16/new-zealand-river-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-being
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings


Mr. Flores-Williams is a criminal defense lawyer known for suing the city of Denver over its 

treatment of homeless people. Deep Green Resistance believes that the mainstream 

environmental movement has been ineffective, and that industrial civilization is fundamentally 

destructive to life on earth. The group’s task, according to its website, is to create “a resistance 

movement that will dismantle industrial civilization by any means necessary.” 

Mr. Flores-Williams responded to criticism that his argument, if successful, would allow pebbles 

to sue the people who step on them. 

“Does every pebble in the world now have standing?” he said. “Absolutely not, that’s 

ridiculous.” 

“We’re not interested in preserving pebbles,” he added. “We’re interested in preserving the 

dynamic systems that exist in the ecosystem upon which we depend.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/us/does-the-colorado-river-have-rights-a-lawsuit-seeks-to-

declare-it-a-person.html 
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Can religion help save the planet's wildlife and environment? 

 

By Curtis Abraham 

The Ecologist 

 

Religious values are often consistent with conservation efforts. So it’s not surprising that a 

variety of religious organisations and conservationists are working together to help mitigate the 

devastating effects of global climate change, writes CURTIS ABRAHAM 

 

Dekila Chungyalpa visited Bodh Gaya, a religious site associated with the Mahabodhi Temple 

Complex in Gaya district in Bihar, northwestern India in 2007. It is here where Buddha is said to 

have obtained enlightenment and where Chungyalpa experienced an epiphany of her own that 

would create an unbreakable bond between religion and nature conservation. 

The Sikkim-born conservationist was here to attend a talk on compassion towards animals given 

by the 17th Karmapa, Ogyen Trinley Dorje, spiritual head of one of the major Tibetan Buddhist 

lineages. 

Chungyalpa aspired to be a vegetarian but failed consistently at each attempt. Then when the 

17th Karmapa asked his audience to consider not eating meat for one meal, or a day, or a week 

and more, it was a revelation. She suddenly, and quite unexpectedly, became a vegetarian. Not 

only was it a spiritual awakening but also an intellectual one. 

Live in harmony  

https://deepgreenresistance.org/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/us/does-the-colorado-river-have-rights-a-lawsuit-seeks-to-declare-it-a-person.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/us/does-the-colorado-river-have-rights-a-lawsuit-seeks-to-declare-it-a-person.html


“I experienced first-hand how a religious leader could, with only a few words, influence 

thousands of people to change their behavior. It opened up a whole new way of approaching 

conservation, which had simply not occurred to me before”, says Chungyalpa, an associate 

research scientist at Yale University’s School of Forestry & Environmental Studies. 

Two years later, Chungyalpa founded and ran the pioneering faith-based conservation program, 

Sacred Earth: Faiths for Conservation, at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF).  

Valuing all life on Earth is at the heart of today’s environmental ethos. Trying to live in harmony 

with nature is one of its basic tenets. Every religion has scriptures that expound such a view. 

For example, in Genesis in the Bible, God speaks to Noah and tells him that he now establishes a 

covenant between himself and every living creature on the ark.  

Similarly, in the Koran, there is specific mention that all animals, including creatures that fly 

with wings, are precious to Allah. Hinduism also has a deep reverence for nature, for different 

wild animals who have symbolic power and subscribe to the Dharmic law of Ahimsa, non-

violence, as a way of life. 

Plans for conservation 

The roots of nature conservation in the United States are deeply spiritual. In 1903, John Muir, the 

co-founder of the Sierra Club, convinced President Teddy Roosevelt to create the US Protected 

Area system, with the argument that this would protect the ‘creation of God’.  

He saw nature and biodiversity as the best evidence of there being a benevolent God and that 

faith based argument helped established Yosemite, Sequoia, Grand Canyon and Mt. Rainier 

National Parks.  

In recent years, the UK-based Alliance of Religions and Conservation (ARC) has pioneered the 

development of conservation projects based around the fundamental teachings, beliefs and 

practices of the world’s major religions.  

It was the brainchild of HRH Prince Philip, then president of the World Wildlife Fund, who 

invited the leaders of the five major world religions to discuss how could help save the natural 

world. 

In 2012, the Many Heavens, One Earth, Our Continent conference was hosted by the ARC in 

Nairobi, Kenya. The conference was a celebration of the many faith groups across Africa who 

was launching their long term plans for conservation.  

A spiritual faith  

During the conference, fifty African religious leaders representing different faiths and 

nationalities announced a joint partnership to denounce the massacre of elephants and rhions and 

wildlife trafficking generally. 

https://www.worldwildlife.org/initiatives/sacred-earth-faiths-for-conservation


And, earlier this year, the Religion and Conservation Biology working group of the Society for 

Conservation Biology established the inaugural Assisi Award during their 28th International 

Congress for Conservation Biology, Cartagena, Columbia.  

The award acknowledges organisations and individuals whose work demonstrates that faith-

based conservation is contributing significantly to the common global effort of conserving life on 

Earth.  

Most people are religious. It’s estimated that over 80 percent of people in the world embrace a 

spiritual faith (there are some two billion Christians, 1.34 billion Muslims, 950 million Hindus 

and two hundred million Buddhists).  

In addition, many of the world’s most important nature conservation sites are also sacred. But 

these places also face overwhelming threats, including deforestation, pollution, unsustainable 

extraction, melting glaciers and rising sea levels. Such threats not only endanger the integrity of 

ecosystems but also leave the people who live there impoverished and vulnerable. 

Wildlife declines 

While religion can be a God-send in the battle to conserve nature, tens of thousands of wild 

animals have been poached (some to the brink of extinction) to satisfy our religious devotion.  

African elephant ivory are carved into religious artifacts such as saints for Catholics in the 

Philippines and elsewhere. They are also crafted into Islamic prayer beads for Muslims and 

Coptic crosses for Christians in Egypt as well as amulets and carvings for Buddhists and Taoist 

in Thailand, and in China-the world's biggest ivory-consumer.  

Rhino horn also has its importance to Islam. In the Middle Eastern country of Yemen, the horn 

continues to be coveted by Muslim men, although imports were banned in 1982.  

The material, whose luster increases with age, is used for the handles of curved daggers called 

‘jambiya,’ which are presented to 12-year old Yemeni (jambiya are considered a sign of 

manhood and devotion to the Muslim religion, and are used for personal defense). Yemeni men 

place great value on the dagger handles, which are commonly studded with jewels. 

The elephant is revered in Buddhism (it is the symbol for Thailand). And, there is a pan Asian 

belief that ivory removes bad spirits. In China, religious themes are common in carved ivory 

pieces. Chinese Nouveau rich are frantically collecting ivory in the form of Buddhist and Taoist 

gods and goddesses. 

Eco-Buddhism 

Furthermore, Buddhist monks in China perform a ceremony called kaiguang, the opening of 

light, to consecrate religious icons, just as some Filipino priests will bless Catholic images made 

of illegal ivory for their followers.  



WWF’s Sacred Earth program successfully targeted conservation initiatives in different priority 

places such as the Mekong, East Africa and the Amazon.  

The Himalayas was also another conservation priority area for the Sacred Earth Program 

(Chungyalpa’s childhood was spent exploring the wilderness of western Sikkim, an ecological 

hotspot in the lower Himalayas).The Buddhist monasteries and nunneries are in some of Asia’s 

most fragile and ecologically important landscapes.  

The Tibetan plateau and the Himalayas are the water towers of Asia. They contain the world’s 

largest reserve of freshwater outside the north and south poles. This area gives rise to many of 

the great rivers in mainland Asia including the Indus, Ganges, Brahmaputra, Irrawaddy, Mekong, 

Salween and Yangtse.  

The combined human population in these basins is over 1.5 billion, almost 20% of the world 

population. At the same time, the region is also immensely vulnerable to climate change with 

temperatures in Tibet rising by 0.4 degree centigrade per decade-double the global average! 

Senior monks  

The combination of these factors means that as glaciers melt and monsoon patterns change due 

to climate change, over a billion people are at risk of experiencing face crop failures, water 

shortages, power losses, floods, and droughts at much higher frequencies. 

“The awareness of protecting life and living environment in Buddhism is one of the main basic 

laws which were set out by the Buddha,” says Khenpo Chokey, a senior monk at Pullahari 

Monestry in Nepal, which runs several conservation and environment-friendly initiatives 

including tree planting, vegetable gardening and waste management. 

Buddha taught the concepts of interdependence cause and effect (karma) and doing the right 

thing (dharma).The ‘Thripitaka’ (Three Baskets of Buddha’s teachings) the Buddha expressed 

his views on environmental protection.  

In the Vinaya (rules laid down by Buddha) all forms of plants are to be protected and trees must 

not be cut. Monks and nuns observe the Rain Retreat during which they stay within the 

monastery/nunnery compound to minimize stepping on insects and sprouting grass.  

As the then director of the WWF Sacred Earth programme, Chungyalpa was asked by Ogyen 

Trinley Dorje to collaborate with his senior monks to create a set of environmental guidelines for 

Tibetan Buddhist monasteries, nunneries and centers in the Himalayas. 

All monasteries are vegetarian  

“The guidelines were unique in that they presented the science and solutions for major 

environmental threats facing the Himalayas and the Tibetan Plateau within the philosophical 

framework of Buddhism”, says Chungyalpa. 



These efforts has resulted in the establishment of KHORYUG, an association of over 50 

influential Tibetan Buddhist monasteries and nunneries across the Himalayas 

(www.khoryug.info) (stretching from Ladakh in northwest India all the way to Bhutan). 

These monasteries/nunneries, under the auspices of the 17th Karmapa, eventually developed 

their own conservation projects that directly engage Buddhist monastics: these included organic 

farming, rooftop water harvesting, reforestation, river clean ups. 

Their efforts are having an impact. For example, there is the annual plantation of over 25,000 

indigenous tree saplings locally, as well as a shift to solar energy as the primary source of water 

heating and kitchen facilities in twenty-one of the monasteries.  

In addition, all Khoryug institutions are plastic-free and segregate waste for recycling. All of 

them have community clean up days where they clean public areas once a month. All 

monasteries are vegetarian partly due to Buddhist principles and partly due to climate change.  

Climate disaster management  

More importantly, the last three years of training has resulted in a group of monks and nuns who 

are qualified to become trainers themselves and who now lead training conferences for other 

monastics and local community members on the topics of climate change, disaster management, 

and community emergency response team training.  

For example, Rumtek monastery – the largest monastery in the state of Sikkim – carried out their 

own 5 day climate disaster management training conference last year, with representation from 

over 75 percent of monasteries of different lineages attending.  

In addition, KHORYUG has put out three publications during this period: “Environmental 

Guidelines:, “108 Things You Can Do” and, most recently, Disaster Management Guidelines” 

This Author 

Curtis Abraham is a freelance writer and researcher on African development, science, the 

environment, biomedical/health and African social/cultural history. He has lived and worked in 

sub-Saharan Africa for over two decades but is originally from Springfield Gardens, Queens, 

New York. 

http://www.theecologist.org/News/news_analysis/2989316/can_religion_help_save_the_planets_

wildlife_and_environment.html 
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Inuit traditional knowledge to guide marine management plan off Labrador coast 

http://www.theecologist.org/News/news_analysis/2989316/can_religion_help_save_the_planets_wildlife_and_environment.html
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By Levon Sevunts  

Radio Canada International 

The Inuit in northern Labrador and the federal government signed a deal Thursday evening that 

will see the Inuit use their traditional knowledge to develop Canada’s first Indigenous protected 

marine area off the coast of Labrador at the eastern approaches to the Northwest Passage. 

Two federal cabinet ministers and Johannes Lampe, the President of the Nunatsiavut 

Government, announced Friday that they have signed a Statement of Intent, a key step in 

advancing the Imappivut initiative put forward by the Inuit self-governing region in northeastern 

Labrador. 

The Imappivut initiative – which means ‘Our Waters’ – includes the creation and co-

management of marine protected areas that will safeguard a stretch of coastline longer than the 

State of California, the announcement said. 

Management plan 

“The Imappivut initiative is about recognizing Labrador Inuit connection, knowledge and rights 

to our ocean,” Lampe said in a statement. “It is about respecting our history and current needs by 

partnering with the Government of Canada to develop a management plan that ultimately 

improves the lives of those who depend on the water and the ecosystem itself.” 

Environment and Climate Change Minister Catherine McKenna said her government was proud 

of this “historic partnership with the Nunatsiavut Government.” 

“Together, we will not only help protect a region feeling the very real impacts of climate change 

– but through environmental stewardship, training, and employment – will provide economic 

opportunities for Inuit communities along the coast,” McKenna said in a statement. 

The plan is expected to address community concerns over increased shipping, potential offshore 

oil and gas exploration, commercial and subsistence fisheries, and conservation of unique habitat 

at a time when climate change and the retreating sea ice are opening up the region to increased 

human activity, said Darryl Shiwak, the Minister of Lands and Natural Development for the 

Nunatsiavut government. 

Community engagement 

The planned marine management area will stretch 12 nautical miles into the sea along the 

coastline that is part of the Inuit marine zone under the Labrador Inuit Land Claims Agreement, 

he said. 

“This 12 nautical miles off the coastline is what Labrador Inuit use to hunt, fish, this is sort of 

our highway in the summer and wintertime, it’s what we use to navigate,” Shiwak said in a 

http://www.nunatsiavut.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/Labrador-Inuit-Land-Claims-Agreement.pdf


telephone interview from Nain. “It’s important for Labrador Inuit and Inuit all across the 

Nunangat to protect the wildlife and the environment.” 

It’s now up to the Inuit communities along the coastline to tell the Nunatsiavut authorities what 

they want to be included in the plan, Shiwak said. 

There is also potential for the Inuit to partner with the federal government in managing the 

marine area stretching up to 200 nautical miles into the sea, up to the edge of Canada’s Exclusive 

Economic Zone, Shiwak said. 

“That’s something that’s got to be developed, we’re not quite sure what would go into the plans 

yet,” Shiwak said. “But that’s what this signing of this Statement of Intent signifies: us talking 

about this, moving forward how we talk to the federal government in putting what Labrador Inuit 

want to into the plan with regards to this area.” 

The Nunatsiavut government hopes to complete the negotiations and sign the final agreement by 

December 2018, he said. 

Developing conservation economy 

Louie Porta, the vice-president of Oceans North, an ocean conservation group, said the Statement 

of Intent demonstrates that the Liberal government’s path towards realizing its national marine 

conservation commitments is directly tied to supporting the vision Indigenous people have for 

their homeland. 

Oceans North has contributed to Nunatsiavut Government Immapivut initiative over the past two 

years by supporting research and local engagement, he said. 

“My greatest hope for this plan is that it brings definition to the idea of a conservation economy 

by fostering new training and education opportunities for Nunatsiavumuit through coastal 

stewardship programs,” Porta said in an emailed statement. “I also think the Nunatsiavut 

Government has a chance to show the world how to advance the idea of Indigenous protected 

areas in the marine environment.” 

http://www.rcinet.ca/en/2017/09/29/inuit-traditional-knowledge-to-guide-marine-management-

plan-off-labrador-coast/ 
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New initiative explores how culture is intertwined with nature 

 

By Bess Connolly Martell 

Yale News 
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Embracing the idea that human engagements with the natural world are profoundly shaped by 

culture, ethics, history, politics, and the arts is one of the central tenets of a new collaborative 

initiative at Yale. 

Launched by faculty and graduate students, the Environmental Humanities Initiative links 

scholars of history, literature, religious studies, film and media studies, anthropology, history of 

art, and music, among many other disciplines — all of whom seek to deepen the understanding 

of the ways in which culture is intertwined with nature. 

“Environmental problems are interdisciplinary challenges that need to be understood in their 

fullest dimensions,” says Paul Sabin, a professor in history and American studies, who is 

coordinating the collaborative initiative. “That includes the human imagination and culture, and 

our complex social relationships unfolding over time. Yale students and faculty in the humanities 

are eager to advance that conversation.” 

The project has three broad goals, says Sabin, explaining that Yale, with its depth and breadth in 

the humanities, already does a great deal in this area. 

The first of these is to make more visible and help coordinate the complement of programs, 

courses, and activities currently being offered in the environmental humanities at Yale. To 

achieve this, the steering committee has created a new common calendar and weekly newsletter 

of campus events to publicize complementary activities across campus. More than 40 

environmental humanities-related events are being held at Yale this fall.  

The second aim of the initiative is to stimulate interdisciplinary engagement and research across 

humanities disciplines and between the humanities, the natural and social sciences, and the 

professional schools. “The human commitment to solve the environmental crises that loom is 

widespread, denoting a moral, political, and artistic commitment that is extraordinary and 

generative. The emergence of such a common cause of great consequence is a unique 

opportunity for new collaborations university-wide, and for the humanities to deeply inform the 

shape and content of the research and teaching that follows,” says Kalyanakrishnan 

Sivaramakrishnan, the Dinakar Singh Professor of Anthropology and professor of forestry and 

environmental studies. 

“I believe that we need to understand the roots of environmental problems and their complexity,” 

says Sabin. “We need to understand the longer history rather than starting from a blank slate in 

time.” 

Encouraging the development of new graduate and undergraduate courses in the environmental 

humanities at Yale is the third objective of this enterprise. This will enhance the education of 

Yale students by broadening what it means to study the environment, notes Sabin. The steering 

committee has compiled a guide to dozens of undergraduate and graduate courses offered this 

year that approach environmental issues from a humanistic perspective. 

Representative fall 2017 undergraduate courses include “Environmental Justice in South Asia” 

(anthropology); “Race, Class, and Gender in American Cities” (American studies); “The 

http://environmentalhumanities.yale.edu/


Nonhuman in Literature since 1800” (English); and “Cartography, Territory, and Identity” 

(history). 

For students interested in justice, inequalities, ethics and values, says Sabin, these types of 

courses will provide “an opportunity to probe these themes and issues and to help give students a 

language for discussing environmental challenges in their social context.” 

Climate change is not a technical problem, it is a moral challenge for which there is no quick fix, 

explains Deborah Coen, professor of history. “It will not be solved simply by churning out 

calculations. It demands rigorous, innovative thinking across the disciplines. It forces us to 

formulate new historical, moral, and aesthetic questions about how humans have blinded 

themselves to their own destructive potential. Already the crisis has been met by a surge of 

creativity in the arts and humanities. Environmental Humanities aims to support such work at 

Yale and to bring it to a wide audience on our campus and beyond.” 

Other faculty members who serve on the Yale Environmental Humanities Initiative steering 

committee are Gary Tomlinson, the John Hay Whitney Professor in the music department and 

professor of humanities; Michael Warner, the Seymour H. Knox Professor of English and 

professor of American studies; Jennifer Raab, assistant professor in the history of art; and Mary 

Evelyn Tucker, senior lecturer and research scholar at the School of Forestry & Environmental 

Studies (F&ES). Graduate students from American studies; literature; history of science and 

medicine; anthropology; and F&ES also are helping to guide the new venture. 

“The Environmental Humanities Initiative has made visible the stunning array of humanistic 

work relating to the environment that is done across Yale’s campus,” says Amy Hungerford, 

dean of the humanities division, the Bird White Housum Professor of English, and professor of 

American studies. “The collaborative spirit of the initiative and new infusions of resources will 

take Yale’s existing strength to the next level of coordination and impact. We can’t wait to see 

where this initiative will take us.” 

Upcoming events organized by the initiative include a panel on Nov. 3 titled “Entanglements 

with Nature: Asian Environmental Humanities,” featuring scholars from Duke, the University of 

Pennsylvania, and Harvard. In the spring, Sabin will lead a new graduate course in readings in 

the environmental humanities. A working group of graduate students is meeting in advance of 

the seminar to help to design the course. 

The initiative already has hosted a September panel on teaching the environmental humanities, as 

well as an interdisciplinary conference last spring titled “More than Nature: Environmental 

Humanities at Yale,” which featured presentations by 17 doctoral students from 11 different Yale 

programs. 

“Environmental humanities fields are tremendously important for advancing our understanding 

of how individuals and cultures value the environment,” says Indy Burke, the Carl W. Knobloch 

Jr. Dean of F&ES. “We know now, better than ever, that sciences — both natural and social — 

can inform us about critical environmental questions and issues. But the process of decision-

making is entirely depending on human values, as well as their understanding of the science. 



Now, more than ever, it is important to invest in scholarship, teaching, and outreach about 

environmental humanities.” 

The Yale Environmental Humanities Initiative is funded by one of three inaugural grants from 

the 320 York Humanities grant program, as well as by matching funds from the School of 

Forestry & Environmental Studies. 

https://news.yale.edu/2017/09/29/new-initiative-explores-how-culture-intertwined-nature  
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Defend life, care for creation and give freely, pope says 

 

Catholic News Service 

The Catholic Spirit  

 

Everyone, but especially young people, should have the “wonderful experience of giving” of 

their time and resources; giving open hearts and minds to brotherhood and sharing and is 

essential for building “the civilization of love,” Pope Francis said. 

Endorsing the celebration in Italy of “Giving Day,” which takes place Oct. 4, the feast of St. 

Francis of Assisi, Pope Francis said all Christians should experience how giving a gift freely to 

others does not mean losing it, but “increasing its value.” 

“Giving makes us and others happier,” he said. “Giving creates bonds and relationships that 

strengthen hope for a better world.” 

Pope Francis met Oct. 2 at the Vatican with young people and members of the Italian Donation 

Institute, which promotes volunteering with and giving to charities, as well as working to ensure 

responsibility and transparency in the way funds are used. 

Christians in particular should promote a culture of giving and serving others, he said. In 

imitation of Jesus, Christians should be capable of a love “that refuses every form of violence, 

respects freedom, promotes dignity and rejects all discrimination.” 

Pope Francis encouraged his audience to be “defenders of life, protectors of creation and 

witnesses of love given, which generates fruits of goodness for all.” 

In fact, he said, “the greatest gift God gave each of us is life, and life is part of another original 

divine gift: creation. We must all feel great responsibility to adequately safeguard creation and 

care for it,” ensuring that future generations also will be able to see the natural environment as a 

gift of God. 

https://news.yale.edu/2017/06/30/three-winners-inaugural-humanities-grant-competition-announced
http://environment.yale.edu/
http://environment.yale.edu/
https://news.yale.edu/2017/09/29/new-initiative-explores-how-culture-intertwined-nature


“The gift of life and the gift of creation come from God’s love for humanity,” he said. “And to 

the extent that we open ourselves and welcome” God’s love, “we can become gifts of love for 

our brothers and sisters.” 

http://thecatholicspirit.com/news/nation-and-world/defend-life-care-creation-give-freely-pope-

says/ 
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'The Dreaming' links with creation 

 

By Karan Varker 

Global Sisters Report 

An extraordinary blessing of Australians are our aboriginal indigenous peoples, who have been 

here for about 65,000 years. These peoples cherish the Earth; their unique "Dreaming" 

spirituality reflects this. There is no English word which captures the essence of the "Dreamtime" 

of Australian Aborigines. "The Dreaming" is a better way to say it, as "time" is not in their 

languages, and the word expresses the concept of timelessness. "The Dreaming" is their timeless 

way of interpreting creation, relating to their ancestors, and passing on their knowledge, stories 

and laws for existence. 

They believe that we do not own the land, but that the land owns us. In a country now raped by 

mines, oil drills and coal seam gas fracking, I believe that the voices of these traditional 

landowners, the aboriginal people, are among the few carrying sufficient authority to change 

this. They are drawing attention to the destruction of their land, their sacred sites and the many 

species endangered through unnecessary commercial enterprises. 

They have a deep respect for the creatures of the earth, which is reflected in their dance — in 

which they often appear to take on the personas of particular animals. Their paintings, 

traditionally in the form of rock art, are often painted in ochre on cave walls and tell the story of 

their people, of the Rainbow Serpent, and of the Dreaming. 

The Dreaming is expressed beautifully by Marist Fr. Kevin Bates, Australian poet and 

songwriter (used with permission): 

Dreaming free 

I dream the grace of waterfalls, 

I dream the mountain's majesty. 

I dream the sea and love the life it holds. 

http://thecatholicspirit.com/news/nation-and-world/defend-life-care-creation-give-freely-pope-says/
http://thecatholicspirit.com/news/nation-and-world/defend-life-care-creation-give-freely-pope-says/
http://www.kevinbates.com.au/cv.html


I dream of grace and beauty for all my friends. 

Are there people who will dream my dream 

Before my dreamtime ends? 

My breath is nature's harmony, 

My breath is spirits blowing free. 

My family of creatures knows my sound, 

And I breathe my grace and beauty in all my friends. 

Are there people who can breathe with me 

The sounds my spirit sings?  

Imagine graceful waterfalls. 

Imagine mountain's majesty. 

Imagine all the life that's in the sea. 

And you've only just begun to know my mystery. 

Are you ready to explore my dream 

Whatever it may be? 

And when your spirit's broken down. 

And life has no more majesty. 

And the many lives I dreamed cannot be free. 

Can you still be grace and beauty and free my friends? 

Are you ready to create with me 

Until my dreamtime ends?  

Storytellers like other indigenous people with oral traditions, Aborigines have amazing myths 

and legends. Elders are generally the ones who pass on their stories to the next generations, and 

are greatly respected, as are their ancestors. Their smoke ceremonies and "message sticks" are 

used for significant events. Message sticks, with their carved, burnt or painted symbols, have 

been important in communication between aboriginal groups across Australia for thousands of 

years and are still part of cultural celebrations and tribal interaction. 

The smoking ceremony is used on important occasions. On Jan. 19, 1995, Pope John Paul II 

beatified our first Australian saint, Sister Mary MacKillop. The long procession at the beginning 

of the beatification Mass was led by an aboriginal person who performed the smoking ceremony. 

I attended this Mass and was delighted that our Aborigine people were included so significantly 

in it. It helped make the celebration especially "Australian." 

These hunter-gatherer peoples suffered with the coming of Europeans who declared "New 

Holland," as it was then called, to be terra nullius — nobody's country. In fact there were several 

hundred tribes, speaking different languages, spread throughout Australia. Through frontier 

violence, the indigenous people were often killed and their lands taken. They were affected by 

imported diseases like influenza, measles and cholera. They were ignored in the Australian 

Constitution and had no voting rights. 

http://www.catholic.org/saints/saint.php?saint_id=4958


Yet despite all this they survived and continue to survive, both in the bush or the city. Some 

engage in professions like administration, pastoral care, politics or police work. Others stay in 

the bush in "country," protecting their traditional lands and passing on their culture to their 

children. 

While here in 1986 Pope John Paul II visited aboriginal peoples at Alice Springs, in the heart of 

Australia. He encouraged them in a memorable address: 

And during all this time, the Spirit of God has been with you. Your "Dreaming" … is your way 

of touching the mystery of God's Spirit in you and in creation. You must keep striving for God 

and hold on to it in your lives. … 

Your culture, which shows the lasting genius and dignity of your race, must not be allowed to 

disappear. Do not think that your gifts are worth so little that you should no longer bother to 

maintain them. Share them with each other and teach them to your children. Your songs, your 

stories, your paintings, your dances, your languages, must never be lost. … 

Through your closeness to the land you touched the sacredness of man's relationship with God, 

for the land was the proof of a power in life greater than yourselves. 

You did not spoil the land, use it up, exhaust it, and then walk away from it. You realised that 

your land was related to the source of life. … 

You are part of Australia and Australia is part of you. And the Church herself in Australia will 

not be fully the Church that Jesus wants her to be until you have made your contribution to her 

life and until that contribution has been joyfully received by others. 

Today, the church in Australia has grown in the realization that the presence of Australia's first 

peoples is an irreplaceable, unique, ongoing contribution. Significant church celebrations often 

begin with an aboriginal "Welcome to Country" prayer and/or smoke ceremony. A number of 

Australian religious sisters, in their ministry, engage with aboriginal people and raise our 

consciousness regarding their importance to this country. 

As a Catholic Celtic Australian woman, I know that I need to enrich my own spirituality by 

embracing my Celtic spirituality, which has to do with a love of creation and an awareness of 

God present in all things and all places. My spirituality also has to be grounded in that of this 

great southern land of the Holy Spirit; it will grow with my understanding of the spirituality of 

its Aborigine people. As I realize more that the land does not belong to me, that I belong to the 

land, I will grow in understanding its Dreaming. 

[Karan Varker is a Sister of Charity of Australia. She has been a teacher in in Papua New 

Guinea, America Samoa and Australia, served as a principal in Australia and Samoa, and trained 

Catholic teachers in Samoa and the Solomon Islands.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/spirituality/dreaming-links-creation-49531 
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Assisi diocese among 40 Catholic groups to divest from fossil fuels 

 

By Brian Roewe  

National Catholic Reporter 

 

On the eve of the Feast of St. Francis, Assisi is cutting financial ties with fossil fuels. 

The Italian diocese encompassing the region Francis of Assisi called home joined more than 

three dozen Catholic groups in marking the patron saint of ecology's feast day (Oct. 4) by 

divesting from fossil fuel companies. 

In all, 40 institutions from 11 countries on five continents announced Oct. 3 their intentions to 

divest. The joint announcement, coordinated by the Global Catholic Climate Movement, is by far 

the largest since the network of 400-plus member organizations formed a divestment working 

group in the wake of Pope Francis' 2015 encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common 

Home." 

Approximately 60 Catholic institutions to date have made public their plans to partially or fully 

disinvest from the fossil fuels industry. Faith groups account for approximately a quarter of all 

divestment commitments overall, which since the fossil-free movement gained steam in 2012 has 

animated an estimated $5 trillion away from oil, coal and gas companies. 

In his environmental encyclical, Pope Francis acknowledged the scientific consensus that climate 

change is occurring and wrote, "We know that technology based on the use of highly polluting 

fossil fuels — especially coal, but also oil and, to a lesser degree, gas — needs to be 

progressively replaced without delay." 

Greenhouse gases, in particular carbon dioxide, emitted from burning fossil fuels are a primary 

driver of climate change. The Paris Agreement on climate change calls for nearly every country 

in the world to dramatically cut emissions in order to hold average global temperature rise below 

2 degrees Celsius, and if possible, below 1.5 degrees, in order to stave off the most severe effects 

of climate change, which would most acutely impact the world's poor and marginalized 

communities.  

"The Church that hears 'both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor' cannot stay indifferent 

in front of the catastrophic consequences of the climate change that are unfairly affecting poor 

and vulnerable communities," said Assisi Archbishop Domenico Sorrentino in a statement. 

"Taking the example of Saint Francis, we want to act to overcome an economic and energy 

system that is damaging too much our common home." 

Joining the Assisi-Nocera Umbra-Gualdo Tadino Diocese in the fossil-free financial move is the 

town of Assisi itself and the Sacro Convento monastery that houses the 13th-century saint's 

remains. 

https://catholicclimatemovement.global/
https://www.ncronline.org/preview/un-paris-agreement-signed-hoped-be-catalyst-change


Fr. Mauro Gambetti, custodian of Sacro Convento, said in a statement that the monastery's 

divestment decision is part of a wider commitment to environmental and sustainability issues, 

and inspired by Pope Francis. 

"We draw on his gestures to renew our commitment to sensitize ourselves, the public opinion 

and those who are called to govern to ensure that the commitment for the implementation of the 

Climate Paris Agreement is carried out for the benefit of future generations," Gambetti said. 

The Italian dioceses of Caserta and Gubbio also participated in the announcement, as did the 

Archdiocese of Cape Town, South Africa, a German Catholic bank and 11 religious orders and 

congregations across the globe — some based in Belgium, where 13 Catholic institutions made 

public their divestment commitments. Among them is the Episcopal Conference of Belgium, the 

first bishops' conference to divest from fossil fuels. 

In April, the Belgian bishops signed the Charter for the Good Management of Church Properties, 

which brings Laudato Si' into investment policy decisions to give priority to companies focused 

on sustainable and renewable energy and energy efficiency. 

"In the coming years, efforts must be made to fully replace investments in exploration and 

exploitation of fossil fuels with investments in sustainable development, renewable energy and 

the transition to a low-carbon economy," the bishops said in a statement.  

In Germany, the Bank for the Church and Caritas announced it would divest its holdings, 

representing 4.5 billion euro, from companies engaged in the extraction of coal, tar sands oil and 

oil shale. 

"As a Catholic bank, we feel strongly responsible to participate in tackling the issue of climate 

change," said Tommy Piemonte, sustainability research officer for the bank that represents 

individual Catholics along with church-related institutions and foundations, in a statement. 

"We are convinced that the integration of sustainable criteria in all of our investment and saving 

products is one of our fiduciary duties," he added. 

Outside Europe, Catholic organizations in Argentina, Australia, Kenya, Sierra Leone and South 

Africa also announced divestment intentions. 

"As a developing country it would be easy to continue to raise emissions through the global 

framework and feel we are doing our equitable part," said Kevin Roussel, executive director of 

Catholic Welfare and Development, in South Africa, in a statement. "We are making a strong 

commitment to divestment to promote a just transition in the economy which is good for the 

planet and good for us all." 

Franciscan Fr. Richard Rohr, whose Albuquerque-based Center for Action and Contemplation 

also pledged to divest, called the action "a deeply spiritual act." 



"A world that lets climate change grow is a world that does not honor our Creator," Rohr said in 

a statement. 

Two orders and two congregations of women religious who minister internationally also 

announced divestment plans. The School Sisters of Notre Dame, based in Connecticut, went 

through the process in 2016 of removing fossil fuel investments from their retirement fund. 

"It seems evident to me that fossil fuels are one of the major causes of climate change … if we 

say that, then I don't think we can be invested in companies that are producing the fossil fuels. I 

think we need to be consistent," Sr. Ethel Howley, the congregation's social responsibility 

liaison, told NCR. 

Still, the congregation believed it important to retain a small investment in fossil fuel companies 

for the purpose of engaging companies in the energy extraction industry. As members of the 

Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, the School Sisters of Notre Dame were among the 

religious groups that signed onto a resolution approved in May by nearly two-thirds of 

shareholders that requested the company produce an annual report on the long-term impact on its 

business from international climate polices, in particular the Paris Agreement. 

"It's also important to have corporations make some changes in their policies, so that it's less 

detrimental to the climate and to our planet," Howley said, given the dependence sisters and all 

of society have on energy, still widely produced by the burning of natural gas, oil and coal.  

In May, nine Catholic organizations pledged to divest from fossil fuels. That followed the 

commitments made by seven Catholic institutions at the time of last year's Feast of St. Francis. 

The quadrupling in organizations in five months offers "clear evidence that the fossil fuel 

divestment movement is growing in strength and momentum" among Catholics, said Cecilia 

Dall'Oglio, European programs manager for Global Catholic Climate Movement who is heading 

up its divestment campaign, in an email. 

She called those divesting Catholic groups "prophetic in their stand against dirty energy, which 

fuels climate change and hurts families around the globe." Rebecca Elliott, communications 

director for Global Catholic Climate Movement, saw the collective action as a sign of "united 

Catholic leadership on protecting creation." 

"These institutions are representing some of the most significant places and people in the 

church," she told NCR, adding that the inclusion of Assisi offered "a beautiful connection" back 

to St. Francis and his intimate connection to the natural world. 

The latest divestment announcement comes at the end of the Season of Creation, a month-long 

period of prayer and reflection for Christians that begins on Sept. 1 with the World Day of Prayer 

for the Care of Creation. 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncroline.org. Follow him on 

Twitter: @BrianRoewe.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/exxonmobil-shareholders-push-through-climate-resolution
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Hindu festival chokes Indian waterways with flowers and idol debris   

 

By Michael Safi 

The Guardian  

 

Environmentalists say holy ceremonies such as 10-day Durga Puja overwhelming already 

polluted Yamuna river 

Sections of a major river in Delhi are choking with plastic, flowers and debris after an annual 

Hindu festival in which hundreds of idols were immersed in Indian waterways. 

The 10-day Durga Puja, which celebrates the victory of the goddess Durga over the buffalo 

demon Mahishasura, concluded over the weekend with mass immersion ceremonies across the 

Indian subcontinent. 

Enormous and elaborate likenesses of Durga – usually depicted with 10 arms and riding a lion – 

were paraded through cities and villages by devotees on Saturday and then cast into water, 

symbolising the goddess’ return to her mythological home on Mount Kailash. 

But in the days after the festival, waterways dense with debris, rubbish and flowers have become 

a regular sight, particularly in large population centres such as Delhi, whose main river, the 

Yamuna, is already one of the most polluted in India. 

Indian courts have tried to mitigate the environmental damage by banning the immersion of idols 

made from non-biodegradable materials such as gypsum plaster.  

In many cities, including Delhi, the immersions are permitted only in select areas of the river that 

are fenced off to prevent pollution flowing into the stream. 

But Sanjay Upadhyay, an environmental lawyer who has fought for regulation of the ceremony, 

said there was little enforcement of the court orders in the Indian capital. 

“There is no check on whether a particular idol is biodegradable, or whether the non-

biodegradable material has been removed before the idol is immersed,” he said. 

Nor was there a coordinated effort to manage the use or clean-up of the Yamuna after the 

festival, he added. 

The immersions have taken place in some form since at least the 14th century, but Upadhyay 

said the sheer scale of modern ceremonies was overwhelming the Yamuna. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/assisi-diocese-among-40-catholic-groups-divest-fossil-fuels
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/assisi-diocese-among-40-catholic-groups-divest-fossil-fuels
https://www.theguardian.com/world/delhi
https://www.theguardian.com/world/india


“It’s about numbers,” he said. “We are a huge country and a huge place in Delhi. It’s the 

magnitude, and what little happens to mitigate that.” 

Idols were also immersed in the Yamuna last month for Ganesha Chaturthi, a 10-day festival in 

honour of the Hindu god Ganesh. 

The environmental toll of large religious festivals is becoming increasingly evident across South 

Asia.  

Air pollution after Diwali – in which thousands of fireworks are set off across the subcontinent – 

led to schools and construction sites being shut down in Delhi last November. 

In Dhaka, the Bangladesh capital, last year heavy rains and poor drainage led to torrents of blood 

in the streets when thousands of animals were sacrificed for the annual Islamic festival Eid al-

Adha.  

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/03/hindu-festival-indian-waterways-flowers-idol-

debris-yamuna-river 
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Catholic church to make record divestment from fossil fuels  

 

By Arthur Neslen 

The Guardian  

October 3, 2017 

More than 40 Catholic institutions are to announce the largest ever faith-based divestment from 

fossil fuels, on the anniversary of the death of St Francis of Assisi. 

The sum involved has not been disclosed but the volume of divesting groups is four times higher 

than a previous church record, and adds to a global divestment movement, led by investors worth 

$5.5tn. 

Christiana Figueres, the former UN climate chief who helped negotiate the Paris climate 

agreement, hailed Tuesday’s move as “a further sign we are on the way to achieving our 

collective mission”. 

She said: “I hope we will see more leaders like these 40 Catholic institutions commit, because 

while this decision makes smart financial sense, acting collectively to deliver a better future for 

everybody is also our moral imperative.” 

Church institutions joining the action include the Archdiocese of Cape Town, the Episcopal 

Conference of Belgium and the diocese of Assisi-Nocera Umbra-Gualdo Tadino, the spiritual 

home of the world’s Franciscan brothers. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/06/delhi-air-pollution-closes-schools-for-three-days
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/sep/14/rivers-of-blood-dhaka-bangladesh-eid-animal-sacrifices
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/03/hindu-festival-indian-waterways-flowers-idol-debris-yamuna-river
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/oct/03/hindu-festival-indian-waterways-flowers-idol-debris-yamuna-river
https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/05/11/nine-catholic-institutions-divest-fossil-fuels-ahead-g7/


A spokesman for the €4.5bn German Church bank and Catholic relief organisation Caritas said 

that it was committing to divest from coal, tar sands and shale oil.  

In a symbolically charged move, the Italian town of Assisi will also shed all oil, coal and gas 

holdings the day before a visit by the Italian prime minister, Paolo Gentiloni, to mark St 

Francis’s feast day. 

Assisi’s mayor, Stefania Proietti – a former climate mitigation professor – told the Guardian: 

“When we pay attention to the environment, we pay attention to poor people, who are the first 

victims of climate change.  

“When we invest in fossil fuels, we stray very far from social justice. But when we disinvest and 

invest in renewable and energy efficiency instead, we can mitigate climate change, create a 

sustainable new economic deal and, most importantly, help the poor.” 

The origins of the latest church action lie in last year’s climate encyclical by Pope Francis – 

himself named after St Francis of Assisi – although the project was advanced by the Global 

Catholic Climate Movement. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/03/catholic-church-to-make-record-

divestment-from-fossil-fuels 
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Notching a 'Victory' for our common home 

 

By Brian Fraga 

Our Sunday Visitor Newsweekly  

 

Sisters leave a legacy by acting on the ecological call of Pope Francis and preserving their land 

forever 

Thousands of years ago, the melting glaciers from Canada that carved out the Great Lakes also 

released a torrent of water that forged the Wabash River Valley in Indiana.Those waters cut 

through the region’s sandstone to create a bluff known as Victory Noll in Huntington, just over 

two miles from Our Sunday Visitor’s headquarters. From Canada, the glaciers also brought with 

them lands filled with granite and quartz that are not native to Indiana.  

“Learning that, we realized the land was something that needed to be preserved,” said Sister 

Ginger Downey, the general secretary of the Our Lady of Victory Missionary Sisters, a small 

religious community of women dedicated to serving the poor in the name of Christ. 

Sister Ginger told Our Sunday Visitor about her community’s decision to forever preserve the 

107 acres of forest and prairie behind the order’s convent and motherhouse in Huntington. They 

unanimously agreed to sell the property to ACRES Land Trust, a nonprofit organization that 

http://www.ansa.it/sito/notizie/politica/2017/09/20/gentiloni-ad-assisi-a-festa-s.francesco_a75bdcb9-3243-4eba-b063-22b342f00d9c.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jun/16/catholic-orders-take-their-lead-from-the-pope-and-divest-from-fossil-fuels
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/jun/15/pope-francis-destruction-ecosystem-leaked-encyclical
https://catholicclimatemovement.global/
https://catholicclimatemovement.global/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/03/catholic-church-to-make-record-divestment-from-fossil-fuels
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/03/catholic-church-to-make-record-divestment-from-fossil-fuels


preserves natural areas in northeast Indiana, southern Michigan and northwest Ohio. The closing 

took place June 6. 

ACRES Land Trust will essentially “sit” on the property, ensuring that the woods and prairie 

space will not be sold to developers. The property’s topography — steep in some places — 

would not be easily developed anyway, but the community at least knows the land will always be 

a place where people can walk and sit on the bluff to look at nature and marvel at God’s creation. 

Natural beauty 

“It’s peaceful. People can come here and get their thoughts together. That’s something we need 

to nurture and to help people to develop, because we’re in such a noisy world,” Sister Ginger 

said. 

Archbishop John Francis Noll, the founder of Our Sunday Visitor and bishop of Fort Wayne, 

Indiana, from 1925-56, provided much of the land and the needed funding for the Victory Noll 

sisters in the early 1920s. He dedicated the community’s main building on July 4, 1925. Sister 

Ginger said the property was originally called the Our Sunday Visitor Farm. 

“We then subsequently bought the land, probably about 200 acres at the time,” said Sister 

Ginger, adding that the Victory Noll sisters sold a portion of the property in the mid-1940s and 

then farmed the remaining land and leased it to tenant farms for many years. 

Sister Ginger added that the community’s members, several of whom grew up as farmers’ 

daughters, over the years worked with many poor farmers who lived off the land. Many of the 

sisters worked closely with the United Farm Workers Movement and Cesar Chavez, the labor 

leader and civil rights activist. 

Over the last 20 years, Sister Ginger said, the Victory Noll sisters have had a gradual awakening 

of the significance of open space, ecology, ecosystems and the interconnectedness of the earth 

and life in God’s creation. The sisters’ charism has long included caring for the earth, but the 

community developed a concern for open space especially as former farmlands in Huntington 

and the region were taken over for residential development. 

When Pope Francis wrote Laudato Si’ (“On Care for Our Common Home”), his 2015 encyclical 

on ecology, Sister Ginger described it in some ways as a final recognition of what the sisters had 

long taught and believed. 

“It fit with what we had been working with for a number of years,” Sister Ginger said, “about the 

sacredness of the land, that it’s our home, and we have to be careful with it.” 

The soul of conservation 

By the mid to late 1990s, the Victory Noll sisters had begun looking at conserving the property. 

Around 2000, the sisters entered into the process of conserving the land through the U.S. Bureau 

of Land Management. And two years ago, they began negotiations with ACRES Land Trust, 



which was founded in 1960 and functioned as an all-volunteer organization until the appointment 

of its first executive director in 1992. 

Its current executive director, Jason Kissel, found the experience of working with the sisters 

powerful. He told OSV that, in working with landowners about why they want to preserve their 

land, it often takes some prompting to get them to articulate the core value behind their decision. 

But with the Victory Noll sisters, they simply handed him a piece of paper, a Land Ethic the 

community had written. 

“It was beautiful. It was years of thought and prayer and just this intentional voice saying, 

‘Here’s why we love our land, and here’s why it’s part of our ministry,’” Kissel said. 

“The Land Ethic is about caring for the Earth, how the Earth is sacred,” Sister Ginger said. “We 

look at that idea, that the Earth is a gift from God and also a sacrament for us. We’ve been given 

this piece of earth to care for and to cherish and to use it as a way of being in communion with 

God and in being in communion with creation in a very unique way.” 

The encounter with the Victory Noll sisters prompted Kissel and his staff to read Laudato Si’ and 

to continue engaging in dialogue with both the sisters and their other partners in conservation 

about the values they share. 

A trending legacy 

Today, the Our Lady of Victory Missionary Sisters has 59 members, 44 of whom live at the 

motherhouse in Huntington. Their decision to enter into a land preservation compact is not 

unique among religious communities in the United States. Over the last few decades, several 

communities across the country have taken to steps to preserve their lands from development. As 

the religious orders’ members have aged and shrunk in numbers, the communities have been 

thinking about how their lands will be used by future generations. 

Those communities have increasingly concluded the best legacy they can leave behind is the 

preservation of their land. 

“Over the last 15 years, religious orders began to work with the land conservancy community to 

find ways to protect and conserve the land, so if the orders left their places, their buildings would 

find other purposes and new meanings, and the land would not be sold for quick capital gains,” 

said Sister Chris Loughlin, a Dominican Sister of Peace whose community sponsors the Crystal 

Spring Center in Plainville, Massachusetts. 

“Historically, religious orders have maintained, in essence held in trust, these beautiful 

landscapes where their ministries were situated,” Sister Chris said. “Very often, the ministries 

they founded were located in open spaces, whether they be oceanfronts or farmlands. These were 

quiet places, places where the whole notion of the presence of God in nature was tangible.” 

In 1991, Sister Chris’s community began using their land to start a community-sponsored 

agriculture program, which included an organic garden and the Crystal Spring Center, which is 



described on its website as an open space where “people gather to reflect, rethink, and 

reconstitute our human way of becoming a healing presence on this planet we call home.” 

In 2008, the land was permanently protected from development. Crystal Spring then partnered 

with the Massachusetts Land Trust Coalition to form the Religious Lands Conservancy Project, 

an initiative that helps other religious communities work with the conservation community. 

Among the orders that have decided to preserve their lands, often while turning down lucrative 

offers from developers, were the Sisters of Providence in Holyoke, Massachusetts. According to 

the Religious Lands Conservancy Project, the sisters rejected a large sum for their 25 acres along 

the Connecticut River, instead leasing the land for one dollar to a nonprofit that uses urban 

agriculture programs to train migrant and immigrant farmers. In 2009, the land was preserved 

permanently from development. 

https://www.osv.com/OSVNewsweekly/National/Article/TabId/717/ArtMID/13622/ArticleID/23

299/Notching-a-Victory-for-our-common-home.aspx 
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China to establish ecological civilization demonstration zones in Jiangxi, Guizhou 

The State Council of the People’s Republic of China 

The general offices of the Communist Party of China Central Committee and the State Council 

jointly released plans to set up ecological civilization demonstration zones in Jiangxi and 

Guizhou provinces. 

According to the plans, a systematic and complete ecological civilization system will be built in 

the two demonstration zones by 2020. 

By 2020, the forest coverage rate in Jiangxi will remain at 63 percent, the quality of surface 

water and main lakes and rivers will be greatly improved and above-county level cities will 

enjoy blue skies and cleaner air 92.8 percent of the 365 days in each year.  

By 2020 in Guizhou, the construction land area will be limited within 744,000 hectares, and both 

rural and urban living areas will be restricted within a reasonable range with optimized urban 

planning, including a more efficient garbage and sewage disposal system. 

Forest coverage in Guizhou will be expanded to 105,600 hectares, with improved air and water 

quality by 2020.  

Guizhou will then be built into a colorful park province with beautiful mountains and clear 

waters that are more suitable for living.  

https://www.osv.com/OSVNewsweekly/National/Article/TabId/717/ArtMID/13622/ArticleID/23299/Notching-a-Victory-for-our-common-home.aspx
https://www.osv.com/OSVNewsweekly/National/Article/TabId/717/ArtMID/13622/ArticleID/23299/Notching-a-Victory-for-our-common-home.aspx
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The Challenge of Creating ‘Ecological Civilization’ in China 

 

By Mary Evelyn Tucker 

Yale School of Forestry & Environmental Studies 

 

In the last decade the Chinese government has realized the need to create not just a prosperous 

and technologically sophisticated society but an “ecological civilization” based on its cultural 

and religious traditions. In the sacred mountains of Henan, Yale Professor Mary Evelyn Tucker 

recently participated in the Songshan Forum, an annual meeting that has become part of this 

effort. 

 

The plane arrived in one of the world’s most polluted cities, Zhengzhou, in western China. My 

husband, John Grim, and I were here for the Songshan Forum focused broadly on “Ecological 

Civilization” held in mid-September in Dengfeng. This is in Henan, a province of some 94 

million people. If Henan were a nation-state it would be the world’s 12th-largest economy. 

China’s rapid modernization in a few short decades — on a scale unfathomable to most 

Americans — has resulted in staggering environmental problems, which are evident here. 

  

Henan is in the midst of a severe drought, as are many parts of China. We saw the burnt-out 

crops of corn and wheat. The local river, now channeled into concrete basins, has dried up from a 

lack of runoff from the surrounding mountains. We feel the air thick with smog and particulate 

matter. At times it is hard to breathe. It is now obvious that the price to pay for modernization is 

indeed high in China. 

  

The air, water, and soil are polluted. Food is tainted with pesticides. Water for drinking or 

irrigation is diminishing. Infant formula has been contaminated and children have died. Families 

are trying to buy safe formula from abroad. The health of the Chinese people is being severely 

compromised. Everything about contemporary China invites rethinking “economic progress” and 

reimagining appropriate limits to growth. 

  

What happens when more than a billion people seek the fruits of modernity — electricity, cars, 

refrigerators, television, cell phones? Sustainability and equity, along with food and water, are 

challenged on a vast, indeed planetary scale. China’s resource demands are depleting forests and 

fisheries, along with oil and coal, around the world. China is drawing on sources across North 

America, including the tar sands in Canada. Even more will be extracted there if the proposed 

Keystone pipeline is built through the U.S. 

  

Ecological Civilization 

  

The environmental and social problems seem intractable. How can the life-support systems, 

which give us food and water, be preserved? Where can we find traction for sustainability? 

http://english.gov.cn/policies/latest_releases/2017/10/04/content_281475898093070.htm
http://www.unep.org/ourplanet/march-2016/articles/ecological-civilization
http://www.unep.org/ourplanet/march-2016/articles/ecological-civilization


Clearly we need science, policy, law, technology, and economics to solve these issues. But 

spiritual and ethical perspectives of the world’s religions must also be brought to bear. And so it 

is, against great odds that some Chinese are trying to reconfigure their assumptions of endless 

growth and extraction and find a path toward a sustainable future. This is why we have flown 

8,000 miles in 24 hours from New York to Shanghai and on to the heartland of the ancient 

Yellow River valley civilization of China.  

 

Why now? Why here? The pressing answer is that pervasive pollution across China is putting the 

entire nation at risk. In the last decade the Chinese have realized the need to create not just a 

prosperous and technologically sophisticated society, but an “ecological civilization” based on 

the cultural and religious traditions of China. The Songshan Forum, which has been meeting 

yearly since 2011, is part of this effort. The setting of the conference, Songshan, a UNESCO 

World Heritage Site, is one of the sacred mountains of traditional China. Here the three religions 

of China — Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism — have given unique expression to their 

interwoven history. At Songshan there is not only the famous Shaolin Buddhist Temple, so 

closely associated with the “meritorious actions” (kung-fu) of the martial arts, but also the 

Confucian Songyang Academy and the Zhongyue Daoist temple. Now, the region’s majestic 

mountains are often hidden in sulfurous acidity rather than the misty clouds of the traditional 

Song Dynasty landscape painters. But a revival of China’s religious traditions, especially 

Confucianism, is underway, with significant implications for environmental awareness. 

  

These traditions were nearly obliterated in the Cultural Revolution under Mao from 1966 to 

1976. He sought to destroy the past and create a new socialist future for China, with devastating 

impact on both society and the environment. Four decades later, politicians, academics, 

journalists, and ordinary people are exploring how Confucian moral philosophy and ethical 

concerns can be resuscitated to strengthen a sustainable future. 

  

Confucian Revival 

  

In November 2012, the government added the goal of “establishing ecological civilization” to the 

Chinese constitution. Numerous policy papers have been written on this and conferences 

organized on how to realize this long range goal. Several years ago, the governor of Henan and 

his ministers attended the Songshan Forum, where his finance minister called for an innovative 

“circular economy” that leaves no waste through the processes of production, consumption, and 

recycling. While “ecological civilization” sometimes has lofty sounding goals and minority 

people wonder about their role, efforts such as this for an efficacious industrial ecology are 

noteworthy. 

  

Academics are exploring Confucianism and have translated books about religion by western 

scholars into Chinese. This includes the three volumes on Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism 

from the Harvard conference series on world religions and ecology we organized from 1996-98. 

A book on Confucius by media professor Yu Dan has sold over 10 million copies. One of the 

leading scholars of the Confucian revival is Tu Weiming, formerly at Harvard, and now directing 

the Institute for the Advanced Studies in Humanities at Beijing University. He has been the 

principle academic organizer of the Songshan Forum since its founding and an inspiration to 

many on the role on Confucianism within modernity.  



 

The 2017 Songshan Forum underscored the urgency of China’s environmental challenges and 

the potential of its Confucian heritage. This is within the context of worldwide environmental 

challenges exacerbated by climate change. The conference included a morning at the 1,000-year-

old Confucian Academy. It was a beautiful day with uncharacteristically clear skies, a brisk 

wind, and the rhythmic chorus of cicadas. Tu Weiming and three other Confucian scholars, along 

with a Russian scholar, and myself — addressed more than 150 people on aspects of 

Confucianism for social inclusivity and ecological sustainability. I emphasized Confucianism’s 

comprehensive cosmological worldview, its high regard for the value of nature, its relational 

view of humans as partners with nature. 

  

This has been a long journey for me into the study of Confucianism and Confucian-influenced 

societies such as Korea, Japan, Taiwan, Vietnam, and Singapore. It began in 1973-74 when I 

went to Japan to teach at a women’s university, and it continued in my Ph.D. studies at Columbia 

University. I was fascinated by how these Confucian-based countries organized their societies in 

a communitarian manner and managed their environments with government oversight. Though 

ideals were not always realized historically or at present, studying the religious traditions of Asia 

has broadened my understanding of the variety of environmental ethics in cultures around the 

world. 

  

It has been sobering to watch China over the last four decades struggle to feed large numbers of 

people and have fresh water for drinking, irrigation, and hydroelectric power. Veering now 

toward unsustainability and facing 100,000 environmental protests a year, the Chinese 

government and some of its people are trying to steer a different course. 

  

The Great Triad 
  

Thus in the midst of immense challenges, Confucian ecological philosophy and environmental 

ethics are emerging. A revival of Confucian values is growing. The future of our planet may well 

depend on the pace of that growth — not in material wealth, but in moral values that return us all 

to the essential Confucian virtue of humaneness. This virtue implies that people belong to a 

larger whole, the great triad of “Heaven, Earth, and Humans.” Humans are part of the processes 

of the cosmos and of nature and are responsible for completing the triad. They can do this by 

creating the foundations for humane government, harmonious societies, sustainable economies, 

flourishing agriculture, and moral education. No wonder there is a growing interest in a new 

Confucianism for contemporary China. No doubt there is something we in the West can learn 

from this rediscovery as well. 

  

Mary Evelyn Tucker is a Senior Lecturer and Research Scholar at Yale, where she teaches in 

the joint master’s degree program between the Yale School of Forestry & Environmental Studies 

and Yale Divinity School. She is a Confucian scholar who has published five books on 

Confucian philosophy, spirituality, and ecology. She directs the Forum on Religion and Ecology 

at Yale with her husband, John Grim. Their writings include, Ecology and Religion (Island 

Press, 2014). In 2011 they released a multi-media project called Journey of the Universe  with 

evolutionary philosopher Brian Swimme, drawing on the work of historian of religions Thomas 

Berry. Journey of the Universe includes a book from Yale University Press, an Emmy-award 

http://fore.yale.edu/
http://fore.yale.edu/
http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org./


winning film, and a series of 20 interviews with scientists, historians, and 

environmentalists.  These are also available on online classes through Yale/Coursera. The 

courses were released in Chinese on October 1, 2017. More information  

 

http://environment.yale.edu/news/article/the-challenge-of-creating-ecological-civilization-in-

china/ 
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Marking the Feast of St. Francis of Assisi with the spirit of Standing Rock 

 

By Eileen Markey  

America Magazine  

 

Clergy of many faiths from across the United States participate in a prayer circle on Nov. 3, 

2016, in front of a bridge in Standing Rock, N.D., where demonstrators confront police during a 

protest of the Dakota Access pipeline. (CNS photo/Stephanie Keith, Reuters)  

Each year as the New England leaves turn gold and russet and the morning air begins to hold a 

chill, Agape, a lay monastic Catholic community in rural western Massachusetts, gathers friends, 

supporters and the curious to its patch of wooded land to mark the feast of St. Francis of Assisi 

with a day of prayer and learning. 

The program consists of group prayer, talks and presentations by speakers working at the 

intersection of spirituality and activism and an outdoor Mass followed by a potluck dinner 

around a bonfire as the October woods grow dark. For visitors who attend each year, St. Francis 

Day is an opportunity to find God in nature, connect with old friends and reinvigorate their 

commitment to justice while remembering the saint associated with both peacemaking and care 

for creation. 

Long before Pope Francis articulated in “Laudato Si’” a comprehensive Catholic call to care for 

the physical environment, Agape members were focused on treading lightly on the earth and 

combining a contemplative lifestyle with frontline environmental and peace activism. When not 

hosting college students for weeklong retreats on Christian nonviolence, hosting survivors of 

U.S. drone strikes, tending an organic garden or tinkering with a grey water system that reduces 

well water use, Agape members can be found peacefully protesting in Boston against oil and 

natural gas pipelines or marching in Washington, D.C., against the size of the military budget. 

Founded in 1982 by Brayton and Suzanne Shanley, Steve and Nancy James and Father 

Emmanuel McCarthy, Agape has hosted St. Francis Day celebrations for 35 years. The Shanleys 

and a rotating cast of community members see a definitive link between U.S. reliance on fossil 

fuel energy and persistent war-making. 

http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org./
http://environment.yale.edu/news/article/the-challenge-of-creating-ecological-civilization-in-china/
http://environment.yale.edu/news/article/the-challenge-of-creating-ecological-civilization-in-china/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://agapecommunity.org/


This year on Saturday Oct. 7, the theme is “Listening to Native Voices, Standing Rock is 

Everywhere.” The guests of honor and speakers at St. Francis Day are Native American religious 

leaders and activists who were part of the protests at Standing Rock. 

Demonstrators were organizing against an oil pipeline, one that many Lakota Sioux believed 

would endanger their drinking water supply. The protests evolved over the summer and fall of 

2016 into a galvanizing stand on the high plains of North Dakota in defense of the natural 

environment by a people whose deepest spiritual beliefs professed the sacredness of the earth. 

Chief Arvol Looking Horse, who led prayers at Oceti Sakowin, the main Standing Rock 

encampment, will offer the keynote address at the gathering this year. He speaks regularly of the 

earth as under assault, sick with pollution and mistreatment. He makes a religious claim that 

extractive industries and overdevelopment profane a sacred creation. 

Brayton Shanley met Looking Horse and other Native activists when he made a pilgrimage to 

Standing Rock last fall. One of the people he met was Beatrice Menase Kwe Jackson, an Ojibwe 

Native woman, social worker and traditional healer from Michigan. 

She rose at dawn each morning at Standing Rock to lead hundreds of women in a singing 

procession to the Cannonball River. There they dipped copper vessels into the threatened river 

and enacted a water ceremony, a ritual reminding them of and attesting to water’s essential value 

for all living things. In several Native American belief systems women are held to be the 

protectors of water, Ms. Jackson said. 

She will lead a water ceremony at Agape, drawing water from the community’s well and 

including the expected 400 attendees in the ritual. She has been collecting translations of the 

Ojibwe water ceremony song and can now teach others to pray it in Japanese, Swahili, Lakota 

and English. “We want women of every nation, of every people to be able to sing the water song 

in their own language,” she explained. 

Ms. Jackson welcomes the opportunity to share the ceremony with Catholics, she said. “We are 

all believing in the same thing: our beautiful creator. We want the same things, clean water and 

good food and peace.” 

Other speakers include representatives from the Worchester Intertribal Indian Center, the 

Ramapough people of Mahwah, N.J., who have long sought federal recognition as a Native 

American nation, and the Episcopal bishop of western Massachusetts. 

Bill Toller, a deacon at suburban Holy Cross parish in Springfield, Mass., has been bringing 

parishioners to Agape for 14 years. The trip is a capstone in their parish JustFaith effort, an adult 

Catholic social teaching formation program. “When we bring people there who are reading 

things in JustFaith that challenge them, they are open to Agape,” he said. 

“There’s always an appreciation to the commitment and sacrifice that Suzanne and Brayton have 

made to living their Christian faith,” Mr. Toller said. He anticipates a moving interreligious and 

intercultural experience at St. Francis Day this year. 



“I expect it to be very spiritual and very grounded in eco-spirituality, talking about the whole 

Standing Rock issue and how important it is to care for the earth,” he said. “There is so much we 

can learn from the Native American spirituality, which is so close to the earth and God’s 

creation.” 

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/10/05/marking-feast-st-francis-assisi-spirit-

standing-rock 
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Pope Francis emphasises need to care for oceans in message to Our Oceans Conference 

 

By Massimo Costa  

Malta Today 

 

Pope Francis calls oceans "the common heritage of the human family" in letter to participants of 

'Our Ocean' conference being held in Malta 

In a letter addressed to the participants of the ‘Our Ocean’ conference, which is currently 

underway, Pope Francis encouraged efforts to deal with various pressing issues which directly 

affect the welfare of a great number of people.  

The conference is in its fourth edition and is being hosted by the European Union in Malta.  

The Pope mentioned human trafficking, slave labour and inhumane working conditions in the 

fishing and commercial shipping industries, coastal communities’ and fishermen’s families 

standard of living and development opportunities, and the reality of island which are being 

threatened by rising sea levels, as the most pressing problems.  

The Pope said that these issues necessitate that we recognise we have a duty to care for our 

oceans as part of our overall vision of human development. There is also a need for multilateral 

governance with the purpose of pursuing the common good, equipped to operate at international 

and regional levels, under the guidance of international law and following the principle of 

subsidiarity and respect of human dignity.  

The letter calls the oceans “the common heritage of the human family”, echoing the words of 

Maltese Ambassador Arvid Pardo, who was one of the founders of the international law concept 

of “the common heritage of mankind”. Caring for this common inheritance, the Pope added, 

required that we do not ignore the problems of ocean pollution, or the loss of coral reefs, both of 

which were devastating for human and marine life.  

His Holiness noted that “everything is interconnected”. The oceans are thus an important 

resource in the fight against poverty and climate change, both of which are inherently linked. He 

called for new technology for proper governance of the oceans, and new models of production 

and consumption to promote human development that values good governance.  

https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/10/05/marking-feast-st-francis-assisi-spirit-standing-rock
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2017/10/05/marking-feast-st-francis-assisi-spirit-standing-rock


It is now time to work more responsibly to safeguard our oceans and humanity, and to train 

young people to care for our oceans  and appreciate their grandeur. Humanity has to stop seeing 

the oceans as so vast that toxic waste can be disposed in them without concern, and to start 

giving consideration to the serious detrimental effects on marine and coastal ecosystems caused 

by the extraction of minerals from the seabed. Moreover, the causes of crime and human tragedy 

at sea should also start to be adequately addressed. Such causes are usually found on land, the 

Pope added.  

Ministry for Tourism announce new government body to safeguard our seas  

In an address to the ‘Our Ocean’ conference participants, Minister Konrad Mizzi announced a 

commitment to establish a new government body within the Ministry for Tourism, the purpose of 

which would be to study, protect, preserve and manage the care, exposition and appreciation of 

the underwater cultural heritage of Malta. It will have a budget of €1.6 million.  

Protecting the seas around us will lead to the creation of new diving sites around the Maltese 

island, enhance Malta’s maritime tourism product  together with its exposure on a worldwide 

level, and help achieve ocean sustainability for current and future generations, Mizzi said.  

http://www.maltatoday.com.mt/environment/environment/81071/pope_emphasises_need_to_car

e_for_oceans_in_message_to_malta_conference#.WdprkztrzIU 
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For Native Americans, a river is more than a 'person,' it is also a sacred place 

 

By Rosalyn R. LaPier 

The Conversation  

The environmental group Deep Green Resistance recently filed a first-of-its-kind legal suit 

against the state of Colorado asking for personhood rights for the Colorado River. 

If successful, it would mean lawsuits can brought on behalf of the river for any harm done to it, 

as if it were a person. 

In the past, several environmental groups in India, Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia and New Zealand 

have successfully sought protection for rivers and landscapes based on this argument. As a 

Native American scholar of environment and religion, I seek to understand the relationship 

between people and the natural world.  

Native Americans view nature through their belief systems. A river or water does not only 

sustain life – it is sacred. 

http://www.maltatoday.com.mt/environment/environment/81071/pope_emphasises_need_to_care_for_oceans_in_message_to_malta_conference#.WdprkztrzIU
http://www.maltatoday.com.mt/environment/environment/81071/pope_emphasises_need_to_care_for_oceans_in_message_to_malta_conference#.WdprkztrzIU
https://deepgreenresistance.org/en/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/26/us/does-the-colorado-river-have-rights-a-lawsuit-seeks-to-declare-it-a-person.html?mcubz=0&_r=0
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/21/ganges-and-yamuna-rivers-granted-same-legal-rights-as-human-beings
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/apr/10/bolivia-enshrines-natural-worlds-rights
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2008/sep/24/equador.conservation
http://www.truth-out.org/news/item/40786-colombia-grants-legal-rights-to-the-polluted-atrato-river
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/14/world/what-in-the-world/in-new-zealand-lands-and-rivers-can-be-people-legally-speaking.html?
https://theconversation.com/what-makes-a-mountain-hill-or-prairie-a-sacred-place-for-native-americans-73169


Why is water sacred to Native Americans? 

In the past year, the Lakota phrase “Mní wičhóni,” or “Water is life,” became a new national 

protest anthem.  

It was chanted by 5,000 marchers at the Native Nations March in Washington, D.C. this spring, 

and during protests last year as the anthem of the struggle to stop the building of the Dakota 

Access Pipeline under the Missouri River in North Dakota.  

There was a reason: For long years, the Lakota, the Blackfeet and the other Native American 

tribes understood how to live with nature. And it was based on the knowledge of how to live 

within the restrictions of the limited water supply of the “Great American desert” of North 

America.  

Water as sacred place 

Native Americans learned both through observation and experiment, arguably a process quite 

similar to what we might call science today. They also learned from their religious ideas, passed 

on from generation to generation in the form of stories. 

I learned from my grandparents, both members of the Blackfeet tribe in Montana, about the 

sacredness of water. They shared that the Blackfeet believed in three separate realms of existence 

– the Earth, sky and water. The Blackfeet believed that humans, or “Niitsitapi,” and Earth beings, 

or “Ksahkomitapi,” lived in one realm; sky beings, or “Spomitapi,” lived in another realm; and 

underwater beings, or “Soyiitapi,” lived in yet another. The Blackfeet viewed all three worlds as 

sacred because within them lived the divine. 

The water world, in particular, was held in special regard. The Blackfeet believed that in addition 

to the divine beings, about which they learned from their stories, there were divine animals. The 

divine beaver, who could talk to humans, taught the Blackfeet their most important religious 

ceremony. The Blackfeet needed this ceremony to reaffirm their relationships with the three 

separate realms of reality. 

The Soyiitapi, divine water beings, also instructed the Blackfeet to protect their home, the water 

world. The Blackfeet could not kill or eat anything living in water; they also could not disturb or 

pollute water. 

The Blackfeet viewed water as a distinct place – a sacred place. It was the home of divine beings 

and divine animals who taught the Blackfeet religious rituals and moral restrictions on human 

behavior. It can, in fact, be compared to Mount Sinai of the Old Testament, which was viewed as 

“holy ground” and where God gave Moses the Ten Commandments. 

 

Water as life 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/american-indians-to-march-on-white-house-in-rally-for-rights/2017/03/10/8b327e84-04e3-11e7-ad5b-d22680e18d10_story.html?utm_term=.af983e52c1a2
https://theconversation.com/how-will-native-tribes-fight-the-dakota-access-pipeline-in-court-72839
https://theconversation.com/how-will-native-tribes-fight-the-dakota-access-pipeline-in-court-72839
http://www.lib.msu.edu/branches/map/US/800-c-reg4-D-1823-400/
http://www.nebraskapress.unl.edu/product/Invisible-Reality,677467.aspx
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Exodus-Chapter-1/


Native American tribes on the Great Plains knew something else about the relationship between 

themselves, the beaver and water. They learned through observation that beavers helped create 

an ecological oasis within a dry and arid landscape.  

As Canadian anthropologist R. Grace Morgan hypothesized in her dissertation “Beaver 

Ecology/Beaver Mythology,” the Blackfeet sanctified the beaver because they understood the 

natural science and ecology of beaver behavior.  

Morgan believed that the Blackfeet did not harm the beaver because beavers built dams on 

creeks and rivers. Such dams could produce enough of a diversion to create a pond of fresh clean 

water that allowed an oasis of plant life to grow and wildlife to flourish. 

Beaver ponds provided the Blackfeet with water for daily life. The ponds also attracted animals, 

which meant the Blackfeet did not have to travel long distances to hunt. The Blackfeet did not 

need to travel for plants used for medicine or food, either.  

Beavers were part of what ecologists call a trophic cascade, or a reciprocal relationship. Beaver 

ponds were a win-win for all concerned in “the Great American desert” that modern ecologists 

and conservationists are beginning to study only now.  

For the Blackfeet, Lakota and other tribes of the Great Plains, water was “life.” They understood 

what it meant to live in a dry arid place, which they expressed through their religion and within 

their ecological knowledge. 

Rights of rivers 

Indigenous people from around the world share these beliefs about the sacredness of water.  

The government of New Zealand recently recognized the ancestral connection of the Maori 

people to their water. This past spring, the government passed the “Te Awa Tupua Whanganui 

River Claims Settlement Bill,” which provides “personhood” status to the Whanganui River, one 

of the largest rivers on the North Island of New Zealand. This river has come to be recognized as 

having “all the rights, powers, duties, and liabilities of a legal person” – something the Maori 

believed all along.  

The United States does not have such laws. This new lawsuit hopes to change that and give the 

Colorado River “personhood” status. Indigenous people would add, a river is more than a 

“person” – it is also a sacred place. 

This is an updated version of an article originally published on March 21, 2017. 

https://theconversation.com/for-native-americans-a-river-is-more-than-a-person-it-is-also-a-

sacred-place-85302 
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McKibben talks climate change 

 

By Chloe Glass 

Yale Daily News 

Award-winning author and environmental activist Bill McKibben addressed a crowd in Woolsey 

Hall Tuesday afternoon about the quickening pace of climate change and the ways citizens can 

work together to fight back. 

Timothy Dwight College invited McKibben as part of the college’s Chubb Fellowship program, 

which aims to foster an interest in public affairs within the undergraduate community. McKibben 

divided his talk into five segments and discussed both the history of renewable energy efforts 

and why these efforts have taken so long to integrate into policy. 

“When it comes to climate change, winning slowly is a different way of losing because that is 

what we are doing now,” he said. 

McKibben opened the talk by describing the pace of the unfolding climate change crisis to date, 

noting that scientists in the 1980s already understood the planet was “in trouble,” but that the 

scientific community and the general public had yet to realize the accelerated pace or 

consequences of climate change. He pointed to the recent hurricanes that have swept through the 

Caribbean and the wildfires raging across Northern California as examples of the effects of 

exacerbated climate change. 

Next, he predicted the likely pace of future damage, even if all the countries did abide by the 

directives set out in the 2015 Paris Climate Accords. The regulations are “small enough and slow 

enough that temperatures will continue to rise,” he said, adding that already, rising sea levels, 

floods and wildfires have caused there to be “climate refugees.” 

“We are in the middle of the sixth great mass extinction event of the planet,” McKibben said. 

“The other five have been driven by mass quantities of carbon dioxide forced into the 

atmosphere, and we are doing that more quickly than ever.” 

McKibben then discussed the future growth rate of renewable energy as an industry. He spoke 

about approaches various societies have taken to move toward a higher reliance on renewable 

energy, mentioning Denmark’s multifaceted use of wind energy and North African villages’ 

adoption of solar panel technology. 

In examining why some governments have been slow to champion renewable energy sources, 

McKibben explained that there is not a lack of scientific data, but rather that fossil fuel 

businesses have enough money and power “to win the fight.” 

“[The fossil fuel industry] is willing to extend their business plan for two to three decades even 

at the cost of breaking the only planet we have,” he said. 



To conclude, McKibben stressed the important and decisive role the individual can play in 

encouraging the switch to renewable energy sources. He said that under President Donald 

Trump, whom he called a climate change denier, citizens now have to play larger roles in 

activism, as “there is no fallback plan for inaction.” 

“The planet is now way, way outside its comfort zone,” McKibben said. “So we need to be 

outside our comfort zones too.” 

Following the talk, he attended a reception with college fellows in Timothy Dwight and a dinner 

with undergraduates. 

Many students agreed with McKibben’s message, especially noting the tone he struck — not 

trying to convince the audience of the effects of climate change, but rather underscoring the 

activism needed to mitigate those effects. 

Noah Macey ’19 said he was impressed by the way McKibben excited and engaged an audience 

that already supported renewable energy efforts. 

“Most people will talk about climate change and not ways to fight it, and he was showing us how 

to combat it,” Anusha Manglik ’21 said. “And he was very funny.” 

School of Forestry and Environmental Studies professor Mary Evelyn Tucker introduced 

McKibben as “one of the most creative thinkers I know,” adding that he effectively 

communicates with audiences of all ages. McKibben, who founded 350.org — the first global 

grassroots climate change movement — said the venture connects communities across 

generations. 

The Chubb Fellowship began inviting speakers to talk at Yale in 1949. 

https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2017/10/11/mckibben-talks-climate-change/ 
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Earth is speaking. Loudly. Can we hear? 

 

By Elizabeth Allison 

Huffington Post 

Twenty-one wildfires are ravaging California, and the Bay Area chokes on air that is smoggier 

than that of Beijing. This catastrophe follows the wildfires that blackened the Pacific Northwest 

and Canada, and the deluge of four hurricanes that stomped the Caribbean and southern United 

States in quick succession. With weather systems so out-of-whack that nothing seems 

predictable, even sober, rational citizens are increasingly considering the possibility that a 

vengeful deity is demanding a stop to so much abuse.  

https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2017/10/11/mckibben-talks-climate-change/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/post-nation/wp/2017/10/11/killer-wildfires-continue-to-scorch-californias-wine-country-with-21-dead-and-hundreds-missing/?utm_term=.7ea6ddbf971c
https://modernluxury.com/san-francisco/story/hold-your-breath-the-bay-areas-air-quality-worse-beijing-athens-or-mexico-city
https://modernluxury.com/san-francisco/story/hold-your-breath-the-bay-areas-air-quality-worse-beijing-athens-or-mexico-city
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/07/opinion/sunday/hurricanes-climate-public-opinion.html


An internet meme shows a supersized pickup truck emitting billows of black smoke into the air, 

with the caption “Yeah f**k you, Earth.” An image below shows an aerial view of the dense 

cyclonic clouds of Hurricane Harvey, with the caption “Well f**k you, too.” 

As September’s hurricanes moved north, a social media commenter opined: “Having taken out 

the oil refineries in Houston, the earth protector spirit is aiming at Mar a Lago. It is harsh, but so 

is the situation it finds itself it” (Sept. 7, 2017). 

Such social media posts suggest an implicit awareness of the limits of the punishment Earth can 

take, and awakening to the idea of sentience and agency within Earth herself. When the chemist 

James Lovelock proposed the Gaia hypothesis – the idea that the entire Earth is a complex, self-

regulating entity that maintains the conditions for life through the complex interplay of 

biological and chemical factors – in the 1970s, he was widely critiqued for his implicit animism. 

While such awareness has existed for eons among Native and indigenous peoples, it is a 

relatively recent awakening among modern Americans. Terms that describe awareness of the 

sentience of other life forms – and even larger living systems up to the entire planet – like 

‘animism’ or ‘panpsychism’ are often shunned from contemporary discourse.  

The Mechanistic Paradigm 

Most modern Americans are taught the mechanistic paradigm that gained prominence in Europe 

between 1500 and 1700, and spread around the world through European colonialism. In this 

paradigm, matter is divisible, corpuscular, passive, inert, and insensate, and thus ripe for 

management and control, according to the University of California - Berkeley environmental 

historian Carolyn Merchant. Her groundbreaking book, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, 

and the Scientific Revolution, chronicles the religious, cultural, philosophical, political, 

economic, ecological, and technological shifts in early modern Europe that changed the ways 

society understood nature.  

First published in 1980, Merchant’s book is as relevant today as ever. Our current understandings 

of modernity and progress were established 500 years ago with scientific, philosophical, and 

religious precepts that separated mind from matter and nature from context. The mechanistic 

paradigm that gained traction in the early modern period seeks power and control to create a 

certain, consistent, predictable world. Matter is context-independent and can be re-arranged 

according to mathematical rules. Nonhuman nature came to be seen as lacking intrinsic value 

and thus available for indiscriminate human uses. In this perspective nonhuman nature has no 

agency, direction, or purpose of its own, but is subject to manipulation and instrumental use.  

The Limits of the Mechanistic Model 

Some observers are beginning to recognize the limits to this mechanistic point of view, which 

gave rise to the conditions that allowed the atmosphere to be oversaturated with carbon dioxide, 

trapping more heat and creating the conditions for more intense hurricanes and wildfires. A more 

embracing and comprehensive understanding of nonhuman nature that incorporates agency and 

meaning may be more accurate.  

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2010/aug/27/james-lovelock-gaia
https://ourenvironment.berkeley.edu/people/carolyn-merchant


Indigenous, Native, and non-Western peoples have respected the agency, and even intention, to 

the activity of nature for millennia. The evolutionary heritage of all humans includes close 

relations with nonhuman nature in ways that treat nature with respect and reverence. Recent 

work in biology and ecology shows that other life forms are not instinct-driven or insensate 

automatons, but rather have significant interests and preferences, which they communicate to 

others within and beyond their species group. For example, in his recent book The Songs of 

Trees, the biologist David George Haskell shows the many ways that trees communicate among 

themselves and with the larger world, including the human world 

Moving Toward a Paradigm of Partnership and Care 

It is time to take seriously the possibility that Earth is speaking to us in the most direct, poignant 

manner possible. The unprecedented series of weather perturbations, including hurricanes, 

wildfires, and extreme flooding in South Asia, are alerting people to the limits of abuse that 

Earth can absorb. Earth will retaliate when pushed too far.  

To consider this possibility, we needn’t subscribe to a mystical perspective, but simply to 

recognize that all living systems have limits, and when pushed beyond those limits, they begin to 

break down. Humans, animals, and plants all behave in unusual ways when pushed to the limits 

of their physiological tolerance. It should not be surprising that a planet comprised of living 

beings would also behave unusually as the boundaries of its tolerance are reached.  

Resilience is defined ecologically as the amount of change an ecological system can absorb 

before morphing into a new type of system. Earth – particularly its atmosphere, oceans and soils 

– have absorbed a tremendous amount of change over the past one hundred years, with the rate 

of change increasing with every year. Having been asked to absorb into the atmosphere, soils, 

and oceans more carbon that these great carbon sinks can handle, Earth is resisting this abusive 

imposition. 

Transgressing Earth’s planetary boundaries will result in responses that make human life on 

Earth increasingly difficult. We have gotten a taste of this possibility over the past few weeks. It 

is time to pay attention to the unequivocal messages we are receiving about our impacts on 

Earth. The mechanistic paradigm no longer serves us. We must stop imagining Earth as an 

insentient machine, and start perceiving her as a partner to whom obligations of care and respect 

are owed.  

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/earth-is-speaking-loudly-can-we-

hear_us_59dfe6a5e4b003f928d5e569 
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Development, human rights, environment -- 'water is at the heart of all of it' 

 

By Soli Salgado 

Global Sisters Report 

http://www.sewanee.edu/academics/biology/facstaff/haskell.php
https://www.resalliance.org/resilience
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/earth-is-speaking-loudly-can-we-hear_us_59dfe6a5e4b003f928d5e569
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/earth-is-speaking-loudly-can-we-hear_us_59dfe6a5e4b003f928d5e569


Water is the entry point for those on the justice-peace journey, Sr. Maura McGrath says. 

"Water is life, it's sacred, so it's got to be our way into making any moves in terms of equality 

and human rights," said the Congregation of Notre Dame sister from Montreal, one of many 

women religious around the world employing creative measures to make those moves concrete 

in their communities. 

With clean water scarcity affecting nearly half the world's population, the United Nations' 

sustainable development goal on water and sanitation aims for universal access to safe drinking 

water, sanitation and hygiene by 2030. 

Sisters work toward these goals on the ground, providing water filters to locals or organizing 

communities to construct piping. Others pursue sustainable development behind the scenes, 

focusing on responsible usage at the corporate level, such as with Campbell Soup Company and 

Tyson Foods. (The latter recently pleaded guilty to criminal charges for water pollution in 

Missouri.) 

Using money to hold the powerful accountable 

Wielding their power as shareholders to challenge corporations, sisters from a number of 

communities are teaming up to ensure the companies are water-conscious in their corporate 

practices. 

Dominican Sr. Judy Byron is director of the Northwest Coalition for Responsible Investment. 

The coalition is a member of the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility (ICCR), which 

includes more than 300 shareholders internationally and uses that leverage to work with 

companies on social, environmental and governance issues. Most of its members are 

congregations of women religious. 

"At ICCR, we look at the priorities of the members and then decide, OK, the human right to 

water is a priority of our members, so we're going to address that with companies," Byron said. 

"So then the communities who have that as a priority and hold shares in the company then 

collaborate." 

"If one person is speaking to a company, that's one thing, but sometimes on some of these issues, 

we get 10, 15, sometimes up to 30 members working on the issues. When you come to the 

company, and you have 15 shareholders who are concerned about the issue, it makes a 

difference." 

Sisters are using the U.N.'s "Human Right to Water," which says water should be accessible, safe 

and affordable to all, as a standard for what they expect from companies. The congregation's 

representatives first request dialogues with the company, as they have been doing successfully 

for about seven years with Campbell Soup Company, with Maryknoll sisters taking the lead. 

Campbell has recognized that water is a critical resource for both life and its business and "has 

been a leader" with the company's implementation of the U.N.'s goals, Byron said. Through a 

http://www.cnd-m.org/en/home/index.php
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/water-and-sanitation/
http://globalsistersreport.org/node/49566
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/tyson-poultry-pleads-guilty-clean-water-act-violations-connection-discharge-acidic-feed
https://www.sistersofmary.org/
http://www.ipjc.org/programs/nwcri.htm
http://www.iccr.org/
http://www.un.org/waterforlifedecade/human_right_to_water.shtml
https://maryknollsisters.org/


water stewardship policy, the company tracks and publicly reports its use of water and holds 

contracted farmers to the same standard by setting requirements that encourage conservative 

methods of watering. 

"If they don't comply, then they won't be a supplier for Campbell," Byron said. 

The Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility was the only stakeholder to ask Campbell to 

take a stance on the human right to water, said Dave Stangis, vice president of corporate 

responsibility at Campbell. Stangis, who is also the chief sustainability officer, is the liaison 

between the sisters and the company. 

He said the fact that the sisters are shareholders of Campbell and not just an activist group makes 

a huge difference: They are invested in the company with a view for the long term. 

"It's a refreshing conversation to talk to people who are interested, aligned, and who happen to be 

investors in the company," he said. "They really do want to feel good about what they and their 

institutions own." 

"They're tough, they know their stuff, but most of our conversations are two-way," he said of 

working with the coalition. "They're looking to learn from us what the real challenges are, trying 

to really understand some of the concepts that they might only hear bits and pieces of from other 

companies and stakeholders. It's been a positive conversation for many years now." 

But when dialogues prove not to be enough — as is the case with Tyson Foods, a poultry 

company based in Springdale, Arkansas — the interfaith coalition files a shareholder resolution. 

Shareholders must hold more than $2,000 worth of stock for at least a year before they can file a 

resolution voted on at the company's annual meeting. 

Tyson pleaded guilty Sept. 27 in federal court to two criminal charges of violating the Clean 

Water Act in Springfield, Missouri. Discharges at its slaughter and processing facility led to the 

death of about 108,000 fish in Clear Creek in the city of Monett. Along with a $2 million fine, 

the company will have to implement environmental compliance programs. 

Tyson declined to comment for this story. 

Fifteen percent of Tyson's shareholders (representing millions of shares) have signed on to a 

resolution to hold suppliers more liable, an effort spearheaded by the American Baptist Home 

Mission Societies. The resolution will be voted on in early 2018. 

A majority of those supporting the resolution are religious communities: Adrian Dominican 

Sisters, Daughters of Charity, Felician Sisters, Monasterio Pan de Vida (Benedictine Sisters), 

Sisters of Providence (Mother Joseph Province), Sisters of St. Francis of Philadelphia, and Good 

Shepherd Sisters. 

In August, the group led by American Baptist Home Mission Societies filed a resolution for the 

fourth time since 2014 at the company's annual meeting. Tyson has not yet adopted a water 

http://www.campbellcsr.com/planet/agriculture.html#our
http://www.campbellcsr.com/planet/
http://www.tysonfoods.com/
http://www.tysonfoods.com/media/news-releases/2017/09/tyson-poultry-inc-resolves-federal-concerns-about-2014-incident
http://abhms.org/
http://abhms.org/
http://www.adriandominicans.org/
http://www.adriandominicans.org/
http://www.benedictinas.lag.mx/?
http://www.sistersofprovidence.net/
http://osfphila.org/
http://sistersofthegoodshepherd.com/
http://sistersofthegoodshepherd.com/


stewardship policy that the group has put forth, but Mary Beth Gallagher, executive director of 

the Tri-State Coalition for Responsible Investment (also a member of the interfaith coalition), 

said more investors sign on to the resolution every year. 

When the first resolution was brought to the annual meeting in 2015, only 10 percent of 

shareholders supported it; now, about 15 percent do, Gallagher said. However, Tyson Limited 

Partnership, which is primarily Tyson family members, owns more than 70 percent of the shares. 

(Without the family's votes, the resolution would have gone from 15 percent to 59 percent in 

support, Gallagher said.) 

Despite the disparity in control over shares, Gallagher said, "investor pressure is growing to have 

the company take steps to manage water in a more proactive, systemic and responsible way. 

"There's growing consumer interest around sustainable food and how food is grown, so there's 

reputational risk for Tyson to be associated with poor water management, poor community 

engagement," she said, noting how in September, Tyson had to suspend its plans to build a 

poultry plant in Tonganoxie, Kansas, after the community protested, citing pollution as one of 

the main concerns. 

"So this is relevant to their core business and their ability to continue to grow their model," 

Gallagher said. "If they're not looking at sustainable business practices in a comprehensive way, 

then their social license to operate and community engagement will start to have serious issues." 

Through the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility, Sisters of Mercy also use their power 

as investors to hold mining companies accountable — namely Freeport-McMoRan and 

Newmont — as mining affects both contamination of and accessibility to water. 

"Some of the mines are in water-stretched areas [such as Africa or Central Asia] where there are 

precious resources to start with," said Pat Zerega, director of shareholder advocacy for Mercy 

Investment Services. 

Confronting the corporations can be a challenge, she said, as those living in the region might lack 

a go-to representative in the company with whom they can have a dialogue. 

"When a big company comes in, a lot of the community organizing that you would tend to do is 

extremely hard because we deal with multinational countries that don't really have a presence [of 

representatives] on the ground, and there's usually a language difference. 

"One of the things we can do as shareholders is make that jump," she said, noting that they help 

raise voices by making sure the locals have access to a company representative on the ground. 

The Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility also plans to address leather tannery issues in 

Bangladesh. 

Common practices in Bangladesh include companies regularly dumping wastewater rife with 

acids and dyes into the same rivers where people bathe and wash their clothes. In addition, 

http://tricri.org/
http://d18rn0p25nwr6d.cloudfront.net/CIK-0000100493/130d90bb-ce11-43b8-8830-093d4c85306a.pdf
http://fox4kc.com/2017/09/19/in-letter-to-tonganoxie-community-tyson-food-says-its-putting-plans-for-plant-on-hold/
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/what-we-do/socially-responsible-investing/
http://www.fcx.com/
http://www.newmont.com/home/default.aspx
https://www.sistersofmercy.org/what-we-do/socially-responsible-investing/
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workers in the tanneries don't receive proper equipment to protect themselves from the 

chemicals. 

The Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility plans to engage with companies like Macy's, 

Coach, Sears and Kate Spade that acquire leather from Bangladesh and work with them to 

encourage their suppliers to improve their practices. 

"Sometimes the immediate reaction is to pull out and not use them as suppliers, but that doesn't 

help the people in Bangladesh who need jobs," Byron said. 

Attuned to the importance of water 

In Canada, members of the Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation (JPIC), a department of the 

Canadian Religious Conference that has local contacts in communities to facilitate social justice 

issues, met over the summer to contemplate the vitality, scarcity and spirituality of water. 

The theme of this year's Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation national gathering, held June 6-8 

in Toronto, was Sacred Water, drawing community coordinators and women religious alike to 

share their missions and reflect on water's worth. 

Catholics are especially attuned to the importance of water, said Apraham Niziblian, national 

coordinator for the Canadian Religious Conference and associate director of Justice, Peace and 

Integrity of Creation. 

"From our mother's wombs to its use in baptism and its omnipresence in celebrations — there's a 

centrality to it," he said. 

Those who attended the Sacred Water conference may focus on different aspects of social 

justice, including working on environmental causes or ministering to the poor, and "when you 

bring it all together," Niziblian said, "you realize water is at the heart of all of it." 

Sisters who minister in developing countries, including Bolivia, Haiti or throughout Asia, "come 

back and realize how important water is for the development of women in general," Niziblian 

said. Those who don't have access to water have to give up time for work or education to find 

drinkable water, keeping them "in a cycle that continues to hinder their development," he said. 

He added that although Canada is a developed country with 20 percent of the world's fresh water, 

it's not immune to these issues, either, as developing regions with the country's First Nation 

tribes also lack potable water. 

"That's how [participants] really connected at the conference," Niziblian said. 

McGrath, who also attended the Sacred Water gathering, said it served as a jump-start, 

encouraging congregations to network among themselves — a practice they carried out before 

the conference, but this time with water ministries in mind. 

http://www.crc-canada.org/en/what-do-we-do/jpic/
http://www.crc-canada.org/
http://www.crc-canada.org/en/activite/national-jpic-gathering-2017-june-6-8/


The conference's two speakers demonstrated different ways to call attention to the issue in their 

communities. One was Elder Josephine Mandamin, an Ojibwe grandmother and water walker. 

For 20 years, Mandamin has hosted water walks, in which she walks hundreds, sometimes 

thousands of miles between bodies of water, praying at each stop at a body of water and using 

the opportunity to educate others on the importance of water. 

The second speaker was Maude Barlow, chairperson of the Council of Canadians who also led 

the U.N.'s recognition of water as a human right. Barlow spoke of a project called Blue 

Community, a joint initiative for coalitions that adopt a framework to provide water to the 

public, and said her dream is for every community and city to belong to it. 

McGrath said the speakers reminded her "to do my best to see what we could do as the 

Congregation of Notre Dame, becoming part of Blue Community." 

She said this was the first time she remembers religious communities coming together to discuss 

solely water. 

McGrath recalled a quote from the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. that Barlow invoked in her 

speech, that laws "may not change the heart, but they can restrain the heartless." 

"That helped me in the sense of knowing that there's no way out of it," she said. "We have to try 

to push our lawmakers, those whom we elect," to pass "laws that protect all creation." 

"There's no question that the state of water is dire at this time, so it's incumbent upon us to 

protect it." 

[Soli Salgado is a staff writer for Global Sisters Report. Her email address is 

ssalgado@ncronline.org. Follow her on Twitter @soli_salgado.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/news/environment-equality/development-human-rights-

environment-water-heart-all-it-49666 
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Things are dire, but the fight for Earth is not over, says Bill McKibben 

 

By Susan Gonzalez 

Yale News  

The planet Earth is in the beginning stages of a mass extinction, warned environmental activist 

and author Bill McKibben during his campus visit as a Chubb Fellow on Oct. 10. 

McKibben is the founder of 350.org, a worldwide grassroots movement to stop fossil fuels, and 

the author of more than a dozen books about the environment. He described some of the signs of 

a planet in peril, including: the year 2017 has been the hottest on record; the increasing melting 

https://canadians.org/bluecommunities
https://canadians.org/bluecommunities
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of ice sheets in the Arctic and Antarctic; the rising acidity of oceans and its effect on coral reefs; 

the intensity of the recent devastating hurricanes due to warmer oceans; and massive forest fires 

such as the recent one in California that burned entire towns to ashes. 

McKibben often sighed deeply after speaking about some of these calamities, all of which, he 

said, can be traced to the release of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere from fossil fuels. 

“Each day, the carbon that we put into the atmosphere traps the heat equivalent of 400,000 

Hiroshima-sized bombs,” McKibben told a full audience in Woolsey Hall. 

So much damage has already been done, said McKibben, that even if every participating nation 

kept to the promises it made to mitigate global climate change as part of the 2015 Paris 

Agreement, the Earth’s temperature would still rise by about 6 degrees Fahrenheit during the 

lifetime of most of his audience members. 

“If that happens, then we can’t have civilizations like the ones we are used to having,” 

McKibben said. “That is the bottom line.” 

He noted that other historic mass extinctions were driven by the release of “massive qualities” of 

carbon dioxide into the atmosphere when natural deposits of coal, gas, or oil were burned in 

active volcanoes. 

“Now it is us who is doing the burning, and we’re doing it more quickly than we’ve ever seen in 

the geologic record,” he said. 

There is still a chance, however, that the tide of environmental harm could be turned, said 

McKibben. 

“We’ve been given a great gift in the last decade,” he told his audience. “The engineers have 

done their job and done it very, very well indeed. The price of a solar panel has fallen 80% in the 

last decade. Around the world in most places, wind power is the cheapest way that we can 

produce electrons. That means that because of that gift of the engineers, we’re at the outer edge 

of possibly changing those numbers [of rising Earth temperatures due to fossil fuels].” 

McKibben noted that some countries have made steady progress toward transitioning to 

renewable energy. Denmark now generates half of its power from the wind because its leaders 

had the “political will” to make a change, he said, adding that he has visited rural villages in 

Africa where solar power is now bringing light and refrigeration to communities that never 

before had those luxuries. 

“It was beautiful to reflect that it came from the entirely benign process of pointing a piece of 

black glass at the sky and letting the sun’s beams be transmuted,” said McKibben. “This is J.K. 

Rowling stuff: You can point a piece of glass at the sky and electrons come out the other end. 

That should allow us to change absolutely everything.” 



However, the pace at which the United States and many other nations are transitioning to solar 

and wind power is exceedingly slow, McKibben acknowledged. 

“Our job,” he said, “is to make it go much faster. Why are we moving so slowly, given that we 

are faced with the biggest crisis we’ve ever faced on our planet, and given that we have a 

powerful solution at hand?” 

He blamed the fossil fuel industry for halting a conversion to renewable energy even though 

executives in that industry have long known about the impact of fossil fuels on climate change. 

In their quest for money and power, McKibben said, fossil fuel companies have hoped to extend 

their products’ usage by another few decades “even at the cost of breaking the one planet we 

have.” 

For example, as far back as the 1970s, Exxon scientists and researchers had “mapped out” the 

parts of the Arctic that would soon be melting so they could drill for oil in those places, but “they 

didn’t tell the rest of us” what company research showed about thawing ice, McKibben said. 

 “[An] architecture of deceit and denial has kept us locked a completely phony debate that has 

cost us most of what we value. There has never been a corporate crime of that magnitude.” 

All across the globe, however, those most victimized by climate change — in places affected by 

drought, flooding, sea-level rise, and other environmental ills — have joined in a movement to 

fight fossil-fuel use, McKibben pointed out. He showed the audience images of rallies and 

protests in Pakistan, Mongolia, the Maldives, Haiti, the United States, and other parts of the 

globe. 

“What these people are demonstrating is what our job is: Our job is to speed up the pace at which 

we make this transition [to renewable sources of energy], to act as accelerants in the process, to 

figure out — each one of us and in our organizations — how to build the movements that push 

hard enough to make this change happen fast enough to matter.” 

Rallies and protests are one of the most effective ways to help save the planet, said McKibben, 

noting the success such actions have had in halting the Keystone and other pipelines, fracking, 

and the building of coal mines, including one planned in Australia that would have been the 

largest in the world. He lauded indigenous communities, such as those in South Dakota, for their 

fight against the Dakota Access Pipeline and for becoming leaders in the fossil-free movement. 

Using a slogan commonly chanted by protesters, he urged everyone in his audience to take part 

in the movement to “Keep It [fossil fuels] In The Ground.” He also implored them to join in the 

fight for divestment from fossil fuel companies. He called climate change “the first time-limited 

challenge humans have ever really had to face,” and said that even if prompt action is taken to 

remedy it, the future of the planet is still in question. 

“I can’t guarantee that we can win the fight, even if we do everything right. We have waited so 

long to get started. It is a bad sign that the ice sheets are slowly disintegrating. It is a bad sign 

that the chemistry of seawater is changing. There is still a narrow window, narrow and closing. 



… The only thing I can guarantee is that there is going to be a real fight,” said McKibben, adding 

that for him it would be “a privilege to stand shoulder to shoulder” in that fight with those in his 

audience. 

McKibben’s full Chubb Fellowship address can be viewed on the Yale YouTube channel. 

https://news.yale.edu/2017/10/12/things-are-dire-fight-earth-not-over-says-bill-mckibben 

 

October 16, 2017 

 

For Abandoning Climate Accord, Pope Swipes Trump on World Food Day 

 

By Jessica Corbett 

Common Dreams 

Pope Francis says addressing armed conflicts and the effects of climate change are 

"prerequisites" for ending global hunger 

 

Pope Francis seemed to take a jab at the United States and President Donald Trump on Monday, 

while speaking at the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization's Rome headquarters 

for World Food Day. 

The pope called on the global community to work together to solve the related issues of hunger, 

climate change, and the refugee crisis. 

"We see consequences of climate change every day," he said. "Thanks to scientific knowledge, 

we know how we have to confront the problem and the international community has also worked 

out the legal methods, such as the Paris Accord, which sadly, some have abandoned," he added, 

with an apparent reference to the Trump administration's commitment to withdrawing from the 

2015 agreement. 

"We are called to propose a change in lifestyle and the use of resources," he said. "We can't be 

satisfied by saying 'someone else will do it.'" 

Pope Francis condemned "negligence toward the delicate equilibriums of the ecosystems, the 

presumption of manipulating and controlling the limited resources of the planet, and the greed 

for profit." 

"The yoke of poverty caused by the often tragic movement of migrants can be removed by 

prevention," he declared, "consisting of development projects that create jobs and offer the 

capacity to respond to climactic and environmental changes." 

He specifically emphasized that ending armed conflicts and limiting the effects of climate 

change are "prerequisites" for addressing global hunger. His comments align with a U.N. report 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0jOymmkpGQ
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published last month that found worldwide hunger, fueled by conflict and climate change, is on 

the rise for the first time in more than a decade. 

The report found that in 2016, malnutrition and food insecurity affected 815 million people, or 

11 percent of the global population, up from 777 million the previous year. It also raised 

concerns that the global communitiy will fail to reach the U.N. sustainable development goal of 

eradicating world hunger by 2030. 

"The biggest problem we have today is war, man-made conflict," said David Beasley, executive 

director of the World Food Programme (WFP). "Eighty percent of the expenditure of WFP—

over 6 billion dollars—is in man-made conflict zones like Syria, like Iraq, like Somalia.... We 

will never achieve Zero Hunger by 2030 until we end conflict." 

Madagascar president Hery Martial Rakotoarimanana Rajaonarimampianina, whose nation is 

facing the impacts of climate change, also spoke at the event Monday.  

"Young men and women are the most affected by (climate change-related) population 

displacements," he said. "If we want to change the paradigm of migration, we need to find 

solutions in the countries of origin." 

"More and more people migrate because they do not have the option to remain in their homes 

and lands," said FAO Director-General José Graziano da Silva, who also lamented the root 

causes of migration too often ignored. 

"How do you stop people who are ready to risk everything, entire generations that can disappear 

for lack of their daily bread, or because they are the victims of violence or climate change?" the 

pope posed in his speech. 

"They go where they see light, or sense a hope of life. They cannot be stopped by physical, 

economic, legal, or ideological barriers: only a coherent application of the principle of humanity 

can do that," he said, perhaps referencing attempts by Trump and European leaders to enact 

stricter refugee rules, and even a wall along the southern U.S. border. 

"The organization of human mobility demands coordinated and systematic intergovernmental 

action," he concluded, "based on existing international norms and permeated with love and 

intelligence." 

https://www.commondreams.org/news/2017/10/16/abandoning-climate-accord-pope-swipes-

trump-world-food-day 
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Kenyan Youths vouch for Ecological Farming 
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By George Okore  

Africa Science News  

Kenyan students want their government to take urgent steps to safe-guard the country’s food 

security and protect consumers from the threats of a broken food system. 

Youths from eight Kenyan universities, joined other stakeholders in celebrating today’s World 

Food Day (WFD),  urged Kenyan government to putting in place policies that are aligned to 

ecological farming practices. The forum supported by Greenpeace Africa, called for improved 

policy to ensure smallholder farmers who constitute 30% of Kenya’s farming population, control 

the food chain and determine how food is produced. 

Reene Olende – Greenpeace Africa’s Senior Food for Life Campaigner   called for activities to 

raise awareness on food sovereignty and ecological farming that promotes resilience measures in 

response to climate change and empowers farmers especially those in rural settings. 

“Kenya is grappling with the effects of climate change and the pressure to feed its people. The 

solution is for the government to support and enable a food sovereignty system that calls for a 

shift from Industrial agriculture to ecological farming,” she said. 

Sustainably grown food is guaranteed through ecological farming, which combines indigenous 

knowledge, modern science and innovation with respect for nature and biodiversity.  It ensures 

healthy farming and healthy food. It protects the soil, water and the climate. It does not 

contaminate the environment with chemical inputs or use genetically engineered organisms. It 

places people and farmers – consumers and producers, not corporations who control our food 

now – at its very heart. 

Various speakers at the Forum under this year theme “Change the future of migration: investing 

in food security and rural development”, hailed the advantages of ecological agriculture. Joshua 

Oluyai from Kenyan Ministry of agriculture said organic agriculture has several health benefits 

and should be encouraged in the food consumption and value system benefits. 

In 2016, UN Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) estimated that 233 million people in sub-

Saharan Africa go to sleep hungry.  By 2050, climate change and erratic weather patterns will 

have pushed another 24 million children into hunger. Almost half of these children would be in 

sub-Saharan Africa. 

Winnie Kamau –an Organic Agriculture expert says the new faming method will help eliminate 

extreme poverty in Africa by 2025 besides ending hunger and malnutrition in Africa by 2025. 

This will make Africa a net food exporter in the global value chains where it has comparative 

advantage. 

“The Kenya we want today and for tomorrow is one where we have informed consumption of 

our food. Food must not be viewed as a commodity for commercial exchange, but rather one that 

is a necessity in our lives. We demand a food system where all farmers and consumers benefit 



from the diversity of food grown sustainably, “said Phoebe Mwangi, a student from Technical 

University of Kenya participating in the debate. 

“The way forward is building mitigation measures in response to climate change and establishing 

sustainable ways of farming that ensure food security not only for Kenyans but for Africa. The 

government must therefore act quickly to ensure that these patterns are averted and reversed,” 

says Daniel Maingi- an industrial agriculture expert. 

The meeting called on Kenyan government to support ecological farming by providing 

indigenous seed to farmers, water for irrigation, training on modern and sustainable farming 

practices, refocus extension services and credit programmes. It was organized by Institute for 

Culture and Ecology (ICE), Kenya Biodiversity Coalition (KBioC) and Kenya Organic 

Agriculture Network (KOAN). 

http://africasciencenews.org/kenyan-youths-vouch-for-ecological-farming 
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Xi Jinping to China: “Any harm we inflict on nature will eventually return to haunt us” 

By Echo Huang and Tripti Lahiri 

Quartz 

 

In 2012, in a key party leadership speech, China vowed to work with international society to 

“actively respond” to climate change. Five years on, president Xi Jinping just told China that it is 

in the “driving seat” when it comes to preserving the planet for future generations. 

Speaking at the opening session of the 19th Communist Party congress on Wednesday (Oct. 18), 

Xi turned early in his remarks to “ecological civilization.” He noted that China had made major 

efforts to reduce consumption and save resources, and that these steps were paying off 

domestically—and setting an example globally. 

“Taking a driving seat in international cooperation to respond to climate change, China has 

become an important participant, contributor, and torchbearer in the global endeavor for 

ecological civilization,” said Xi, about 15 minutes into the start of a three-hour-plus speech 

known as a “work report.” (The remarks were accompanied by simultaneous English translation 

on the CGTN livestream.) 

In many ways, Xi’s remarks on the environment at the leadership reshuffle meeting, which 

evaluates the previous five years and sets priorities for the next five years, were couched in more 

emotional terms than those used by then president Hu Jintao at the last party congress in 2012. 

While both leaders spoke of the importance of protecting the planet for future generations, Xi 

said (about 67 minutes in) that China must “cherish our environment as we cherish our own 

lives.” 

http://africasciencenews.org/kenyan-youths-vouch-for-ecological-farming
http://en.people.cn/102774/8024786.html
https://thediplomat.com/2015/09/chinas-new-blueprint-for-an-ecological-civilization/
http://en.people.cn/102774/8024786.html


 

“Any harm we inflict on nature will eventually return to haunt us… this is a reality we have to 

face,” Xi told the congress about an hour from the end, adding that China must “develop a new 

model of modernization with humans developing in harmony with nature.” 

Xi’s remarks came as the country has increasingly focused on shifting from relying on fossil 

fuels to reduce its deadly air pollution and coal overcapacity problems at home. But China has 

also realized that these efforts allow it to command greater respect on the world stage, 

particularly as the US, under president Donald Trump, has made it clear it isn’t interested in 

playing a leadership role on safeguarding the environment. 

In January, speaking at the Davos economic gathering in Switzerland, Xi defended the Paris 

climate accord and urged all signatories of the agreement to “stick to it rather than walking away 

from it.” Less than five months later, US president Donald Trump announced plans to withdraw 

from the agreement. 

“We will get actively involved in global environmental governance and fulfill our emissions 

reductions,” Xi promised on Wednesday. 

Under the Paris accord, China, the world’s biggest emitter of greenhouse gases, has pledged to 

cut its carbon emissions by 60% to 65% per unit of GDP by 2030, compared with 2005 levels, 

and to see an overall decline in emissions from 2030. China has been investing in renewable 

energy, though this is still a small share of its overall energy mix, and subsidizing the purchases 

of electric cars. In early September, China also said it planned to phase out fossil fuel-powered 

cars although no specific timeline has been revealed yet. 

https://qz.com/1105119/watch-what-xi-jinpings-19th-chinese-communist-party-congress-work-

report-said-on-climate-change/ 
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Pope addresses “Religions for Peace” delegation 

Vatican Radio 

 

“Religions, with their spiritual and moral resources, have a specific and unique role to play in 

building peace,” Pope Francis said on Wednesday.  “They cannot be neutral, much 

less ambiguous, where peace is concerned,” he told a delegation of 80 members of “Religions for 

Peace”, who met him in the Vatican.  

Religions for Peace is the world’s largest and most representative multi-religious coalition that 

advances common action among the world’s religious communities to transform violent conflict, 

advance human development, promote just and harmonious societies, and protect the earth. 

Peace and justice 
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Noting that “peace is both a divine gift and a human achievement,” the Pope said “believers of 

all religions are called to implore peace and to intercede for it.”  He stressed that “peacemaking 

and the pursuit of justice go together,” and said that “all men and women of good will, 

particularly those in positions of responsibility, are summoned to work for peace with their 

hearts, minds and hands.”  

Violence in God’s name 

Pope Francis once again denounced violence in the name of religion saying, “they gravely 

offend God, who is peace and the source of peace, and has left in human beings a reflection of 

his wisdom, power and beauty.” 

Care for creation 

The Pontiff expressed appreciation for the efforts of Religions for Peace, saying “religions 

are bound by their very nature to promote peace through justice, fraternity, disarmament and care 

for creation.”  He said there is a “need for a common and cooperative effort on the part of 

the religions in promoting an integral ecology.”  Religions, he noted have the “wherewithal to 

further a moral covenant that can promote respect for the dignity of the human person and care 

for creation.”  The Pope expressed satisfaction that there are many examples of the power of 

interreligious cooperation around the world  that oppose violent conflicts, advance sustainable 

development and protect the earth.   

http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/10/18/pope_religions_for_peace/1343712 
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Forget Marx and Mao. Chinese City Honors Once-Banned Confucian. 

 

By Ian Johnson 

New York Times 

GUIYANG, China — Nearly 500 years after he died, the Chinese philosopher Wang Yangming 

once again wielded a calligraphy brush, carefully daubed it into a tray of black ink and elegantly 

wrote out his most famous phrase: “the unity of knowledge and action.” 

A crowd murmured its approval as his assistant held up the paper for all to see. 

“I respect Wang Yangming from the bottom of my heart!” blurted Cao Lin, 69, a retiree. 

Watching the scene unfold was Zhou Ying, who manages Wang — or at least a very realistic 

robot that not only looks like Wang but is able to imitate his calligraphy and repeat more than 

1,000 of his aphorisms. 

http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/10/18/pope_religions_for_peace/1343712


“This is exactly what we’re hoping to achieve with the robot,” Ms. Zhou said as Wang began 

writing another saying. “We feel this is a way to get people interested in these old ideas.” 

Promoting these old ideas has been a priority for President Xi Jinping, who has rekindled 

enthusiasm for traditional culture as part of a broader push to fill what many Chinese see as their 

country’s biggest problem: a spiritual void caused by its headlong pursuit of prosperity. 

And when China’s most powerful leader in 40 years endorses a philosopher, even a long-dead 

Confucian one, people rush to take action. 

The epicenter of Wang’s revival has been this city of four million people perched on a plateau in 

China’s mountainous south. When Wang spent three years in exile here in the early 16th century, 

Guiyang was a remote outpost on imperial China’s southern border. 

Today, as the capital of one of China’s poorest provinces, it has high-speed rail service to the 

coast and is trying to position itself as a center of big data — and traditional culture. 

Since Mr. Xi began promoting the philosopher three years ago, officials in and around Guiyang 

have built a Wang Yangming-themed park, constructed a museum to showcase his achievements, 

turned a small cave into a shrine in his honor and, yes, commissioned a robot to bring him to life. 

 “It’s a way to promote moral behavior in society as a whole,” said Larry Israel, a scholar at 

Middle Georgia State University in Macon who has written about the revival. 

Restoring a sense of public morality has been a policy goal of Mr. Xi, who is set to be 

reappointed as Communist Party leader at the party’s 19th congress starting Wednesday. 

In his efforts to address the country’s spiritual shortcomings, Mr. Xi has spoken favorably of 

Confucius, praised Buddhism and presided over a revival of traditional religious practices that 

were once condemned as superstitious. 

But he has seemed most comfortable praising the life and works of Wang Yangming. 

Born in 1472, Wang was a scholar with a promising career in the imperial court in Beijing when, 

in 1506, he spoke out against the cruelty of a well-known courtier. That offense earned him 

banishment to faraway Guiyang. 

During his years here, Wang ran a post house on the edge of town. That gave him time to 

meditate on the philosophical problem that would define his legacy: understanding how people 

know right from wrong. His conclusion: People have an inborn conscience that they must act 

upon, regardless of the consequences. 

It was this advocacy of moral action that apparently appeals to the no-nonsense Mr. Xi, who has 

cracked down on vice and corruption within the party’s ranks. Mr. Xi frequently refers to Wang, 

who regained favor in 1509, and then loyally served the emperor as a military leader who 

quashed a rebellion. 

http://data.stats.gov.cn/english/swf.htm?m=turnto&id=3
http://www.eguizhou.gov.cn/2014-11/25/content_18976112.htm
http://www.eguizhou.gov.cn/2014-11/25/content_18976112.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/2017/jul/13/china-big-data-guiyang-rapid-transformation-tech-hub
http://www.eguiyang.com.cn/2016-10/27/content_27190393.htm
http://www.eguiyang.com.cn/2016-10/27/content_27190393.htm
http://www.eguiyang.com.cn/2016-10/27/content_27190393.htm
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/626973/pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/10/chinas-enthusiastic-re-embrace-of-confucius/280326/
https://www.theatlantic.com/china/archive/2013/10/chinas-enthusiastic-re-embrace-of-confucius/280326/
http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjdt_665385/zyjh_665391/t1142560.shtml
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/02/world/asia/once-the-villages-are-gone-the-culture-is-gone.html


However, some see Wang, with his emphasis on following one’s internal moral compass, as a 

risky thinker for an authoritarian state to embrace. 

“Wang Yangming can pave the way for a philosophy of autonomy — that standards don’t come 

from outside. that they are inner,” said Sébastien Billioud, co-author of a recent book on 

Confucian thought in today’s China. “And of course autonomy is always dangerous for 

authoritarian regimes.” 

During the first decades of communist rule, Wang’s works were banned as “bourgeois.” Even 

into the 1990s, it was still risky to talk about him at academic conferences. 

“We held small private meetings” to discuss Wang, recalled Zhang Xinmin, a philosophy 

professor at Guizhou University on the city’s outskirts. “We were monitored the whole time,” he 

said. 

The ban on Wang began to lift around 2000 with a revival in the popularity of Confucian studies. 

Then, in 2014, Mr. Xi explicitly told local leaders to promote Wang’s thoughts. Suddenly, Wang 

Yangming was China’s hottest philosopher since Marx. 

“It was completely unexpected,” Professor Zhang said. 

Wang’s rehabilitation has turned Guiyang into a hive of activity. One reason is that until a recent 

promotion, the province was led by one of Mr. Xi’s protégés, Chen Min’er. 

Mr. Chen’s loyalty is on display at the Guiyang Confucius Academy, a vast complex of 

museums, fountains, dioramas and lecture halls on the city’s outskirts. When it opened in 2013, 

it made little mention of Wang. But now there is a museum devoted to him nearly as big as the 

hall to Confucius himself. 

“Both Uncle Xi and Chen Min’er love him,” said Xu Qi, the party official in charge of the 

museum. 

Guiyang’s embrace of Wang can also show how much work Mr. Xi still has before him. 

On the city’s north side is the Yangming Cave, where Wang taught and whose name he adopted 

as his own. (His name at birth was Wang Shouren.) The cave is now encircled by a cultural park 

that is the centerpiece of a 600-acre real estate project of luxury high-rises and malls. 

A senior local official, who asked not to be identified because of the delicacy of the issue, said 

the project was being investigated for corruption. When asked what he intended to do about it, 

however, his answer didn’t seem exactly in keeping with Wang’s advocacy of independent moral 

action. 

“We are waiting,” he said, “until after the 19th Party congress to see how to proceed.” 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/18/world/asia/china-guiyang-wang-yangming-confucian.html 

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-sage-and-the-people-9780190258146?cc=us&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-sage-and-the-people-9780190258146?cc=us&lang=en&
http://cpc.people.com.cn/n/2014/0310/c64094-24590392.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/12/world/asia/china-xi-jinping-successor-chen-miner.html
http://www.eguizhou.gov.cn/2016-09/28/content_27000921.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/18/world/asia/china-guiyang-wang-yangming-confucian.html


 

 

October 20, 2017 

 

'Civilize the market' for common good, care of creation, pope says 

 

By Cindy Wooden 

Crux 

ROME - Economic development and growth have never automatically meant a greater gap 

between the rich and poor, so there is no reason today for people to throw up their hands and 

simply accept increasing inequality, Pope Francis said. 

Greater inequality and a more rapid destruction of the environment “are not destiny nor even a 

historic constancy,” the pope told members of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences. “There 

have been periods in which, in some countries, inequalities diminished and the environment was 

better protected.” 

Francis addressed academy members Oct. 20 during a three-day meeting devoted to the study of 

“changing relations among market, state and civil society.” The meeting topic was inspired 

particularly by retired Pope Benedict XVI’s 2009 encyclical letter, “Caritas in Veritate” 

(“Charity in Truth”), which upheld the right and obligation of governments and groups to 

intervene with policies to ensure the market economy leads not only to the creation of goods and 

services, but that it benefits all members of society. 

The discussion was particularly timely, Francis said, given “the widespread and systemic 

increase of inequality and of exploitation of the planet, which is greater than the increase in 

income and wealth.” 

The process is not automatic, the pope said. It depends on individual actions and also on the 

economic regulations that states impose. 

Individuals and governments make all sorts of interventions in the economy through choices 

about energy, labor policies, the banking system, taxes, social welfare programs and education, 

he said. “Depending on how these sectors are programmed, there are different consequences in 

the way income and wealth are distributed among those who helped produce them.” 

In societies where profit is allowed to be the only concern, he said, “democracy tends to become 

a plutocracy, where inequality and the exploitation of the planet grows. 

“The development of clean energy to resolve the challenge of climate change” is one area where 

both workers and the planet would benefit, the pope said. But that cannot happen unless 

governments “liberate” themselves from lobbies that continue to promote the fossil-fuels 

industry. 



“Political action must be placed truly at the service of the human person, the common good and 

respect for nature,” he said. “Basically, we must aim at civilizing the market, working for an 

ethic that is friendly toward the person and his environment.” 

https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/10/20/civilize-market-common-good-care-creation-pope-says/ 

 

October 24, 2017  

Faith groups using their investment funds to create a better world 

Alliance of Religions and Conservation 

 

ZUG, SWITZERLAND: Financial investors and leaders of more than 30 different faith traditions 

representing over 500 faith investment groups from eight religions and around three trillion 

dollars in assets, will meet in Zug this month, together with representatives of the UN and some 

key ethical “impact” investment funds, for a unique international meeting on Faith in Finance.  

 

They are there because they have all agreed to set out and make public their priorities for 

positive investment – a huge shift from the faith tradition of saying, for ethical reasons, what 

they won’t invest in. Asking the question: “what do you do with your investments to make a 

better planet?” they will give huge impetus to a new movement of faith assets to funds where 

they have a positive “faith-consistent” impact.  

 

The meeting on October 30-31 at Lassalle Haus, Zug, marks a radical new shift in how many – 

from pension funds to governments to foundations to individuals – might in the future make their 

money work for good, while it is still bringing in the returns they need. It was sparked in part by 

the UN’s 17 Sustainable Goals, launched in 2015, with the aim to bring government and civil 

society on board to work actively to make a world free of poverty, discrimination, with 

affordable, clean energy, clean water, good education and a planet that everyone has the goal to 

protect.  

 

“The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals are a huge, and inspiring vision, one shared by many 

faiths,” said Martin Palmer, secretary-general of the Alliance of Religions and Conservation 

(ARC) which is hosting the meeting. “They cannot be achieved by government tax money alone, 

or by charity donations. They can only be achieved by investment in environmental and 

sustainable development projects and financial products. But they are just the start for value-

driven investment for a better world”  

 

The United Nations estimates that religious institutional funds make up around US$10 trillion of 

the world’s invested funds, making them a very serious leader in institutional investment trends 

and, as a bloc, at least the fourth largest investment groups in the world. Around a further US$30 

trillion is owned by members of the major faiths as individuals or family foundations,  

 

At Zug, for the first time ever, eight major faiths will set out their own Guidelines on what they 

will invest in to help fund and create a better world for all. The Zug Guidelines on Faith-

https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2017/10/20/civilize-market-common-good-care-creation-pope-says/


Consistent Investing give an extraordinary overview of where religious investment is placed 

now, what principles each tradition calls upon when it decides its investment priorities, and in 

many cases a statement that the money should where possible be invested in environmental and 

sustainable development.  

 

The Guidelines will be launched with a colourful procession with banners through the medieval 

town of Zug, on October 31, the 500th anniversary of the priest Martin Luther nailing his 95 

theses onto the door of a chapel in Wittenberg, Germany. In their very different way, the 

guidelines represent an equally radical, though more peaceful, shakeup in the impact of religions 

on the world’s future.  

 

Trillions of investments will be represented, with delegates including the Presbyterian Church 

USA (around $11 billion), EKD - German Protestant Churches (11-figure investments), the 

Oikocredit Ecumenical Development Cooperative Society (around $1.4bn and a pioneer in 

making financial instruments delivering positive social and financial returns), JLens (a network 

of hundreds of Jewish institutions and individuals exploring investing through a uniquely Jewish 

lens), and the Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility which has been one of the leaders in 

this movement representing over 300 faith investment groups. There will be Daoist leaders 

(creating new sustainable cities in China), Buddhists, Christians, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Sikh 

and Shinto investors and representatives.  

 

Keynote speakers include:  

 Cardinal Peter Turkson, who in 2008 following the global economic crisis, co-created a 

proposal to reform the international financial system. He has been one of Pope Francis’ 

special envoys for peace, is head of a new department in The Vatican on the integrity of 

human development and is outspoken about the role of finance in creating a better world..  

 Elliott Harris, Assistant Secretary-General of the United Nations and head of the New 

York office of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). He was previously 

the IMF’s Special Representative to the UN, involved closely in the areas of social 

protection, the green economy and fiscal space for social policy.  

 Gunnela Hahn, Church of Sweden, which has around 8 billion SEK (US$935 million) of 

assets, and in 2010 brought in the Church Order that financial assets “are also to be 

managed in an ethically consistent manner, in accordance with the fundamental values of 

the Church.”  

 Martin Palmer, ARC, who has been a key force behind making this meeting happen.  

The event takes place at the same time as, and in collaboration with, the annual Swiss Impact 

Investment Association (SIIA) Summit in the city of Zug, which has as its theme this year the 

subject of Faith-Consistent Investing. Press are invited to both events.  

Background 

Much of the good works (schools, hospitals, care centres, poverty alleviation programmes etc) of 

any religion is funded by the faith’s investment programme. There has always been a level of 

negative screening – many religions are clear what they will not invest in, which sometimes 

includes alcohol, weapons, tobacco, and more recently fossil fuels: faiths won’t invest in “bad” 

industries. Every year for the past 20 years this movement has been gaining momentum, and 



religious organisations have also used their role as shareholders to push for and publicise change. 

But now, many religious investment departments are taking a further path. Instead of just saying 

what they are against, dozens of faith finance groups are now saying what they WILL invest in, 

in order to make the world a better place.  

 

ARC is a secular body founded by HRH Prince Philip that helps the major religions of the world 

to develop their own environmental programmes, based on their own core teachings, beliefs and 

practices. It is the main partner for the UN in working with the faiths on the SDGs. 

www.arcworld.org.  

 

It is sponsored by the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the Pilkington Foundation and WWF-

UK as well as impact fund managers: Earth Capital Partners, Hermes Investment Management, 

Linius Capital, Rathbone Greenbank Investments, Resilience Brokers, Sarasin & Partners, Tribe, 

Triodos Investment Management, WHEB.  

 

Read the full pdf version of this press release with Notes for Editors  

OTHER LINKS 

LINK HERE for some of the photos on FLICKR  

 

More on the Zug event with FAQ etc  

 

Read the preview in The Economist here  

 

The Guardian on Catholic divestment from fossil fuels. 

 

http://www.arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=858  
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Mary Evelyn Tucker to speak at Gunston Oct. 27  

 

The Star 

 

CENTREVILLE — On Friday, Oct. 27, Dr. Mary Evelyn Tucker, co-author with Brian Swimme 

of “Journey of the Universe,” will be visiting Gunston for the fall installment of the school’s In 

Celebration of Books program. 

“Journey of the Universe” was the 2017 Gunston community summer read and focuses on the 

story of the universe as seen through the multiple lenses of scientific discovery and human 

insight. 

The book already has been incorporated into Gunston’s 10th-grade curriculum as part of its 

History of Ideas course. 

http://www.arcworld.org/downloads/Zug%20Press%20Release%2023-10-17.pdf
https://www.flickr.com/photos/53990852@N05/albums/72157665662209459
http://www.arcworld.org/projects.asp?projectID=674
http://www.arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=855
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/03/catholic-church-to-make-record-divestment-from-fossil-fuels
http://www.arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=858


“We’re delighted to have Dr. Tucker join us for In Celebration of Books,” said Headmaster John 

Lewis. “‘Journey of the Universe’ asks us to consider questions about our identities as human 

beings and our relationship with each other. Beyond that, it also asks us to think about our 

collective role in the development of the universe, which is ever-evolving.” 

Lewis said the integrative approach of “Journey of the Universe” is reflective of Gunston’s 

overarching mission, which strives to educate “ethically and environmentally minded scholars, 

citizens, and leaders for our globalized society.” 

Tucker’s visit, he said, “will be an opportunity for the community to engage in deeper 

conversation about issues that ultimately impact the ways in which we think about 

sustainability.” 

“Journey of the Universe” is a multimedia project developed by Tucker and evolutionary 

philosopher Swimme, with whom she has worked for 25 years. In addition to the book, the 

project includes an Emmy award-winning film, which was first broadcast on PBS and now is 

available on Amazon Prime. There also is a series of Journey Conversations that Tucker did with 

20 scientists, historians and environmentalists discussing the significance of this universe story, 

especially for ecological issues. 

For more information about the “Journey of the Universe” project, visit the 

www.journeyoftheuniverse.org. 

Tucker is a senior lecturer and research scholar at Yale University, where she has appointments 

in the School of Forestry and Environmental Studies, as well as the Divinity School and the 

Department of Religious Studies. She teaches in the joint Master of Arts program in religion and 

ecology, and directs the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale with her husband, John Grim. 

Her keynote speech will be begin at 8:30 a.m. Oct. 27. The public is welcome to attend. After the 

keynote, Tucker will visit with 10th-grade students in their History of Ideas classes. 

http://www.stardem.com/life/article_680e9900-7795-5136-9889-b00e018e277c.html 
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Ganges under threat from climate change  

 

By Jasvinder Sehgal 

Deutsche Welle  

The river Ganges holds deep religious and ritualistic significance for India's million of Hindus. 

But climate change is endangering the holy river, reports Jasvinder Sehgal. 

http://www.journeyoftheuniverse.org/
http://www.stardem.com/life/article_680e9900-7795-5136-9889-b00e018e277c.html


The sun is setting in Rishikesh, an Indian city in the Himalayan foothills. Hundreds of people 

have converged on the banks of the Ganges to sing hymns in praise of the goddess of the sacred 

river. 

One group sits around a pyre to perform the yajna — a religious ritual carried out every evening 

for centuries to thank the river for flowing. The air is heavy with the aroma of cow dung cake, 

butter and sandalwood incense. 

But worshippers are worried that the mighty Ganges, so central to the religion, culture and 

economy for millions of Indians, may in the future be reduced to a trickle. 

"I have never seen such scanty water in the River Ganges," Gauri Pandey, a cobbler who has 

been coming here to worship for 45 years, told DW. 

"I saw people walking in the river to another bank. The water level was below waist height. 

Some say if this trend continues, there are chances that Ganges may dry in the next 30 years." 

Disappearing glaciers  

 

Predictions and information about water levels vary, but the WWF has listed the 2,520-kilometer 

(1,568-mile) Ganges as among the world's most endangered rivers. 

 

Scientists and environmentalists have pointed the finger at rising temperatures and receding 

glaciers. 

The holy water originates at the Gangotri glacier, which is more than 5,000 meters (16,400 feet) 

above sea level on the Indian side of the snowy Himalayas, and provides 70 percent of the river's 

water. 

But it is now shrinking at a rate of 22 meters per year — nearly twice as fast as 20 years ago. 

"The glacier has shrunk by almost 40 kilometers in 50,000 years," said Milap Chand Sharma, the 

country's leading glaciologist and a professor at Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi. 

But he added that scientists believe human-caused climate change has resulted in a faster retreat. 

Winter snowfalls, which maintain the glacier, have been declining, affecting the amount of water 

flowing into the river annually. 

Mahesh Sharma, a journalist attending the evening prayers on the river, has visited the glaciers 

more than 50 times in the last three decades and has seen the impact.  

"The snow range has lessened," he said, adding that even at 5,000 meters, at the source of the 

Ganges, "you don't feel like wearing very warm clothes." 



Impact on people  

The Ganges is not only central to Indian spiritual life — it also provides more than half a billion 

people with water for drinking and farming. 

Eight states in India are already facing drought. And according to the International Water 

Resource Management Institute, industry and population growth will imply a 32 percent increase 

in national water demand by 2050. 

Kamal Barua sells fish in a local market in Haridwar. He used to live in a village adjacent to 

Farakka town in west Bengal — but last year, he and his family had to move when the waters in 

which he fished were no longer deep enough to yield an adequate catch. They are not the only 

ones. 

"My village was located at one of the largest rivers of the world — I never thought of facing 

scarcity of water in my entire life," he said. 

Pollution, not climate change, a priority 

But sinking water levels is not the only problem facing the river. By the time the crystal-clear 

waters have snaked their way down the mountains, past sprawling countryside and through 

burgeoning cities to meet the sea at the Bay of Bengal, they have become a filthy soup. 

Sewage, along with agricultural and industrial waste, have earned the Ganges second-place 

behind Indonesia's Citarum on the list of the world's most-polluted rivers. And that is taking its 

toll on human health. 

Gastrointestinal and enteric diseases are widespread. In 2012, the World Health Organization 

said more than 115,000 people in India died from water and sanitation related issues. 

And a National Cancer Registry Program study reported a higher incidence of canceramong 

those living along its banks. India's government has invested more €2.5 billion euros in cleaning 

up the polluted waters — an operation that has thus far taken precedence over water availability, 

U.P. Singh, director general of the National Mission for Clean Ganga, told DW. But, he added, 

cleanup "is one of our important long-term goals." 

To achieve it, policy-makers have proposed three programs that would interlink rivers across 

different parts of the country, increasing water supply to those that are drying up. 

Connecting people with water 

But Rajender Singh, a winner of the Stockholm Water Prize — also known as the Nobel prize for 

water — considers the plans flawed. 

"Interlinking rivers will not make India drought- and flood-free," he said. "It will create tension 

and conflicts in the country." 

http://apps.who.int/gho/data/view.main.INADEQUATESANITATIONv?lang=en
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Ganga-is-now-a-deadly-source-of-cancer-study-says/articleshow/16842966.cms?referral=PM
http://nmcg.nic.in/


Singh, who has so far revived eight rivers and helped return water to more than 1,000 villages in 

the western Indian state of Rajasthan, says efforts to restore the Ganges are too focused on large-

scale engineering approaches. 

He promotes getting local communities involved in planting trees on riverbanks to deal with the 

problems of silting and erosion, and restoring tributaries that feed the Ganges.  

"If we wish to free our country from drought and floods, we have to link people with rivers." 

Given that Hindus already have such a profound relationship with their holy Ganges, that is a 

foundation that can be built upon. 

And as Swami Chidanand Saraswati, founder of Ganga Action, stressed at the conclusion of 

evening prayers in Rishikesh, failure to act could have untold consequences. 

"If Ganga dies, India dies," he said. 

"Losing glaciers means losing life — water is life, water is a blessing. That's why it is our prime 

duty to save the glaciers." 

http://www.dw.com/en/ganges-under-threat-from-climate-change/a-41084925 
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Vatican’s top diplomat: Water must be available to all, especially the poor 

 

By Claire Giangravè 

Cruz 

ROME – Speaking at a conference in Rome on water and climate, the Vatican’s top diplomat 

said that while the scarcity of water may create conflict and even war, it could also generate 

opportunities for partnerships and collaborations to benefit especially the poor. 

“Pope Francis confides in the fact that the menace presented by climate change to our brothers 

and sisters in the most vulnerable countries may find timely and efficient answers,” Cardinal 

Pietro Parolin, the Vatican’s Secretary of State, told participants of the International Summit 

Water and Climate: Meeting of the Great Rivers of the World on behalf of the pope. 

The meeting is hosted by the Italian Ministry for Environment, Land and Sea, together with the 

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). 

In his message, the pope expressed the hope that the summit, taking place in Rome Oct. 23-25, 

may find a way to preserve “the precious gift of water” for posterity and sensitize the 

international community to promote a “culture of care.” 

http://www.pujyaswamiji.org/seva/gap/
http://www.dw.com/en/ganges-under-threat-from-climate-change/a-41084925


Continuing where the pope’s message left off, Parolin emphasized the importance that water has 

for human beings in all aspects of life and hence the need to preserve and protect it. 

“We are all well aware that the constant increase in water requirements, exacerbated by climate 

change, represents one of the most serious challenges for the international community today and 

tomorrow,” he said. 

Parolin highlighted the various aspects of water in relation to humanity: 

 The human right to access to water because it is a necessary prerogative for the 

exercise of other inalienable human rights. “The management of water, humanity’s 

common good, must allow access to all, especially those who live in a condition of 

poverty,” Parolin said. 

 The spiritual and symbolic value of water, essential to many religious beliefs. 

 Water as a cornerstone for progress, because water scarcity can be a “liming factor” 

for human development. 

 The destructive power of water on the planet through natural disasters. 

 Water’s potential to cause conflict or solidarity, especially in such cases where more 

than one country shares the same water source. 

Parolin centered his speech especially on these last two points. The high-ranking prelate 

highlighted how man’s careless handling of the environment – for example deforestation and 

pollution – can have serious consequences on human development. He also pointed to the fact 

that 90 percent of natural disasters in the past thirty years are water related. 

“A careful management of water resources represents one of the main instruments to strengthen 

the resilience and adaptability to climate change,” Parolin said. 

The Vatican diplomat could not help but emphasize how water is increasingly becoming a 

motive for war and conflict, especially among nations that rely on the same water sources. 

“But, by adopting a farsighted change of perspective, water can be seen as an element of 

collaboration and dialogue, an occasion for peace and solidarity, through enlightened and 

responsible political and technological deals of joint management based on the precious value of 

‘sharing’,” Parolin said. 

More and more countries are becoming aware of this issue and concepts such as ‘hydro-

solidarity’ and ‘hydro-diplomacy’ are gaining more and more ground. In the second half of the 

20
th

 century more than 200 deals regarding water have been made, and the prelate underlined 

how most countries who signed such treaties have been successful at avoiding ‘water wars.’ 

“It’s necessary [to find] new legislative, institutional, political, economic, technical and ethical, 

and therefore also educational and cultural, approaches to water based on the understanding that 

the water issue requires a long period approach, in light of that integral ecology so well 

explained by Pope Francis in Laudato Si,” Parolin said, referring to the pope’s encyclical on the 

environment and the ‘Care of Creation.’ 



The cardinal said that the water issue will have to become a part of all discussions on a global 

level regarding development in order to reduce risks caused by climate change and natural 

disasters. But this conversation must not only be brought forth at a political level, he continued, 

the private sector and the media will also play an important role in promoting a change in 

attitude and usage in regards to water. 

“We will have to give priority to the satisfaction of the water security needs of the poor through 

pro-poor water policies,” Parolin concluded, “such as a revitalization at the local level by 

promoting decentralization, meaning subsidiarity, valuing the knowledge and experiences of 

local populations and communities.” 

https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/10/24/vaticans-top-diplomat-water-must-available-

especially-poor/ 
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DeChristopher delivers sobering climate talk 

 

By Josh Purtell 

Yale Daily News  

Environmental activist Tim DeChristopher came to the Yale School of Forestry and 

Environmental Science on Tuesday to speak about the current state of the environmental 

movement. 

DeChristopher, the co-founder of the Climate Disobedience Center, spoke about popular 

perceptions of environmentalism, focusing on the ways in which people make sense of the 

environmental crisis that will result if nothing is done to slow climate change. 

“There’s an element of the unthinkable about the climate crisis,” he said. “The difficult question 

is how do we deal with this? How do we hold onto our humanity?” 

DeChristopher began with a five-minute discussion on the current environmental effects of 

deleterious actions taken 30 years ago. Soon, the talk morphed into a musical performance by 

Brian Cahall, music director of Peaceful Uprising, whom DeChristopher described as a 

“troubadour for the environmental movement.” The lyrics in Cahall’s acoustic performance 

alluded directly to the struggle to protect the planet, and DeChristopher said the emotional appeal 

of song helps build a sense of solidarity. 

DeChristopher graduated from Harvard Divinity School earlier this year. In his speech, he said 

that his studies have influenced how he views the environmental movement. The false 

assumptions that people hold about their relationship to nature, DeChristopher said, are central to 

apathy about climate change. 

https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/10/24/vaticans-top-diplomat-water-must-available-especially-poor/
https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/10/24/vaticans-top-diplomat-water-must-available-especially-poor/


“The reason we have common folks denying climate change is because we have a mindset that 

we believe we’re in control,” he said. 

DeChristopher said this belief in control over nature — called the technocratic paradigm — has 

led to a corollary belief that circumstances will never be out of our control. The problem with 

this perspective, he said, is that people’s scientific understandings are limited, making them 

unable to accurately predict future consequences. It’s this outlook that has led us down a path of 

ignorance and false optimism, he said. 

“There are three responses to climate change — mitigation, adaption and suffering,” 

Dechristopher said. “We are capable of facing disaster that involves suffering, and facing them in 

a way that brings out the best in us gives us solidarity and ultimately gives our temporary lives 

meaning.” 

DeChristopher said the public’s relationship to climate disaster is similar to its relationship with 

death. Just as we tend to ignore the reality of death until it is too late, DeChristopher said, we 

naturally seek to separate ourselves from the reality of impending climate disaster. Facing the 

reality, he said, is critical to escaping the sense of despair commonly experienced by activists. 

The problem is structural, as the funding structure is based on showing measurable achievements 

to investors, which encourages a short-term outlook, DeChristopher said in an interview with the 

News. This ultimately leads to a high burnout rate in the activist community, he added. 

“This is what FES needs more of: a different, more radical view of how to bring about change,” 

attendee Josh Constanti FES ’18 said. “FES is focused on business solutions, but sometimes 

other means can be just as effective.” 

The psychological view is valuable, Constanti emphasized, noting that Yale research has shown 

that hearing the term “global warming” leads to more individual commitment to change than 

hearing a term like “climate change.” DeChristopher’s sober, realistic tone is necessary in dire 

circumstances, he added. 

“His ethical insights are very valuable because we need to bring to bear the sense of where we 

are deriving hope from,” said event organizer Mary Evelyn Tucker, co-founder and co-director 

of the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale. 

All future generations will be impacted by irresponsible human actions, Tucker said, adding that 

while people should look the issue straight in the eye, “we also need to empower people to take 

part in the change.” 

https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2017/10/26/dechristopher-delivers-sobering-climate-talk/  
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Environmental Destruction, Inequality And Loneliness. Why Capitalism Is Broken. 

https://yaledailynews.com/blog/2017/10/26/dechristopher-delivers-sobering-climate-talk/


 

By Jo Confino 

Huffington Post 

When everything seems to be changing, it becomes increasingly important to know what 

endures. 

A timely reminder of this has come this week thanks to the auction in Israel of a small note that 

the physicist Albert Einstein gave to a Japanese courier in 1922. 

“A quiet and modest life brings more joy than a pursuit of success bound with constant unrest,” 

the note written on Imperial Hotel Tokyo stationery reads.  

The note comes to light as more people are starting to reevaluate what success actually means 

and the purpose behind their increasingly fast-moving and complex lives. 

Einstein’s scribbled message also aligns with a growing “new economy” movement that points 

out that our current form of capitalism, which puts the pursuit of success and profit as top 

priorities, is not only leading to unprecedented environmental destruction but is also increasing 

social inequality. 

That inequality is one reason why people do not appear to be happier despite an expanding 

economy. 

In a study of 16 developed countries, Selin Kesebir, assistant professor of Organisational 

Behaviour at London Business School, found that when income inequality is high, an increase in 

gross domestic product per capita was “virtually unrelated to life satisfaction.” 

Writing in the Harvard Business Review, she concluded that “what we can say for sure is that it’s 

a fallacy to equate GDP with well-being. It’s not a foregone conclusion that growing the 

economy will make for a happier people.” 

She also points to the data which shows that despite the post-war economic boom in America 

between 1946 and 1970, surveys showed no improvement in happiness. 

That remains true today, with a United Nations World Happiness Study released in March 2017 

showing that while the U.S. ranked third for happiness among the member countries of the 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development in 2007, it had fallen to 19th by 

2016.  

That’s not surprising when you see that the U.S. is facing an unprecedented opioid addiction 

crisis, while research presented at the American Psychological Association convention in August 

showed that loneliness and social isolation may represent a greater public health hazard than 

obesity and is getting worse. 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/albert-einsteins-note-on-the-secret-to-happiness-sells-for-156-million_us_59f090cde4b0e064db7e0cc9
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/albert-einsteins-note-on-the-secret-to-happiness-sells-for-156-million_us_59f090cde4b0e064db7e0cc9
https://www.facebook.com/ThisNewWorldHP/
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/air-pollution-lancet-9-million-poor-low-income-india-uk-america-renewables_uk_59ea1118e4b0f9d35bca3f53
https://hbr.org/2016/04/when-economic-growth-doesnt-make-countries-happier
http://worldhappiness.report/ed/2017/
http://www.oecd.org/about/membersandpartners/list-oecd-member-countries.htm
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/opioid-epidemic
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/topic/opioid-epidemic
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Meanwhile, new analysis unveiled earlier this year showed that Americans are experiencing 

mental health problems in record numbers. 

Some economists, such as the U.K.’s Kate Raworth and Tim Jackson, are calling for a complete 

rethink in the way we measure success, moving away from an obsession with GDP growth 

towards broader measures of wellness that include data on happiness and social stability. 

Spiritual leaders are also recommending a fundamental change in the way success is measured 

and point out that our desires for success tend to lead only to suffering.  

Pope Francis has issued several scathing critiques of the current capitalist system. 

“Let us not be afraid to say it: we want change, real change, structural change,” the pope said, 

during a speech in Bolivia in 2015. He added that the capitalist system “has imposed the 

mentality of profit at any price, with no concern for social exclusion or the destruction of 

nature.” 

 This system is by now intolerable: farm workers find it intolerable, laborers find it intolerable, 

communities find it intolerable, peoples find it intolerable. The earth itself – our sister, Mother 

Earth, as Saint Francis would say – also finds it intolerable. 

Zen Buddhist Master Thich Nhat Hanh also echoes Einstein’s words of wisdom. “If you have a 

healthy desire, such as a wish to protect life, or protect the environment, or live a simple life with 

time to take care of yourself and your beloved ones, your desire will bring you to happiness,” he 

writes in his 2001 book “Calming the Fearful Mind.”  

 “If you run after power, wealth, sex and fame, thinking that they will bring you happiness, you 

are consuming a very dangerous type of food and it will bring you a lot of suffering. You can see 

this is true just by looking around you,” he added. 

Nhat Hanh recounted speaking with a business leader running a global company with more than 

300,000 employees. 

“He shared that people who are very rich are often extremely lonely because they are suspicious 

of others,” he wrote. “They think anyone who approaches them in friendship only does so 

because of their money and only wants to take advantage of them. They feel they do not have 

any real friends.” 

The corporate world is starting to wake up to Einstein’s idea that a focus only on the pursuit of 

success can lead to constant unrest. 

The World Business Council for Sustainable Development, which represents more than 200 of 

the world’s largest corporations, has been carrying out research into what it terms the “The Good 

Life.”   

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/mental-illness-is-on-the-rise-but-access-to-care-keeps-dwindling_us_58ee9a13e4b0da2ff85de60a
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/mental-illness-is-on-the-rise-but-access-to-care-keeps-dwindling_us_58ee9a13e4b0da2ff85de60a
https://www.kateraworth.com/
https://www.ted.com/talks/tim_jackson_s_economic_reality_check
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/pope-francis-condemns-corruption-and-unbridled-capitalism-in-south-america_us_55a1e4cce4b0ecec71bc4f3d
https://plumvillage.org/about/thich-nhat-hanh/


Its recommendations very much fit into Einstein’s note. Julian Hill-Landolt, the council’s 

director of Sustainable Lifestyles, calls on brands to “rethink the picture of the world that they 

paint through their advertising. We’re not asking them to stop selling their products, we’re just 

asking them to stop selling their products in a world that is all about bigger, faster, and more.”  

“The [Good Life] Playbook shows how people are already taking pleasure from a different type 

of world, one where time with friends and family, health and good food are all luxuries to aspire 

to,” he said. “At the end of the day, this isn’t rocket science. We’re suggesting that forward-

looking brands should check the structural integrity of their messaging.” 

It can sometimes seem an impossible task for those that are seeking to transform the capitalist 

system, and help move away from the mantra of short-termism and profit maximization. 

But for those who may start to lose hope that it is possible to create an economic system that 

generates prosperity for all within environmental limits, Einstein has another piece of wisdom 

that is worth remembering. 

He wrote another short note to the Japanese courier in gratitude for delivering a message to him, 

which also sold at the same auction. It’s message: “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”  

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/environmental-destruction-inequality-and-loneliness-

why-capitalism-is-broken_us_59f18db7e4b0438859153e69 
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Battle for the mother land: indigenous people of Colombia fighting for their lands  

 

By Jonathan Watts 

The Guardian  

 

The 50-year civil war is over but, in the Cauca Valley, indigenous communities are on frontline 

of fight against drug gangs, riot police and deforestation 

A green-and-red flag flies over a cluster of bamboo and tarpaulin tents on the frontline of an 

increasingly deadly struggle for land and the environment in Colombia’s Cauca Valley. 

It is the banner for what indigenous activists are calling the “liberation of Mother Earth”, a 

movement to reclaim ancestral land from sugar plantations, farms and tourist resorts that has 

gained momentum in the vacuum left by last year’s peace accord between the government and 

the leftwing guerrillas who once dominated the region – ending, in turn, the world’s longest-

running civil war. 

The ragtag outpost in Corinto has been hacked out of a sugar plantation, destroyed by riot police, 

then reoccupied by the activists, who want to stop supplying coca (the main ingredient for 

cocaine) to drug traffickers in the mountains by cultivating vegetables on the plains instead. 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/environmental-destruction-inequality-and-loneliness-why-capitalism-is-broken_us_59f18db7e4b0438859153e69
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Despite two deaths in the past year, the Nasa Indians – the biggest, most organised and most 

militant of the 20 indigenous groups in the valley – have staged waves of monoculture clearance 

and occupation operations. Almost every other week hundreds, sometimes thousands, of 

machete-bearing activists join these communal actions, known as minga, which involve burning 

and hacking down swaths of sugar cane, then erecting camps and planting traditional crops 

including maize and cassava. 

The Nasa see this in historical, spiritual terms. For them, it is the latest phase in a centuries-old 

struggle for land and a clash between two contrasting world views: one that seeks harmony with 

nature, and one interested only in extracting as much profit as possible, regardless of the impact 

on the people and the environment. 

“Liberating the earth means defending the land,” says José Rene Guetio, a Nasa elder. “You can 

see the blood that has been spilled in the cause for better land and a better future for our 

children.” 

Environmental concerns are also among the motivations. The Nasa say they should not be living 

in such large numbers near sacred sites in the hills, particularly lakes, wetlands and waterfalls. 

“There are too many of us in the mountains. That’s not good because we are destroying our 

water source,” said Eduin Mauricio Capaz, human rights coordinator for the Association of 

Indigenous Councils of Northern Cauca (Acin). But this position has pitted them against the law, 

state security and some of Colombia’s biggest property owners and global sugar suppliers. 

The Colombian government sees things differently. It says the state has a responsibility to 

protect legally recognised property ownership and that indigenous land issues should not be 

confused with environmental protection. However, it acknowledges that peace has brought a 

destructive surge into land previously deemed off-limits because of occupation by the 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, Farc. Deforestation in Colombia rose 44% last year. 

Coca production has also risen rapidly. To tackle this, President Juan Santos has demarcated 

more conservation areas and promised to use the army and work with former Farc combatants to 

protect forests. 

The minister for the environment and sustainable development, Luis Murillo, said the state’s 

security apparatus was the answer to environmental problems, not the problem. “We need to 

move very quickly to establish a presence in areas where we didn’t have a presence before,” he 

told the Observer, noting that the government is working on measures to protect human rights 

and environmental defenders. 

The Cauca Valley has long been the base of operations for many of the most belligerent 

paramilitary groups in the country. Even with the demobilisation of the biggest organisation, the 

Farc, 12 other armed groups are still active in the valley, which stretches for several hundred 

kilometres. Some are armed rebels, such as the National Liberation Army, but others are little 

more than death squads that charge two million pesos (£500) per killing. 

Drug gangs, militias and private security firms – which often overlap – have made this one of the 

most dangerous places in the world for indigenous rights campaigners, environmental defenders 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/colombia
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/18/colombia-farc-rebels-armed-groups


and journalists. Last year a record 37 activists were murdered in Colombia, which is second only 

to Brazil in a world ranking of such killings, according to the NGO Global Witness. This year 

looks set to be a similar story, with 28 fatalities so far. 

The worst clashes have occurred at Corinto, which is about an hour’s drive from Cali airport. 

This is where activists from the Nasa have stepped up their efforts to occupy land within a vast 

plantation owned by Carlos Ardila Lülle, a billionaire sugar, bottling and media tycoon. 

On 9 May, 17-year-old Daniel Felipe Castro was killed and several others injured when police 

allegedly opened fire during a minga. “We were cutting down cane when police drove up in a 

pick-up truck and opened fire. It was as though they were trying to fumigate us with bullets. 

Those who didn’t get on the ground fast enough were hit,” said a relative of the dead teenager, 

who asked to remain anonymous. “They don’t want us here and we won’t move, so they are 

trying to kill us.” 

The Observer spoke to three other activists who said police have been using live rounds. One 

showed a scar near his shoulder blade where he said he was shot last month. The bullet, still 

lodged in his body, could be felt beneath the skin on his back. 

Hermes Pilicue, a Nasa elder, blamed the violence on the rising pressure for land now that the 

peace deal has opened up the region. “Colombia is supposed to be in the midst of peace, but in 

our territories the conflict continues,” he said at Acin’s head office in Santander de Quilichao. 

“The peace agreement has made our lives more difficult. More people are entering our territory 

to claim land, partly because the government is granting more concessions for mining and water 

use.” 

A 2,000-strong guarda indígena formed from the 20 native communities in the valley has 

already closed down several mines despite threats from militias who are alleged to be in the 

employ of the owners. The volunteer force, dressed in green-and-red uniforms, is armed only 

with wooden staffs decorated with coloured tassels. Now that the Farc has laid down its 

weapons, the guarda are becoming more assertive. 

Article one of the peace accord guarantees agrarian reform and states that land taken during the 

conflict will be given back to its rightful owners. The authorities do not specify what this means, 

but indigenous groups have interpreted this as a prompt to reclaim ancestral territory. “Until 

recently, the Cxhab Wala Kiwe (Nasa people) were absorbed in simply saving our community 

from war and preventing paramilitary groups from recruiting our children,” said Capaz, who is 

also a senior member of the indigenous guard. “Now there is no war, we can focus more on the 

liberation of Mother Earth. Extractive industries and monocultures are contrary to our belief 

system. People here are aware of what is going on elsewhere in the world. We know how the 

climate is changing. We know about contamination of the land. We don’t want that.” 

Their campaign to carve out territory between the coca and the sugar cane challenges the 

colonial hierarchies in the valley. After the white Europeans pushed the indigenous people into 

the mountains, they built homes in the foothills and brought in African slaves to work on sugar 

plantations on the plains. Today, mostly black cane workers joke among themselves as they wait 

https://www.globalwitness.org/en-gb/campaigns/environmental-activists/defenders-earth/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI9oLOgYSH1wIV8DLTCh0cVwzVEAAYASAAEgLs7vD_BwE
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for a bus home after a harvesting shift that has filled a giant five-carriage truck. They express a 

mix of old prejudice and new admiration for the indigenous groups who want to clear their 

workplace. 

“The Indians have land, but they don’t work hard on it. They are coming down from the hills 

because the price of coca and marijuana has collapsed,” said José Milton Mosqueira. “But they 

are making such a commotion that I guess they must feel like they have a genuine claim to the 

land.” 

As he and his colleagues talk, dusk darkens the sky and lights start to appear on the distant 

slopes. First just one or two strings, then 10, then 100, until finally the hillsides are illuminated 

like a giant Christmas tree. Every bulb is a grow-lamp for marijuana crops – evidence of the 

continued reliance of small farmers on the drugs trade. 

After agrarian reform and the demobilisation of the paramilitaries, the eradication of coca and 

marijuana crops was one of the key tenets of the peace accord. All three have hit snags that have 

added to violence and pressure on the land. The tension is evident in the once small coca-

growing community of Monte Redondo. Here the locals – a mix of Nasa and mixed-race farmers 

– are signing up to a crop-replacement scheme, with the government promising compensation if 

they switch from drugs to citrus or coffee. 

The farmers do not need much persuading. Economic forces are driving people away from drugs 

and towards the plains. The price of coca – which was never high at this bottom rung of the 

narco industry – has plunged. Growers say they are now selling for 1,000 pesos per pound – less 

than half the price before the peace deal. Many farmers are tired of the violence and disruption 

associated with the drug business, so about 95% are willing to switch despite intimidation by 

narco gangs who have murdered advocates of crop substitution. 

“Even though they are afraid, people are signing up because they want a change,” said Briceida 

Lemos Ribera, a leader of the cocaleros (coca growers). “We are betting on peace, but it has 

made us a target of the people who benefited from war.” 

The risks take many forms in this period of transition as former adversaries are now living in 

close proximity. Monte Redondo used to be a no-go area for the authorities because it was 

controlled by drug cartels and paramilitaries. Now it is home to three new encampments that sit 

almost side by side on the road: a police base piled high with sandbags; an army outpost with a 

dozen green tents; and rows of prefabricated housing for demobilised Farc guerrillas. 

“If an area isn’t occupied, armed groups will move in,” said an officer in the military camp. “We 

are operating in areas where the state hasn’t been before. We are just a small part and we are 

taking turtle steps.” 

But the peace is fragile. The week before the Observer’s visit, three police officers were killed in 

a grenade ambush. Former Farc warriors say the tension has increased, though in the long term 

they express optimism about the future. They see the peace as a victory for their long campaign 

for agrarian reform and fairer distribution of land. 



“We’d like land. We want to have a farm,” said Oscar Aragón, who has just been released from 

prison, where he served six months for collaborating with the Farc. 

“I want to be a cowboy and raise cattle,” former Farc combatant Henry Menézez tells the 

Observer. After seven years in the jungle, he says he would like to write a book about his 

experiences and his future work to build a new community. Eight days later, he is murdered in 

what is rumoured to be a revenge attack for the ambush of the three policemen. 

While that killing is a hangover from the civil war, others are connected to the renewed Mother 

Earth campaign. Ultimately, however, despite the plethora of conflicts and militias, the 

fundamental cause is the same as it has been for centuries – land – and the victims are those who 

defend it. 

At the other end of the Cauca Valley, a crack of thunder rumbles through the hills as a crowd of 

mourners joins a funeral procession for the latest indigenous victim of the campaign to liberate 

Mother Earth. 

Efigenia Vásquez, a radio and video journalist from the Kokonuko community – which is allied 

to the Nasa – was shot in Puracé on 8 October as she recorded an attempted occupation of Aguas 

Tibias, a farm and hot-spring resort inside the indigenous reserve, owned by a former general. 

The Kokonuko activists were driven back by riot police. There was an exchange of teargas, 

stones and, from somewhere, a gun. Vásquez was hit twice and died later in hospital. Her 

colleagues at the Renacer Kokonuko radio station say she was aware of the dangers, but was 

determined to cover a conflict that was the central concern of her community. “She used to say 

‘the family grows, but the land doesn’t. We must take back the land of our ancestors’,” recalled 

Marcela Abirama, who was with Vásquez in hospital when she died. “Eight days earlier, she told 

me we must cover the Mother Earth campaign even if we might get killed.” 

Who fired the gun is disputed. The Kokonuko blame the police, who they say wanted to silence 

the community and scare them away from the land. 

During the funeral procession, the mourners express defiance as well as sadness. “Adelante 

compañero (forward, comrade),” they sing, then stop outside the police station to taunt the 

officers inside: “You kill our women, we continue our struggle. You kill our journalists, we 

continue our struggle. Until when? Until forever!” 

The authorities have a different version of events. A police officer said Vásquez was probably 

the accidental victim of a homemade gun used by Kokonuko renegades to fire clusters of ball 

bearings. He showed a video clip on his phone of what he said was indigenous protesters using 

such a weapon on the day Vásquez died. 

There are multiple images of them using what looks like a crude rifle, but the friendly-fire theory 

does not account for the fact that two other members of the community were shot and wounded 

on the same day at different places and different times. The father of one of them – Wilmar Yace 

– said a bullet entered one of his son’s cheeks and exited the other – a wound that is more likely 

to be caused by a high-calibre rifle than a makeshift ball-bearing gun. 



The journalist’s death has resonated internationally. The director general of Unesco, Irina 

Bokova, denounced the killing and called for an inquiry. Vásquez’s parents hope her death can 

raise awareness of the indigenous cause. 

“She became a journalist so she could be a voice for the voiceless,” said her mother, Hilda María 

Astudillo. “She was always campaigning for her family and her children so they could live in 

peace when they grow up.” 

But the peace Vásquez hoped for remains more elusive than ever. After the burial, the Kokonuko 

crafted shields from plastic barrels sawn in half. Others collected bottles and fuel for petrol 

bombs. The following morning, the battle for Aguas Tibias recommenced. Several hundred 

Kokonuko men descended on the beautiful site from all sides of the valley. They were met with 

volleys of teargas from about 80 riot police camped at the farm who had been fighting off 

encroachments for four days. 

The activists charged forward carrying a large wooden door as a shield against rubber bullets, so 

they could get close enough to throw firebombs at the police. Behind them, young and old used 

slingshots and a makeshift catapult to hurl stones, which were collected in satchels from the road 

and stacked by the Kokonuko women. The police also threw stones and bolts as their arsenal ran 

low. 

On this occasion there were no guns, no deaths, no serious injuries, but the campaign to liberate 

Mother Earth shows just how violent Colombia’s peace has become. 

“After 50 years of war, we still have this,” said a local government official, who was turned 

away as she attempted to take supplies to the besieged police officers. She departed with a 

warning. “If we are not allowed through, the army will get involved. They will be coming soon.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/oct/28/nasa-colombia-cauca-valley-battle-

mother-land 
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For Milwaukee Muslims, solar is an act of faith and service 

 

By Kari Lydersen and Yana Kunichoff 

Midwest Energy News 

Burhan Clark points out the young fruit trees planted just above the steep, bramble-covered creek 

bed next to the Dawah Islamic Center on the North Side of Milwaukee. Planting trees is a form 

of sadaqah jariyah, or ongoing charity, he explains as his young sons scramble down to the creek 

and then help each other climb up a stone wall, exploring their slice of nature in the middle of the 

city. 
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Sadaqah jariyah is one of the faith’s hadith, or teachings of the Prophet Muhammad. It urges 

people to invest in the future, creating things that will bear fruit for others even after they are 

gone. 

The trees around the Dawah Center aren’t the only sadaqah jariyah project growing at the 

mosque and community center. Nearly a year ago, the Dawah Center began a project to put solar 

panels on its roof, another initiative that would help fulfill the Koran’s teachings about protecting 

the environment, Clark says. 

He also explains that environmental protection is a key part of Islamic scripture, which prohibits 

poisoning wells or tearing up trees without replacing them, and emphasizes sustainability so 

deeply that even when washing before prayers in a river, one should not waste water. 

Dawah Center executive director Will Perry envisions not only solar providing electricity but 

also a solar thermal installation that would warm the tiles through pipes under the floor where 

they pray. He was inspired by the idea after a pilgrimage to Mecca, where he saw a similar 

system cooling the floor against the Saudi Arabian heat. 

In 2008, a mosque in the Chicago suburb of Bridgeview reportedly became the first mosque 

nationwide to go solar with its solar thermal system used to heat the water that people use to 

wash before prayer. 

Changing the narrative 

In Wisconsin and around the country, representatives of utilities and other interests have cast 

solar as the purview of wealthier homeowners, and inaccessible to lower-income people and 

urban dwellers who rent their homes. They’ve often tried to frame it as a civil rights issue, saying 

predominantly white people with solar installations aren’t paying their fair share to keep up the 

grid while minorities and lower-income people who don’t have access to solar are forced to 

subsidize them. 

But there is great interest in solar in urban communities of color, and solar advocates are pushing 

to help them access the solar construction and financing models available while banking on the 

expectation that the cost of solar will continue to drop. 

The Milwaukee Islamic Dawah Center, which serves mostly African American Muslims and 

immigrants from a number of West African and other countries, is in a low-income 

neighborhood in a city identified as the country’s most segregated. Installing solar on their own 

homes is not viable for many surrounding residents. 

“A lot of people on my block are struggling to avoid evictions,” says Clark, 36, who has been 

involved with the Dawah Center since childhood and works teaching CPR. 

But an installation on the Dawah Center’s roof would give people who worship there and the 

larger community a sense of ownership and connection to solar power, and also save money on 

energy bills. 

http://newsblogs.chicagotribune.com/religion_theseeker/2008/07/bridgeview-mosq.html
http://newsblogs.chicagotribune.com/religion_theseeker/2008/07/bridgeview-mosq.html
http://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2015/03/05/390723644/why-is-milwaukee-so-bad-for-black-people


Spreading light 

Perry, a Milwaukee native who worked as a firefighter for 27 years, had long been interested in 

the idea of solar power for the center. But he embraced it in earnest at the encouragement of 

Huda Alkaff, who runs the Wisconsin Green Muslims organization. 

The group works with mosques and other faith-based communities across the state to encourage 

recycling, water conservation, gardening, energy efficiency and solar energy. Alkaff has done 

more than 40 presentations statewide about the potential for solar, and if a mosque or other 

institution wants to move forward with the idea, Wisconsin Green Muslims helps them arrange 

financing and set them up with an engineer to analyze the roof. 

In August, Alkaff offered information about solar energy to an interfaith group gathering to 

discuss poverty and religion in Neenah, Wisconsin, about 40 miles southwest of Green Bay. 

While the event was a lively and friendly show of interfaith unity, Alkaff mentioned that that 

month was the fifth anniversary of a shooting in a Sikh temple in nearby Oak Creek, where a 

white supremacist killed six people and wounded four — a still-painful reminder of the 

prejudices and discrimination that exist in the U.S. 

Alkaff sees solar energy as something that can bring people together and symbolize hope at a 

time of growing xenophobia and serious environmental challenges in our country and beyond. 

“Solar has a unifying power, and it really resonates,” says Alkaff, “especially when we talk about 

the power of light in the time of darkness.” 

Alkaff thinks solar can help Muslim communities build bridges with people of other faiths and 

even combat Islamophobia. It’s a dynamic that Perry has seen work through the food bank at the 

Dawah Center. 

“We’re responding to the needs of the community here,” he says, but also showing the local 

community that the mosque is “a place of safety.” 

“A lot of folks have come and this has answered a lot of questions for them,” says Perry. “We 

show that Islam is not always what it appears to be in the media.” 

Alkaff is working on a study to see how a focus on solar and sustainability affects public 

perceptions of Muslims. She surveyed 500 people anonymously with an online survey over three 

days in March 2017 and asked them a series of questions about their interest in solar power; how 

Wisconsin gets its power; and whether they’d like to find out about the Faith in Solar initiative 

she leads. 

Some participants received a survey with an image of Alkaff in a headscarf, while others had a 

priest as the central image. While she went in with the hypothesis that people would respond 

more positively to the questions framed under a Christian image, Alkaff was surprised to learn 

that there wasn’t a statistical difference in how people responded. 

http://midwestenergynews.com/2015/07/20/white-house-honors-wisconsin-green-muslims-founder/
http://www.jsonline.com/story/news/local/milwaukee/2017/08/03/hymns-and-tributes-sikh-temple-wisconsin-mark-fifth-anniversary-attack/514304001/


The takeaway, to Alkaff, is that despite rising rates of Islamophobia in society, exposing people 

to Islam through solar energy might help them gain a positive view of Islam and understand that 

it shares the values of other religions. 

A recent solar assessment Alkaff did with the group Alice’s Garden, a spiritually based 

community garden in Milwaukee, shows the way those who work with her see her passion first, 

and then her religion. 

“I don’t look at Huda and see someone of a different faith,” says Venice Williams, executive 

director of Alice’s Garden. “I see a sister, an ally and a comrade.” 

Alice’s Garden works as much off the grid as possible, says Williams. They currently don’t have 

electricity, and rely on a generator to run events like movie nights and outdoor theater. So solar 

panels could be a big help. 

“Right now we use our pavilion to harvest rainwater. Being able to use our pavilion to generate 

power from the sun would be lovely,” says Williams. 

Making it work 

While there are many benefits and symbolic motivations to solar, making it a reality starts with 

cold, hard economic calculations. An 8-kilowatt (kW) rooftop installation the Dawah Center is 

pursuing costs about $25,000. 

There are several ways a group like the Dawah Center can help pay for solar. 

Grants for solar installations are available under Wisconsin’s Focus on Energy program. 

Through 2021, the federal Investment Tax Credit also offers tax breaks for the cost of a solar 

installation, starting at 30 percent of the cost and ratcheting down. As nonprofit organizations 

that don’t pay taxes, faith-based groups can’t benefit directly from this incentive. 

But a company or other entity can own or co-own the solar installation, collect the tax break and 

essentially pass the savings on to the faith group through a third-party financing model that is 

becoming more prevalent despite resistance from utilities in Wisconsin. 

The renewable energy advocacy group RENEW Wisconsin has launched a program called Solar 

for Good to help fund solar installations for houses of worship and social justice organizations. 

With a $125,000 budget donated by local philanthropists Cal and Laurie Couillard, the program 

will cover up to $10,000 of the cost of installations under 75-kW and up to $20,000 for larger 

ones. It also offers small technical assistance grants. Applications are due November 13. 

The city of Milwaukee also offers solar group buys, wherein the city gets a good deal on solar 

panels by buying them in bulk, and people or institutions wishing to install solar can apply to get 

those panels at cheaper prices in cooperation with the city. 

http://news.energysage.com/8-kw-solar-system-cost/
https://focusonenergy.com/residential/renewable/solar-electric-systems
https://www.seia.org/research-resources/impacts-solar-investment-tax-credit-extension
http://midwestenergynews.com/2017/06/26/third-party-solar-financing-grows-in-wisconsin-despite-legal-uncertainty/
http://renewwisconsin.org/action/SolarforGood.htm
http://renewwisconsin.org/action/SolarforGood.htm
http://city.milwaukee.gov/MilwaukeeShines/Get-Solar/Solar-Group-Buys.htm#.WdlrbBNSwd0


The Dawah Center could apply for one of the Solar for Good grants, and Alkaff figures the 

mosque could also possibly invest some of the money they would normally spend on their 

electricity bills each year, in anticipation of the savings they would get from installing solar. 

To help make up the rest of the cost, Alkaff plans to reach out to donors in the Islamic 

community who are especially interested in solar to let them know when the project is moving 

forward. 

A structural engineer recently visited the site to see whether the roof could support solar panels, 

and Alkaff says she is eagerly awaiting his findings. 

When will the panels go up? “The sooner, the better,” she says. 

Protecting future generations 

Despite efforts to frame distributed solar as an elite luxury, Alkaff, Perry and others think 

interest among their community and other diverse communities will only continue to grow. 

“It’s that whole strategy of divide and conquer … but folks are pretty smart, they can see through 

the smoke and mirrors,” says Perry. 

On the September afternoon, Clark’s sons are already reaping the rewards of attending a mosque 

that offers them easy access to nature. Their appreciation for the natural world is obvious as they 

dart through the underbrush by the creek and marvel over a grasshopper on a flower outside the 

center. Clark notes that his 4-year-old son especially loves “bugs, birds, planets and stars.” The 

family likes identifying different types of spiders and birds. 

After getting up early for morning prayers at the Dawah Center, they’ll go back outside to turn 

the compost heap or work in the garden. 

“We don’t want to be reactionary, we want to use our intellect” to solve problems like climate 

change “before things get too horrible,” Clark notes. While his young son is fascinated by other 

planets, Clark’s faith and common sense drive him to protect the one we’re on for his children 

and future generations. ”We’re not going to escape to another planet.” 

This story was produced through a fellowship with the Social Justice News Nexus at the Medill 

School of Journalism, Media, Integrated Marketing Communications at Northwestern 

University, with support from the Fund for Environmental Journalism. 

http://midwestenergynews.com/2017/10/30/for-milwaukee-muslims-solar-is-an-act-of-faith-and-

service/ 
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By The Associated Press 

New York Times 

SHARHABIL, Jordan — From a hillside in northern Jordan, the Yarmouk River is barely visible 

in the steep valley below, reduced from a once important water source to a sluggish trickle 

overgrown with vegetation. Jordan's reservoirs are only one-fifth full, a record low, and vital 

winter rains are becoming more erratic. 

Jordanians don't need scientists to tell them that they live in one of the world's driest countries in 

the center of the planet's most water-poor region. 

But recent studies suggest the kingdom, a Western ally and refugee host nation with a growing 

population, is being hit particularly hard by climate change, getting hotter and drier than 

previously anticipated. One forecast predicts as much as 30 percent less rain by 2100. 

"We are really in trouble if we don't take action in time," said Ali Subah, a senior Water Ministry 

official. 

But addressing the problem would require cross-border cooperation, a commodity as scarce as 

water in the Jordan River basin shared by Jordan, Israel, the Palestinians, Syria and Lebanon. 

Jordan's flagship Red Sea desalination project, which includes a water trade with Israel, has 

faced repeated delays, most recently because of a diplomatic crisis that led to a scaling back of 

cross-border contacts since the summer. 

A master plan by the regional advocacy group EcoPeace that seeks to transform the Jordan River 

valley into an economically vibrant green oasis by 2050 is based, in part, on a state of Palestine 

being established on Israeli-occupied lands. Palestinian independence remains distant, and Israeli 

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu recently asserted that Israel will never leave the stretch of 

the Jordan Valley in the occupied West Bank. 

Warning signs abound of what a failure to act looks like. 

The Dead Sea and Jordan River, global treasures with religious significance as the cradle of 

Christianity, have been devastated by dropping water levels due to decades of water diversion to 

urban areas. Some experts suggest civil war in neighboring Syria, which led to a large influx of 

refugees to Jordan and other neighboring countries, may have been triggered in part and 

indirectly by a mismanaged drought. 

Munqeth Mehyar, the president of EcoPeace, said the growing water scarcity urgently requires 

cooperation. 

"People need to be aware of their water situation, and try to compromise between their water 

reality and their nationalistic politics," he said at his group's lush, formerly arid 270-hectare 

(675-acre) reserve in the Jordan Valley, a witness to nature's power to bounce back. 



Stanford University researchers say that in the absence of international climate policy action, the 

kingdom would have 30 percent less rainfall by 2100. Annual average temperatures would 

increase by 4.5 degrees Celsius (8.1 degrees Fahrenheit) and the number and duration of 

droughts would double, compared to the 1981-2010 period. 

Water flows to Jordan from the Yarmouk River, which originates in Syria, would remain low 

due to droughts and diversion, regardless of when the civil war ends. 

The results, published in the journal Science Advances and based on improved data analysis 

tools, suggest the impact of climate change is likely to be more severe than anticipated, said 

Steven Gorelick, head of the university's internationally supported Jordan Water Project. 

Another study found that man-made climate change was a major force behind an extreme 

drought in the area in early 2014, said co-author Rachael McDonnell of the International Center 

for Biosaline Agriculture in Dubai. 

"The findings are more severe than anticipated and more imminent," she said. 

The World Bank named Jordan, Iraq, Lebanon, Morocco and Syria as the countries in the Middle 

East and North Africa that will experience significantly increased water stress driven by climate 

change. The bank's report in August described the region as the "global hotspot of unsustainable 

water use." 

Israel is on the road to resolving its water scarcity, producing close to 75 percent of water for 

domestic use in desalination plants and recycling more than half of its waste water for 

agricultural use, said Yacov Tsur, a professor of environmental economics at the Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem. 

Israel is being aided by technological advances, easy access to sea water and a strong economy 

that can afford large-scale projects, he said. 

Jordan, which pulls 160 percent more water from the ground than nature puts in, views 

desalination as the main answer. 

A Jordan-only option would be costly. Jordan's main population center is about 300 kilometers 

(190 miles) from the only coastline, making it prohibitively expensive to deliver desalinated Red 

Sea water to the capital, Amman. 

In recent years, a water trade plan was developed to get around high transport costs. 

Jordan would desalinate Red Sea water, sell some to nearby southern Israel and pump the brine 

into the Dead Sea to raise water levels there. Separately, water from northern Israel would be 

sold to nearby northern Jordan and to Palestinian communities. 

Israel has a strategic interest in the stability of security ally Jordan, a land buffer against the 

region's turmoil. 



But the Red Sea-Dead Sea project has hit snags, in part over funding, and Jordan still hasn't 

approached five short-listed consortiums to submit their bids. 

The ongoing diplomatic crisis, triggered by the fatal shooting of two Jordanians by an Israeli 

Embassy guard in Amman in July, also contributed to delays by reducing cross-border contacts, 

said Subah, the Water Ministry official. 

He said Jordan remains committed to the regional project but will also look at fallback options. 

"The Jordanian solution for water in the future is desalination," he said. "If it's regional, if it's on 

our own, we will go in this direction." 

Some say the government's focus on desalination is linked, in part, to reluctance to implement 

politically painful conservation measures. 

For example, more than 50 percent of Jordan's water is used for agriculture which produces only 

a small share of the local food supply. 

Water for irrigation remains heavily subsidized, encouraging waste and the planting of water-

intensive crops such as bananas and tomatoes. 

About half the water supply is lost from the network, most of it due to misuse or theft. 

The government has cracked down on illegal water use, announced a slight price increase and 

plans to ramp up waste water treatment for use in agriculture as budgets permit. 

But there are fears that draconian reforms could lead to instability, said Hussam Hussein, a water 

expert at the American University of Beirut. 

"This would not be popular at all," he said. "That's why, from a political perspective, it's easier 

for the government to increase the supply and maintain the status quo." 

At EcoPeace, Jordanian, Israeli and Palestinian activists try not to lose hope, despite what Israeli 

co-director Gidon Bromberg acknowledged to be "enormous" political obstacles. 

The group is floating a new swap idea, in addition to the Red-Dead project, in which Jordan 

would sell solar energy to Israel and the Palestinian self-rule government in exchange for water. 

Separately, the group's master plan outlines 127 projects with an investment value of $4.6 billion 

to help rehabilitate the Jordan River and the Dead Sea and grow the Jordan Valley's economy 

almost 20-fold by 2050. The group recently identified 13 projects as doable now. 

In a setback, the diplomatic crisis derailed a conference on the water-energy swap idea and a 

trilateral official meeting on how to move forward with the 13 projects. 

Bromberg remains optimistic. 



He said progress will be made once all involved realize that failure to respond to the water and 

environmental crises poses a risk to their national security. 

"Where national security interests are clarified, they trump," he said. 

https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2017/10/31/world/middleeast/ap-ml-mideast-parched-

jordan.html 
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The Grassroots Social Network Documenting Real-Time Climate Change 

By Benjamin Powers 

Pacific Standard 

The LEO Network is bringing together scientists and citizens to monitor climate change and spot 

trends. 

Climate change is often only tangible to the wider public when its effects are at their most 

extreme. When the United States is subject to highly active hurricane seasons or extended 

periods of drought, people pay attention. But the slow march of climate change is still felt around 

the world in the day-to-day developments of people who are connected to nature as part of their 

jobs, lives, and survival. Indigenous groups in particular have had a front-row seat to climate 

shifts over the decades. Now, a group of scientists called the Local Environmental 

Observer network, is drawing from its roots in indigenous communities, and harnessing and 

mapping the observations of these people to get a real-time, holistic overview of climate change. 

Over the past few decades, the Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium, the largest non-profit 

tribal health organization in the country, has received an increasing number of reports from its 

network of tribal staff in indigenous communities about the environmental change those 

communities are seeing. The ANTHC has long been trying to figure out a way to map the 

constellation of connections between climate change, subsequent environmental changes, and 

their health impacts. 

But tracking these changes and connections proved difficult. Originally using tools such as 

Google Maps and local news reports, Michael Brubaker, the founder of the LEO network and the 

director of the Center for Climate and Health at the ANTHC, and his colleagues tried to monitor 

smaller changes in the climate. This ranged from extreme temperatures to early animal 

migrations, to high levels of sediment in water. But the climate rarely changes all at once. It 

usually happens minute by minute, day by day; due to limited resources and reach, tracking all 

the changes wasn't possible. In 2012, Brubaker and the ANTHC created an app and website to 

track these daily changes in the environment with help from the people closest to them—tribal 

elders, scientists, fishermen, and hunters, to name a few. 

https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2017/10/31/world/middleeast/ap-ml-mideast-parched-jordan.html
https://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2017/10/31/world/middleeast/ap-ml-mideast-parched-jordan.html
https://psmag.com/environment/how-global-warming-could-push-hurricanes-to-new-regions
https://psmag.com/news/droughtlandia
https://psmag.com/news/droughtlandia
http://leonetwork.org/
http://leonetwork.org/
https://anthc.org/


That app became the LEO network, which now boasts over 2,000 members reporting from 488 

communities, with almost 600 joining in 2017 alone. It features hundreds of observations from 

across North America, as well as throughout Australia, Africa, and Europe. Brubaker and the 

scientists behind LEO hope this kind of boots-on-the-ground, real-time monitoring can help them 

spot troubling trends in climate change before they become crises. 

The methodology behind LEO is fairly simple. Anyone can join and post observations to the 

network. Based on a series of prompted questions, users can include a description of the 

observation, pinpoint its location, categorize the event into a sub-group ("Land," "Ocean/Sea," 

"Ice/Snow," or "Sanitation"), and tack on any pertinent background information. The process is 

purposely simple, and observations don't have to be couched in technical jargon. The point of the 

network, and the thought process behind how posts are designed, is to allow anybody to 

contribute, entering in data that experts can then build upon. 

Jonathan Henzie, an environmental coordinator at the Allakaket Village Council who has posted 

observations on permafrost and erosion, has seen climate change affect his local community. He 

is new to the LEO network, having just heard about it in August; ever since, he's been actively 

posting, hoping it might offer him more information on the permafrost melting into his 

community's rivers. He's also reported on a wide array of changes occurring in many Alaskan 

villages, such as warmer temperatures throughout the winter and less snowfall, which have made 

it harder for people to use snow machines to gather wood and haul water. 

Other observations include an uncommon sighting of a baby squid found far outside its habitat 

by a group of Alaskan school children, a lake in the Port Heiden area that is about to breach due 

to coastal erosion resulting from climate change, the challenging grazing conditions for reindeer 

and the effect on Sami reindeer herders, and firsthand accounts of sea star wasting syndrome. 

But the implications of LEO go far beyond hyperlocal observations for climate change; it can 

also help scientists knit together trends from around the world, based on its global user base. 

"It's an amazing tool for increasing the knowledge about actual events that are happening close to 

the zones that influence or are influenced by Guadalupe Island and its biodiversity," says José 

Antonio Romero Meza, a Mexican biologist at the Guadalupe Island Biosphere Reserve. 

The network is serving its purpose, as it helps Brubaker and others map what constitutes a trend, 

see the impact of changes on environments separated by geography, and link disparate resources 

(such as people) together to address them. "We analyze the observations looking for events that 

have topical, geographic, and temporal similarities," Brubaker says. "If we see observations 

coming in repeatedly from one location, we suspect this is an ongoing event and will develop a 

project within the network to gather, map, track by time, and also connect the contributing 

observers to each other and topic experts." 

Brubaker and his team will take a local trend—say an outbreak of a specific fish disease—and 

look to see whether similar posts have emerged from other communities. Sometimes the events 

have a seasonal resonance and they begin to see a specific kind of observation reoccur at the 

http://www.leonetwork.org/en/explore
https://www.tananachiefs.org/about/communities/allakaket/
https://psmag.com/environment/patching-up-our-permafrost
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sea_star_wasting_disease


same time and location each year. Posts such as these ones on Coho salmon from different 

locations show a later-than-usual run, as well as outbreaks of specific types of parasites.  

Other times, they can track the effects of climate change on animal life. As Fast 

Company reported, after an Alaska woman submitted a post about finding worms in multiple 

grouse she'd hunted in her Native Village of Unalakleet, the LEO network forwarded her report 

to the toxicology lab at the University of Alaska–Fairbanks. After taking a look, the lab asked 

her to freeze the birds and send them in. In conjunction with the University of Wisconsin–

Madison wildlife laboratory, researchers identified the worms as the parasite nematode 

Splendidofilaria pectoralis, which is found in warmer-climate species. The researchers saw the 

appearance of the disease as an indicator of the rapidly changing climates in northern areas 

and published an article based on the findings in the Ecological Society of America Journal, all 

based on Kotongan's original post on the LEO network. 

This isn't uncommon. Brubaker says some of the observations that have been made are published 

in peer-reviewed journals, and others have led to collaborations between agencies, academic 

institutions, and individuals. In the International Journal of Circumpolar Health, LEO 

observations contributed to a study examining berry levels in various ecological regions. The 

study found that there "have been changes in the productivity of some wild berries in the past 

decade, resulting in greater uncertainty among communities regarding the security of berry 

harvests." 

Reporting outlets have also drawn from LEO network observations to bolster articles, including 

on issues such as the stalled spread of seasonal sea ice and the pervasiveness of invasive species. 

In an atmosphere that's rapidly changing both politically and literally, the ability to call upon the 

knowledge and observations of citizens who care deeply about climate change represents an 

attempt to develop new ways to combat climate change outside of traditional methods. 

Indigenous peoples number around 370 million across the globe, speak 4,000 different 

languages, and represent 5,000 different cultures. 

Utilizing a local knowledge network that crosses country borders, and, indeed, spans the world, 

can be an important tool to help document our changing climate. Where states and governments 

can't or won't go when it comes to addressing, documenting, and monitoring climate change, 

networks like LEO offer a way to do so. 

https://psmag.com/environment/the-grassroots-social-network-documenting-real-time-climate-

change 
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The concept of ownership is a social contract that allows certain individuals and groups to have 

rights to certain resources or items while excluding others from that access. Under the 

mainstream conception of private property, both the ownership of land and anything built on top 

of it are combined into one. This bundling of land and buildings is often problematic — it puts 

neighborhoods and residents of cities in an unnecessarily precarious position by making them 

subject to the whims of land speculators. 

This form of land ownership also prices out locals from areas that they historically lived and 

worked in by increasing costs — catalyzing the process of gentrification. It also privatizes and 

encloses common spaces and areas that previously benefitted surrounding communities, 

ultimately leading to a more fragmented society, one required to focus on unsustainable short-

term profits. All this holds true as long as land remains on the market. 

Yet what we see today is a resurgence and re-invention of ownership models that allow 

communities to take care of themselves and steward their own natural resources. The 

Community Land Trust (CLT) model is one that reduces the socially-destructive effects of 

market forces by separating the ownership of land with the ownership of any property and equity 

atop the land itself. 

Affordable housing-related CLTs are probably best-known, but this model can be applied for any 

community goal, including lowering costs for small businesses and ensuring local food 

production. Though the CLT model has been re-emerging since the late 1960s, it is actually 

somewhat of a return to indigenous practices around ownership of land and resources. 

Winona LaDuke, anti-pipeline activist, water protector, and member of the Ojibwe nation spoke 

about this during the 1993 Annual E. F. Schumacher Lectures. "Our traditional forms of land use 

and ownership are similar to those of a community land trust," LaDuke said. "The land is owned 

collectively, and we have individual or, more often, family-based usufruct rights: each family has 

traditional areas where it fishes and hunts." 

Typically, a community land trust works by having a nonprofit (the community land trust's legal 

entity) own the land and lease its long-term use to individuals — usually for 98 years. These 

leaseholders own anything that sits on top of the land, so if they make any improvements to their 

houses or other buildings, when they sell their buildings they can recover the buildings' equity. 

There is a fitting circularity at the root of LaDuke's statements, because these lectures are hosted 

by the Schumacher Center for a New Economics (where I work and where LaDuke will again be 

speaking), a nonprofit co-founded by Bob Swann, who was also one of the pioneers of the first 

community land trust in the United States. 

Another CLT started by Bob Swann in the Berkshires region of Western Massachusetts has put 

in place an additional innovation to ensure sustainable land stewardship. The Indian Line Farm 

gives farmers equity in not just their buildings, but the soil itself. A soil sample was taken at the 

start of the lease and another will be taken if farmers decide to move away. The farmers are 

entitled to the equity generated by any organic improvements to the soil on the land, in addition 

to improvements on the buildings. 

https://community-wealth.org/strategies/panel/clts/index.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Winona_LaDuke
http://www.centerforneweconomics.org/publications/laduke/winona/voices-from-white-earth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Swann_(land_trust_pioneer)
http://berkshirecommunitylandtrust.org/history
http://berkshirecommunitylandtrust.org/history
https://www.indianlinefarm.com/


On a deeper level, this leads to the question of whether natural resources can be owned at all. "In 

our language the words Anishinaabeg akiing describe the concept of land ownership. They 

translate as 'the land of the people,' which doesn't imply that we own our land but that we belong 

on it," LaDuke said. 

As LaDuke explained, for the Ojibwe land and resources are managed as a commons. 

"We have 'hunting bosses' and 'rice chiefs,' who make sure that resources are used sustainably in 

each region," LaDuke said. "Hunting bosses oversee trap-line rotation, a system by which people 

trap in an area for two years and then move to a different area to let the land rest. Rice chiefs 

coordinate wild rice harvesting. The rice on each lake is unique: each has its own taste and ripens 

at its own time. We also have a 'tallyman,' who makes sure there are enough animals for each 

family in a given area. If a family can't sustain itself, the tallyman moves them to a new place 

where animals are more plentiful. These practices are sustainable." 

If this sounds familiar, it may be because Elinor Ostrom won the 2009 Nobel Prize in Economics 

for analyzing and popularizing these ideas, debunking the belief that a tragedy of the commons 

was inevitable without government intervention. Ostrom was awarded the prize "for her analysis 

of economic governance, especially the commons" after she looked into the practices of natural 

resource management of groups like the Ojibwe, who had been managing their resources 

sustainably for centuries. 

As new economy movements and sharing projects gain traction around the country and globally, 

it is important and helpful to realize that this models are nothing new; they are a return to 

centuries-old sustainable practices. As Ostrom, LaDuke, and many others have noted, the main 

reason why the indigenous resource management and land-use practices were trampled down is 

because the courts refused to uphold property held in commons. Now, in the nick of time with 

the CLT models and others, this is slowly changing. 

Winona LaDuke will give the keynote address on Saturday, November 4th at this year's 37th 

Annual E. F. Schumacher Lectures. This year's event will take place at the Mahaiwe Performing 

Arts Center in Downtown Great Barrington. Tickets can be booked on the Mahaiwe's website. 

https://www.shareable.net/blog/how-indigenous-land-use-can-inform-the-real-sharing-economy 
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Major new alliance of religious investment funds creating a better and fairer world 

 

Alliance of Religions and Conversation (ARC) 

Press Release 

 

ZUG, SWITZERLAND: A global movement aimed at shifting billions of dollars of faith-based 

investments into initiatives supporting sustainable development and the environment has been 

launched following a unique three-day meeting of faith leaders and financial investors in Zug, 

https://centerforneweconomics.us5.list-manage.com/track/click?u=69d509d113032e3126c4543ce&id=de5cb2dedc&e=5825d6b801
https://tierneylab.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/15/the-non-tragedy-of-the-commons/
http://www.mahaiwe.org/Schumacher2017
https://www.shareable.net/blog/how-indigenous-land-use-can-inform-the-real-sharing-economy


Switzerland.  

 

By unanimous agreement among participants at the Zug Faith in Finance meeting, an alliance 

will be created to spearhead this movement and develop faith-consistent investment goals. 

Participants included more than 30 different faith traditions from eight religions, representing 

over 500 faith investment groups and trillions of dollars in assets, as well as senior United 

Nations figures and leading impact investment funds.  

 

“It will enable faith groups to share information, experience, knowledge, research and resources 

to ensure they put their investments and assets into initiatives to help create a better world for all. 

This initiative is backed by the UN and by many traditions within the religions,” said Martin 

Palmer, Secretary General of the Alliance of Religions and Conservation (ARC), which 

organised the meeting.  

 

“The new alliance – so new it hasn’t even got a name yet – will develop a faith response to the 

challenge of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals,” he said.  

 

The alliance marks a huge shift from the tradition of religion saying, for ethical reasons, what 

they won’t invest in (for example, tobacco, weapons, pornography, fossil fuels) to a proactive 

policy of ensuring faith assets and investments will have a positive “faith-consistent” impact – 

making money work for good, while still bringing in the returns that faiths need to fund their 

activities.  

The Faith in Finance meeting launched the Zug Guidelines to Faith-Consistent Investing with a 

dramatic procession through the medieval city of Zug, and in partnership with the Swiss Impact 

Investment Association.  

 

This, the first collection of guidelines by eight major faiths, gives an unprecedented overview of 

where religious investment is placed now. It highlights what principles each tradition calls upon 

when it decides its investment priorities, and in many cases makes a statement that a good 

proportion of the money should where possible be invested in environmental and sustainable 

development.  

 

Palmer said: “The long-term impact will be to empower faith groups – and the billions of people 

who make up their congregations – to decide how to use their investments, their pension funds 

and their assets to create a better world, one that as Cardinal Turkson says, responds to two cries, 

the cry of the poor and the cry of creation.”  

 

Cardinal Peter Turkson , who was recently asked by the Pope to head up a powerful new 

agency in the Vatican with the task of “promoting integral human development”, flew from 

Rome to attend the meeting.  

He said that when in 1993 he was appointed Archbishop of Cape Coast in Ghana he looked at 

how many of the churches were funded – by donations and grants, which were not only 

decreasing, as missionary organisations decreased, but which was also a very unequal model.  

 



He realised then there had to be a new form of access to capital for churches to support their own 

activities, and he set about campaigning and acting to bring this about.  

 

“I brought that experience in Ghana then to what I do in the Vatican now,” he said. “And I 

believe very much in education of people in how to invest money, and in how to make informed 

choices so what you invest in is something good.”  

 

There are many trillions of dollars of investment funds owned by the faiths around the world. In 

2016 a Georgetown University study suggested that the value of religious goods and services in 

the US was around 1.2 trillion and that the household incomes of religiously affiliated Americans 

was around $4.8 trillion. The global figure will be many times greater.  

 

“We have known for some time what the faiths were against in their investments,” Palmer said. 

“But now we – and they – have a much better idea of what they are for.”  

 

The new alliance has been welcomed by the United Nations. Opening the Faith in Finance 

meeting, Elliott Harris, UN Assistant Secretary-General, UN Environment Programme, said: 

“The governments have made a public political commitment to the sustainable development 

goals and we now have to hold them accountable to that. But we realize that this agenda is far 

too complicated to leave up to the governments. They cannot do it alone.  

 

“Your Zug Guidelines to Faith-Consistent Investing set out what the faith-based organisations 

are for, as contrasted with what they are against, how your values translate into value-based 

investment decisions. I encourage you all to work with us and we with you to make this 

sustainable agenda a reality. That, I think will be one of the great achievements of this 

generation.”  

 

No sooner were the guidelines launched on October 31 than several key faith groups from 

Europe and Asia requested that they join the movement and create their own investment 

guidelines.  

LINKS 

More background, presentations and talks as well as the pdf version of the Zug Guidelines are 

available from the Zug event page.  

 

Link to photographs from the event  

Background 

Much of the good works (schools, hospitals, care centres, poverty alleviation programmes etc) of 

any religion is funded by the faith’s investment programme.  

 

There has always been a level of negative screening – many religions are clear what they will not 

invest in, which sometimes includes alcohol, weapons, tobacco, and more recently fossil fuels: 

faiths won’t invest in “bad” industries. Every year for the past 20 years this movement has been 

gaining momentum, and religious organisations have also used their role as shareholders to push 

for and publicise change.  

http://www.arcworld.org/projects.asp?projectID=674
http://www.arcworld.org/projects.asp?projectID=674


 

But now, many religious investment departments are taking a further path. Instead of just saying 

what they are against, dozens of faith finance groups are now saying what they WILL invest in, 

in order to make the world a better place and align their money with their values.  

 

The meeting was held in collaboration with the Swiss Impact Investment Association (SIIA) 

annual summit. SIIA have already asked to join the alliance and offered to host an annual faith in 

finance programme at their summit.  

 

It took place at the beautiful Lasalle Haus Jesuit Centre in the hills outside Zug, eastern 

Switzerland.  

 

Notes to editor: ARC is a secular body founded in 1995 by HRH Prince Philip that helps the 

major religions of the world to develop their own environmental programmes, based on their 

own core teachings, beliefs and practices. It is the main partner for the UN in working with the 

faiths on the SDGs. www.arcworld.org.  

 

It is sponsored by the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation, the Pilkington Foundation and WWF-

UK as well as Earth Capital Partners, Hermes Investment Management, Linius Capital, Rathbone 

Greenbank Investments, Resilience Brokers, Sarasin & Partners, Tribe Impact Capital, Triodos 

Investment Management, WHEB.  

 

Read the preview in The Economist  

 

Link here to download as pdf.  

 

LINK HERE for the agenda and presentations  

 

LINK HERE for some of the photos on FLICKR  

 

LINK HERE for Press Release October 23, 2017 

 

http://arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=859 
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Our Moral Opportunity on Climate Change 

 

By Justin Welby 

New York Times  

 

As a global family of churches, the Anglican Communion has stood alongside other faiths in 

prayerful solidarity and compassion with victims and survivors of the recent extreme weather in 

many places around the world. 

http://www.arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=855
http://www.arcworld.org/downloads/Zug%20Faith%20Investing%20Alliance%20Press%20Release.pdf
http://www.arcworld.org/projects.asp?projectID=678
https://www.flickr.com/photos/53990852@N05/albums/72157665662209459
http://www.arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=858
http://arcworld.org/news.asp?pageID=859


 

In Bangladesh and India, over 1,000 people died in an outsize monsoon flood. In the Caribbean 

and the United States, a succession of devastating hurricanes killed hundreds of people and cost 

thousands more their homes and businesses. In Hong Kong and southern China, over a dozen 

people were killed by a powerful typhoon. 

 

Of course, hurricanes, monsoons and other types of extreme weather are a part of life on earth 

for many. The trouble is that climate change is loading the dice by intensifying storms and 

making rain patterns less predictable. 

 

Climate change is the human thumb on the scale, pushing us toward disaster. It is not a distant 

danger — it is already with us. As we continue to burn fossil fuels, its effects will only grow. 

 

Some years ago I worked in Nigeria, helping to find peaceful solutions to conflicts. Its capital 

city, Lagos — one of the world’s megacities, with a population estimated at 14 million to 21 

million — will most likely experience a sea-level rise of around 35 inches in the next few 

decades if current warming trends continue. 

 

Even in this best-case scenario, which depends on the global community’s sticking to the Paris 

climate change agreement, many of the shops I visited and homes I passed during my years in 

the country will be flooded. The rising waters are already changing ways of life and pressuring 

people to leave their homes. In the coming years, experts predict that millions of people in Lagos 

will be forced to move. 

 

Providing a welcoming home for these migrants will challenge all of us. Unfortunately, Nigeria 

is just one example of a highly populated, highly exposed coastal area facing rising sea levels 

and storm surges. Bangladesh, the Philippines and other South Asian countries join them. New 

York City, Rio de Janeiro and London are at risk as well. 

 

As people of faith, we don’t just state our beliefs — we live them out. One belief is that we find 

purpose and joy in loving our neighbors. Another is that we are charged by our creator with 

taking good care of his creation. 

 

The moral crisis of climate change is an opportunity to find purpose and joy, and to respond to 

our creator’s charge. Reducing the causes of climate change is essential to the life of faith. It is a 

way to love our neighbor and to steward the gift of creation. 

 

Indeed, even amid the hurricane-caused devastation and despair of recent weeks, I have seen 

seeds of hope. Different expressions of the Christian faith are freshly united around the need to 

care for our common home. The Catholic, Anglican and Orthodox Churches just came together 

with the World Council of Churches to celebrate a monthlong Season of Creation. During this 

season, people all around the globe prayed and acted to address climate change and to protect the 

earth. 

 

The Anglican Communion is responding in many ways. Young Anglicans from across Africa 

have united with ecumenical neighbors to study local effects of climate change and work on 

http://www.pbs.org/newshour/updates/flooding-south-asia-killed-1400-communities-brace/
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/environment/spore-faces-more-weather-extremes-as-world-warms
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2017/aug/30/in-an-era-of-unwelcome-climate-records-hurricane-harvey-wont-be-the-last
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-sh/lagos
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-sh/lagos
http://mashable.com/2016/11/07/fastest-sea-level-rise-human-history/#93AxT20OimqM
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/10/21/west-africa-is-being-swallowed-by-the-sea-climate-change-ghana-benin/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-climate-nigeria/sea-surges-could-uproot-millions-in-nigeria-megacity-idUSTRE4AI74G20081119
http://www.seasonofcreation.org/
http://www.anglicannews.org/news/2017/08/african-christians-study-water-food-and-climate-justice-in-wcc-eco-school.aspx


developing local solutions. In Cape Town, a diocesan environmental working group held a 

Eucharist for creation on Table Mountain. In Canada, the national indigenous Anglican bishop 

participated in an online prayer service and led an interfaith walk to protect the Great Lakes. 

 

However we choose to respond, a response is necessary. 

 

People of faith have a unique call to address the causes of climate change. As we stand together 

in our support for the survivors of extreme weather, let us act together in ways that will 

safeguard our shared gift of creation — and the lives of those who will inherit it from us. 

 

Justin Welby, the archbishop of Canterbury and primate of the Church of England, is the 

spiritual leader of the Anglican Communion. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/03/opinion/faith-climate-change-justin-welby.html  
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‘For us, the land is sacred’: on the road with the defenders of the world’s forests  

 

By Jonathan Watts 

The Guardian 

Of the many thousands of participants at the Bonn climate conference which begins on 6 

November, there will arguably be none who come with as much hope, courage and anger as the 

busload of indigenous leaders who have been criss-crossing Europe over the past two weeks, on 

their way to the former German capital. 

The 20 activists on the tour represent forest communities that have been marginalised over 

centuries but are now increasingly recognised as important actors against climate change through 

their protection of carbon sinks. 

In the run-up to the United Nations talks, they have been visiting the UK, France, Belgium, the 

Netherlands and Germany, talking to city leaders, environment NGOs and youth groups. Their 

aim is to build support for their role as forest defenders – a role that frequently puts them odds 

with agribusiness, mining companies and public security. The Observer caught up with them on 

the road to Paris. 

“We have been looking after the forest for thousands of years. We know how to protect them,” 

said Candida Dereck Jackson, vice president of the National Indigenous Alliance in Honduras, as 

she outlined the principal demands of the group: respect for land rights, recognition of crimes 

against the environment, direct negotiations over forest protection, decriminalisation of 

indigenous activists, and free, prior and informed consent before any development by outsiders. 

In one sense it is part of a battle that first peoples – as many indigenous groups refer to 

themselves – have been fighting since their territories were colonised hundreds of years ago. But 

https://www.facebook.com/GreenAnglicans/posts/1415274925234586
http://www.anglicanjournal.com/articles/canadian-anglicans-take-part-season-creation/
http://greatlakeswaterwalk.ca/
http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/pages/about-justin-welby.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/03/opinion/faith-climate-change-justin-welby.html
http://unfccc.int/meetings/bonn_nov_2017/meeting/10084.php
https://www.theguardian.com/world/germany


this time the campaign is being waged from a bus – previously used for rock music tours and 

election campaigns – in the context of growing concern about the climate and environment. 

This has provided some overlap with their ancient struggle to retain ancestral land and a different 

set of values. 

Cándido Mezúa of the Mesoamerican Alliance of Peoples and Forests said priorities needed to 

shift away from outside companies who were threatening forests and towards native 

communities that supported them. 

“We see with great sadness that billions of dollars are invested in agribusiness and the 

institutions that are behind the crisis we are facing, but there is very little interest in indigenous 

populations who can help with a solution,” he said at a stop at the Royal Society in London. 

This is not just a moral argument. Researchers at the World Resources Institute have found that 

tenure-secure indigenous forestlands provided significant global carbon benefits. In Bolivia, 

Brazil and Colombia alone they say this is worth $25bn–$34bn over the next 20 years – 

equivalent to taking between nine million and 12.6 million passenger vehicles off the roads for a 

year. 

Alain Frechette of the Rights and Resources Institute said this was the most cost-effective way to 

reduce emissions. “Community-owned land sequesters more carbon, has lower levels of 

deforestation, greater biodiversity and supports more people than public or privately owned 

forest,” he told the gathering of indigenous leaders, supporters and journalists. 

The contrast with more expensive solutions was apparent at the same venue the previous evening 

when oil company executives and senior politicians called for hundreds of billions of dollars of 

spending on carbon capture and storage technology, which – though important – is expected to 

contribute only 14% of the emissions cuts needed for the 2C target. 

Instead of such huge sums, participants in the indigenous caravan say they could contribute more 

to the fight against climate change if their land rights were recognised and states accepted the 

concept of crimes against the environment. “Money is not important for indigenous people. What 

we want, frankly, is for you to leave us alone,” said Mina Setra of the Indigenous Peoples’ 

Alliance of the Archipelago. “We don’t want to be criminalised for protecting our land.” 

Setra exemplifies the pragmatic, media-savvy approach of some in the alliances that represent 

many of the world’s 370 million indigenous peoples – whose territories contains 20% of the 

world’s tropical forest carbon. Like other participants on the bus tour – from as far afield as 

Brazil and Borneo – she says communities who traditionally live in forests have a closer spiritual 

connection to nature, but she gives short shrift to developed world romanticising. 

At a service station on the road to Paris, she evokes laughter with an impersonation of Julia 

Roberts playing the role of Mother Nature in the film Nature Is Speaking, intoning “Nature 

doesn’t need humans, humans need nature”, then switches back to her own voice to proclaim: 

“Bullshit!” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmVLcj-XKnM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WmVLcj-XKnM


Indigenous activists want a place at the climate negotiating table. At Copenhagen and other 

previous conferences, they were often treated as an exotic and sometimes disruptive diversion 

who turned up for photos in traditional dress but were given scant opportunity to participate. 

This is changing, albeit slowly. The 2015 Paris Accord recognised the contribution of indigenous 

knowledge in dealing with climate change. This was the most prominent mention until now of 

their role, though it failed to endorse their land rights. First peoples have, in turn, reversed their 

position on Redd+, a programme of talks that aims to boost financing of forest carbon sinks. 

There is less sign of compromise outside climate talks. Indigenous groups are often locked in 

land disputes, targeted in assassinations or criminalised by justice systems for resisting forest 

clearance to make way for cattle ranches, mines and government infrastructure. 

As the bus speeds along the motorway, Mark Rivas – a Miskito from Nicaragua – gazes out of 

the window at the grey skies and peaceful farmlands of northern Europe and reflects on the very 

different situation in his community. Seven Miskito have been killed so far this year for opposing 

a land grab by ranchers, he says, but none of the killers have been brought to justice. He too – 

like many others on the bus – has been threatened. “On this trip, I want to make these problems 

more visible and get outside pressure on the Nicaraguan government to ensure our land titles are 

fully recognised,” he says. “This is a climate issue. We don’t want to give up the land so the 

forest can be cleared by ranchers. For us it’s sacred.” 

There is some recognition of this in senior levels of government. In Paris, the indigenous leaders 

met the French ecology minister Nicolas Hulot – who moved from journalism to activism to 

politics and played a key role in the Paris Accord of 2015. He said the role of indigenous leaders 

was important, and not just at the Bonn talks. “They are perhaps the only people who can remind 

us how man has alienated himself from nature. They can bring a conscience and soul that 

modern society can aspire to,” he said. 

Hulot said he would ask President Emmanuel Macron to invite the indigenous leaders to a 

summit in France next year, when progress towards the Paris Accord goals will be assessed. 

But beyond fine-sounding generalities, participants on the bus said they would be looking for 

concrete steps – particularly on the question of a planned gold and titanium mine in French 

Guiana that is opposed by the country’s indigenous groups. 

Jocelyn Therese of the Kalina people, said the open cast pit would be blasted out of forested land 

between two indigenous reserves, polluting the rivers and requiring the construction of a 

hydroelectric dam. He has appealed to Macron to intervene. “We want support that will enable 

us to manage the forests as the base for our economy, rather than mining,” Therese said. 

Whether the French president listens is another matter. In the capitals of Europe and the US, 

commercial interests have trumped indigenous and environmental concerns for centuries. This is 

what funded the construction of the grand capitals of the Old World that the caravan participants 

have seen this month – some for the first time. 

http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2017/sbsta/eng/06.pdf
http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2017/sbsta/eng/06.pdf
https://www.forestcarbonpartnership.org/what-redd
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/17/world/americas/nicaragua-dispute-over-indigenous-land-erupts-in-wave-of-killings.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/france


Rivas – the quiet young man from Nicaragua – is underwhelmed. “All the death and destruction 

that came to our country came from Europe,” he said. “I sense people still have a superficial 

understanding of our message. What we want is to be able to continue our spiritual connection 

with the forest.” 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/nov/04/bonn-climate-conference-on-the-road-

with-defenders-of-the-forest 
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From better bulbs to more trees, Italy's Assisi takes on climate change 

 

By Alex Whiting 

Reuters 

ASSISI, Italy (Thomson Reuters Foundation) - The small medieval Italian pilgrimage town of 

Assisi, birthplace of Francis, Catholic patron saint of ecologists, is embarking on a quiet 

revolution.  

Mayor Stefania Proietti, an energy expert, plans to cut carbon emissions 40 percent between now 

and 2030, and hopes the “city on the hill” will inspire others to change too.  

Assisi draws about 6 million visitors each year, including Nobel Peace Prize winners, rock stars, 

Popes and presidents.  

Last month the city committed to shun investments in fossil fuels and shift to greener energies, 

alongside an international coalition of 40 Catholic organizations.  

“The most important thing is (encouraging) people’s belief that adopting a new lifestyle is 

important. One person’s action will not have much impact (on climate change), but 7 billion 

actions can change the world,” Proietti said.  

Hanging on her office wall is former Pope John Paul II’s proclamation making Francis, a 13th 

century monk, the patron saint of ecologists, and nearby sits a panda statue - a gift from the 

World Wildlife Fund.  

Taking care of nature “is the Assisi responsibility” she said. “If we have a different message, 

then we are not (being true) to our history.”  

Proietti, who is a professor of energy systems at Rome’s Guglielmo Marconi University, said she 

faces major challenges bringing about change in the city.  

Its architectural heritage is one: houses cannot put solar panels on their roofs in this UNESCO 

world heritage site. The biggest challenge, though, is changing people’s attitudes, she said.  

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/nov/04/bonn-climate-conference-on-the-road-with-defenders-of-the-forest
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2017/nov/04/bonn-climate-conference-on-the-road-with-defenders-of-the-forest


“Assisi’s people and administration never thought about this in the past,” said Proietti, who was 

elected last year.  

She plans to expand the city’s heating grid that runs off a combined natural gas-fed heat and 

power plant in the valley below. The energy-efficient plant produces electricity and the resulting 

heat is piped to people’s homes and city buildings.  

She also plans to plant 1,000 trees around the valley’s industrial zone, encourage the town’s 

inhabitants to grow more plants in their homes, and promote the use of electric cars.  

“I would like an electric car, but I cannot afford one,” said Alice Scaglia, a 50 year-old Assisi 

artist and mother of three.  

She has switched to low-energy bulbs, eats locally grown organic food and has cut back on meat. 

She said she wishes she could do more.  

“It is a necessary revolution not only in Assisi but in the world,” she said.  

Near the mayor’s office, a shop sells T-shirts with handprinted illustrations of Saint Francis’ 

famous canticle describing nature as Brother Sun, Mother Earth, Sister Water, Brother Wind.  

The saint’s environmental bent inspired the current Pope Francis’ choice of a name, and the Pope 

- who has been outspoken on the need to address climate change - has said he wants to continue 

Saint Francis’ legacy.  

“Assisi is a small town that starts to think about these problems,” said Adriano Cioci, manager of 

Assisi’s UNESCO office.  

“But if the large entities in the world - including the United Nations, China, the United States, 

India - don’t enter into this, the work of Assisi and other communes will be in vain,” he said.  

FRANCISCANS GO LOW  

Saint Francis is buried in the city’s basilica, the focus of pilgrims to the city and about 120 

million people who join its services via a webcast each year.  

Its custodians - monks from the Franciscan order - are converting the basilica, the seminary, and 

their home, to low energy lighting. Its famous frescoes painted by Giotto, and the saint’s tomb 

are now lit with LED lighting.  

They say their emissions have fallen 75 percent since work began in 2015.  

“We want the Sacro Convento and the whole complex here to be an example to the city, the 

country, the world,” said Father Enzo Fortunato, head of the Sacro Convento’s press office.  



They also hope to install solar panels to generate electricity, if they can get approval from the 

Ministry of Culture.  

“It’s important for us to respect the environment, because ultimately this is to respect man,” said 

Fortunato.  

“When you’re saving the environment, you’re creating an environment for people (to live and 

work in).”  

U.S. talk show host Oprah Winfrey, artist Christo Vladimirov Javacheff, and musicians Sharon 

Stone, Spandau Ballet, Mika, Patti Smith and Bruce Springsteen have all visited.  

“As the saint of ecology and the environment, St Francis transcends all religions,” said Enzo.  

On the main thoroughfare leading from the basilica to the mayor’s office is a family restaurant 

serving local specialities such as risotto with mushrooms and truffles.  

Cristiana Costantini, a journalist who was born and grew up in Assisi and helps out in the 

restaurant, says that the city must do its part to curb emissions and the already evident changes in 

the climate.  

“The seasons no longer exist,” she said.  

On this autumn day she is working in a short-sleeved shirt, but remembers as a girl always 

having to wear a warm jacket outdoors at this time of year.  

“Without St Francis, Assisi would be nothing but a beautiful ancient village, like so many 

others,” she said.  

“It is an international showcase of spirituality based on ... respect of other human beings and the 

surrounding environment in which they live,” she said.  

Costantini believes things are beginning to change, slowly. Low energy household appliances 

and light bulbs are popular in local shops and Assisi, along with neighboring municipalities, is 

introducing electric car charging points.  

This year, Italy, along with much of southern Europe, experienced severe drought, wildfires, and 

crop losses.  

“The environment is going crazy” and it is the poor and homeless “who are the first to suffer the 

disastrous consequences of these climatic changes”, she said.  

Proietti will be presenting Assisi’s plans at the international climate talks taking place in Bonn 

later this month.  



“Assisi is a symbol for sustainability, mitigation of climate change, and it’s the city of peace,” 

she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-climatechange/from-better-bulbs-to-more-trees-italys-

assisi-takes-on-climate-change-idUSKBN1D60GK 
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Climate change is a threat to rich and poor alike 

 

By Achim Steiner, Patricia Espinosa, and Robert Glasser  

National Catholic Reporter  

Editor's note: COP23, the annual United Nations climate change negotiations, opened Nov. 6 in 

Bonn, Germany, with Fiji as the presiding nation. NCR publishes the following op-ed from U.N. 

officials as part of its coverage of the international climate summit. 

From Miami and Puerto Rico to Barbuda and Havana, the devastation of this year’s hurricane 

season across Latin America and the Caribbean serves as a reminder that the impacts of climate 

change know no borders. 

In recent weeks, Category 5 hurricanes have brought normal life to a standstill for millions in the 

Caribbean and on the American mainland. Harvey, Irma and Maria have been particularly 

damaging. The 3.4 million inhabitants of Puerto Rico have been scrambling for basic necessities 

including food and water, the island of Barbuda has been rendered uninhabitable, and dozens of 

people are missing or dead on the UNESCO world heritage island of Dominica. 

The impact is not confined to this region. The record floods across Bangladesh, India and Nepal 

have made life miserable for some 40 million people. More than 1,200 people have died and 

many people have lost their homes, crops have been destroyed, and many workplaces have been 

inundated. Meanwhile, in Africa, over the last 18 months 20 countries have declared drought 

emergencies, with major displacement taking place across the Horn region. 

For those countries that are least developed the impact of disasters can be severe, stripping away 

livelihoods and progress on health and education; for developed and middle-income countries the 

economic losses from infrastructure alone can be massive; for both, these events reiterate the 

need to act on a changing climate that threatens only more frequent and more severe disasters. 

A (shocking) sign of things to come? 

The effects of a warmer climate on these recent weather events, both their severity and their 

frequency, has been revelatory for many, even the overwhelming majority that accept the science 

is settled on human-caused global warming.  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-climatechange/from-better-bulbs-to-more-trees-italys-assisi-takes-on-climate-change-idUSKBN1D60GK
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-italy-climatechange/from-better-bulbs-to-more-trees-italys-assisi-takes-on-climate-change-idUSKBN1D60GK


While the silent catastrophe of 4.2 million people dying prematurely each year from ambient 

pollution, mostly related to the use of fossil fuels, gets relatively little media attention, the effect 

of heat-trapping greenhouse gases on extreme weather events is coming into sharper focus. 

It could not be otherwise when the impacts of these weather events are so profound. During the 

last two years over 40 million people, mainly in countries which contribute least to global 

warming, were forced either permanently or temporarily from their homes by disasters. 

There is clear consensus: rising temperatures are increasing the amount of water vapor in the 

atmosphere, leading to more intense rainfall and flooding in some places, and drought in others. 

Some areas experience both, as was the case this year in California, where record floods 

followed years of intense drought. 

TOPEX/Poseidon, the first satellite to precisely measure rising sea levels, was launched two 

weeks before Hurricane Andrew made landfall in Florida 25 years ago. Those measurements 

have observed a global increase of 3.4 millimeters per year since then; that’s a total of 85 

millimeters over 25 years, or 3.34 inches. 

Rising and warming seas are contributing to the intensity of tropical storms worldwide. We will 

continue to live with the abnormal and often unforeseen consequences of existing levels of 

greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, for many, many years to come. 

In 2009, Swiss Re published a case study focused on Miami-Dade, Broward and Palm Beach 

Counties, which envisaged a moderate sea level rise scenario for the 2030s which matches what 

has already taken place today. If a storm on the scale of Andrew had hit this wealthy corner of 

the U.S. today, the economic damage would range from $100 billion to $300 billion. Now the 

estimates suggest that the economic losses from Harvey, Irma and Maria could surpass those 

numbers. 

Reduce disaster risk now; tackle climate change in the long-term 

Miami is working hard on expanding its flood protection program; $400 million is earmarked to 

finance sea pumps, improved roads and seawalls. Yet, this level of expenditure is beyond the 

reach of most low and middle-income countries that stand to lose large chunks of their GDP 

every time they are hit by floods and storms. 

While the Paris Agreement has set the world on a long-term path towards a low-carbon future, it 

is a windy path that reflects pragmatism and realities in each individual country. Thus, while 

carbon emissions are expected to drop as countries meet their self-declared targets, the impacts 

of climate change may be felt for some time, leaving the world with little choice but to invest, 

simultaneously, in efforts to adapt to climate change and reduce disaster risk. The benefits of 

doing so makes economic sense when compared to the cost of rebuilding.  

This will require international cooperation on a previously unprecedented scale as we tackle the 

critical task of making the planet a more resilient place to the lagging effects of greenhouse gas 

emissions that we will experience for years to come. Restoring the ecological balance between 



emissions and the natural absorptive capacity of the planet is the long-term goal. It is critical to 

remember that the long-term reduction of emissions is the most important risk reduction tactic 

we have, and we must deliver on that ambition.  

The November U.N. Climate Conference in Bonn presided over by the small island of Fiji, 

provides an opportunity to not only accelerate emission reductions but to also boost the serious 

work of ensuring that the management of climate risk is integrated into disaster risk management 

as a whole. Poverty, rapid urbanization, poor land use, ecosystems decline and other risk factors 

will amplify the impacts of climate change. In light of the Bonn climate negotiations and the Oct. 

13 International Day for Disaster Reduction, we call for them to be addressed in a holistic way. 

[Achim Steiner is Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme. Patricia 

Espinosa is Executive Secretary of U.N. Climate Change. Robert Glasser is the U.N. Secretary-

General’s Special Representative for Disaster Risk Reduction and head of the UN Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/eco-catholic/climate-change-threat-rich-and-poor-

alike 
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Trump's environmental rollbacks lack 'moral compass,' Catholics say 

 

Planet, people take back seat to business since election  

 

By Brian Roewe  

National Catholic Reporter 

After a September visit to Florida to survey damage waged by Hurricane Irma, President Donald 

Trump was asked whether the storm, along with Hurricane Harvey in the Gulf Coast, had 

changed his views on climate change. 

"We've had bigger storms than this," he told reporters on Air Force One.  

Since routinely stating on the campaign trail the false belief that climate change is a hoax devised 

by China, Trump has been mum in further elaborating those opinions. But the bevy of actions 

undertaken in his administration's first nine months has sent a clear signal of little intent to 

prioritize climate or other environmental concerns. 

Trump formally announced his intention to pull the U.S. from the international Paris Agreement 

on climate change. He said he would cancel future payments to the Green Climate Fund. He 

authorized construction of the Dakota Access pipeline, in operation since June, and the Keystone 

XL transnational pipeline. He has directed his administration to roll back upwards of 50 

environmental regulations, including a proposed repeal of the U.S. Environmental Protection 

Agency's Clean Power Plan rule on greenhouse gas emissions from existing power plants. 

http://www.un.org/en/events/disasterreductionday/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/eco-catholic/www.undp.org
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/eco-catholic/www.unfccc.int
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A Trump budget proposal sought to slash EPA funding by a third and its staff by 20 percent, 

while Administrator Scott Pruitt, who sued the agency more than a dozen times as Oklahoma 

attorney general, has worked to dismantle the agency from within. Trump has also ordered a 

review of recently designated national monuments and sought to expand drilling and mining on 

public lands, coastal waters and the Arctic. 

"I think he's pretty much kept his promises, which is to dramatically scale back environmental 

regulations," said Dan Misleh, executive director of Catholic Climate Covenant.  

In nearly every instance, Trump framed his environmental policies in economic terms, that fewer 

regulations will unburden businesses and usher in unprecedented energy production (primarily 

from fossil fuels). He has largely refrained from discussing environmental and health impacts of 

such moves, offering instead a loose overarching policy focused on clean air and water. 

"We're going to have safety, we're going to have clean water, we're going to have clear air," said 

the president, surrounded by coal miners March 28 at EPA headquarters as he signed a far-

reaching executive order aimed at ending a series of environmental regulations. "But so many 

[regulations] are unnecessary, and so many are job killing. We're getting rid of the bad ones." 

Trump's announcement that he would pull the U.S. out of the Paris climate accord came just days 

after he met with Pope Francis at the Vatican, where the pope presented the president with a 

copy of his encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home." As the next round of 

United Nations climate negotiations began Nov. 6, news reports indicated Trump officials at 

COP23 would tout fossil fuels and nuclear energy as climate solutions.  

Three days earlier, the first part of the fourth National Climate Assessment, by law published 

every four years by 13 federal agencies, stated the current period "is now the warmest in the 

history of modern civilization" and that average global temperatures have risen 1 degree Celsius 

(1.8 degrees Fahrenheit) since 1901. The report concluded "it is extremely likely that human 

activities, especially the emissions of greenhouse gases, are the dominant cause" of the planet's 

warming, adding "there is no convincing alternative explanation." 

The scope and speed of environmental rollbacks under Trump, combined with growing evidence 

of climate change, have triggered an urgency among Catholic groups to speak loudly, and often 

frankly, in opposition. They have criticized the decisions as detrimental not only to the planet — 

in scaling back climate action by the U.S., the present-day no. 2 global polluter and historical 

leader — but for people, particularly the poor. Through their ministries, they have witnessed how 

people in the U.S. and abroad have suffered from droughts and natural disasters worsened by 

global warming, including the ongoing disaster in Puerto Rico following Hurricane Maria, and 

have experienced in neighborhoods health complications from added pollution accompanying 

relaxed environmental laws. 

"What's so disturbing is that there does not seem to be any even moral compass or moral 

consciousness about the activity that our leadership is engaged in," said Sr. Patricia McDermott, 

president of the Sisters of Mercy of the Americas. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/war-on-the-epa/
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-rebuke-executive-order-climate-energy-policy
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-rebuke-executive-order-climate-energy-policy
https://www.ncronline.org/news/vatican/francis-asks-trump-work-peace-after-closely-watched-vatican-meeting
https://t.co/2MDUFm80Co
https://science2017.globalchange.gov/


Misleh called "a sin" the decision to end future U.S. payments to the Green Climate Fund, the 

international program that assists developing countries in climate adaptation/mitigation efforts. 

Catholic Relief Services deemed the Paris Agreement pullout "a terrible — and we hope 

reversible — mistake." McDermott cast EPA's proposed Clean Power Plan withdrawal as 

"deeply immoral and death dealing."  

In his statement on the carbon rules repeal effort, Bishop Frank Dewane, chairman of the U.S. 

bishops' Committee on Domestic Justice and Human Development, said such a course change by 

EPA "solidifies the already troubling approach of our nation in addressing climate change." 

It is a unique moment, McDermott told NCR. 

"It asks of us a different vigilance, a different commitment and certainly, the challenge for us to 

speak more clearly, more boldly and more intentionally about what we see," she said. 

Motivation for increased mobilization, lawsuits 

Dewane, head of the Diocese of Venice, Florida, told NCR the country's move away from its 

obligation to care for creation under Trump "causes us concern." The U.S. Conference of 

Catholic Bishops has issued eight letters and statements to the Trump administration and 

Congress resisting proposed actions, and has held discussions with EPA officials and legislators. 

So far, the collective calls from Catholics, including a petition with 15,000-plus signatures, have 

not had an effect in swaying the president to adjust course on environmental issues. But the body 

of moves by Trump has had the side effect of galvanizing people and organizations, both 

religious and secular, in opposition. 

Catholic Climate Covenant and Catholic Relief Services both reported upticks in engagement 

from their members and supporters in the past year, particularly around the exit from the Paris 

Agreement — a move that cannot formally go into effect until Nov. 4, 2020, a day after the next 

presidential election. 

"If nothing else, it's really woken up our consciousness and our commitment to doing better," 

said Adrianna Quintero, director of partner engagement for the Natural Resources Defense 

Council and founder/director of Voces Verdes, a coalition of Latino leaders on sustainable 

environmental progress. 

There have been lawsuits and mass mobilizations, with Catholic groups and religious orders 

joining both the March for Science on Earth Day, and People's Climate March a week later. In 

September, the Sisters of Mercy signed onto a "friend of the court" brief supporting 21 young 

people suing the federal government to act on climate change. 

So far, much of the resistance has been just that, Quintero said, in "holding the line" to protect 

environmental laws under threat. "There's a limited number of hours in the day, and this is a very 

active administration that is very actively trying to erase all the environmental progress that 

we've made, frankly, over the past 50 years." 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/epa-proposes-full-repeal-obama-era-clean-power-plan
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-continue-press-trump-climate-change
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholics-rebuke-executive-order-climate-energy-policy
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/catholic-climate-petition-trump-surpasses-15000-signatures
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She added what distinguishes the current attacks on environmental policies from those of the past 

is a concerted effort to discredit science and limit public access. Trump has yet to nominate a 

science advisor, and information on climate change has been scrubbed from websites for the 

White House, EPA and Department of the Interior.  

At the same time, the Government Accountability Office has estimated the economic hit of 

climate change on the U.S. could equate to 2.4 percent of the nation's annual GDP by the end of 

the century, with costs related to deaths from higher temperatures totaling as much as $506 

billion per year. 

Climate caucus resists presidential actions 

While open to communication with the White House, many seeking federal action on climate 

change have turned attention, and hope, to Congress — itself a force of resistance on 

environmental initiatives during President Barack Obama's eight years in office — and 

specifically, the growing Climate Solutions Caucus within the House or Representatives. 

Intentionally bipartisan, the caucus' membership is equal parts Democrat and Republican. After 

beginning with a dozen representatives in February 2016, it reached 60 members in early 

October. 

"I really think this caucus is the only way forward on climate change," Rep. Carlos Curbelo (R-

Florida), co-founder and co-chair of the caucus, told NCR. 

Representing Florida's southern tip, which encompasses the Everglades and Key West, Curbelo, 

who is Catholic, said climate impacts like sea level rise aren't talking points for people in his 

district and others situated along coasts, but something they already face. 

"This is all very real to us," he said. 

The caucus began with dialogue to better understand the challenges posed by climate change. 

Eventually, it hopes to bring forth legislation. 

For now they too have been in a "blocking and tackling phase" to stop bills seen as worsening 

climate change or not contributing to solutions. An early victory came in defeating an 

amendment to a defense funding bill that would have nixed a required study on climate risks to 

military facilities. 

The caucus and its members have also been vocal in criticizing the Trump administration's 

environmental actions, including the planned Paris withdrawal and potential Clean Power Plan 

repeal. 

"The administration is in some ways leaving a vacuum of leadership on the issue climate policy," 

Curbelo said. "And in my view, that just means that Congress has to step up and fill that void and 

show that we want to promote both a future of economic prosperity and growth and a future of 

responsible and sustainable climate policy." 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/paloma/the-energy-202/2017/10/24/the-energy-202-government-watchdog-wants-trump-administration-to-address-price-tag-of-climate-change/59ee683730fb045cba00099a/?tid=ss_tw&utm_term=.c4298c4f7f17
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/paloma/the-energy-202/2017/10/24/the-energy-202-government-watchdog-wants-trump-administration-to-address-price-tag-of-climate-change/59ee683730fb045cba00099a/?tid=ss_tw&utm_term=.c4298c4f7f17


The U.S. bishops' conference has publicly supported the caucus in two letters — including the 

establishment of a National Climate Solutions Commission — and joined other Catholic and 

secular groups, such as Citizens Climate Lobby, in encouraging more House members get on 

board. 

"We need to build political space for climate change to be an issue that can be addressed in a 

bipartisan fashion," said Eric Garduno, senior policy and legislative specialist for Catholic Relief 

Services. 

Local government, diocesan policies push on 

Beyond Washington, hope on environmental issues has emerged in cities and states. 

In response to Trump's Paris exit announcement, 14 states and Puerto Rico formed the U.S. 

Climate Alliance to continue working toward the U.S. target under the accord: reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions by 26 to 28 percent below 2005 levels by 2025. In addition, 382 

mayors, representing one-fifth of the nation's population, committed to taking steps to meet the 

climate goals and create a clean energy economy.  

Within the church, Catholic Climate Covenant launched in October its Catholic Energies 

program, after piloting it in the Cincinnati Archdiocese, aimed at helping dioceses and parishes 

make their buildings more energy efficient. It also continues to partner with the bishops' 

conference in rolling out an initiative to help priests become more comfortable incorporating 

Laudato Si' into homilies. 

Dewane said conversations within the bishops' conference about what more it can do on 

environmental concerns have looked at encouraging more bishops to implement energy 

efficiency and renewable energy in their dioceses. The conference has also offered support for 

the Nonprofit Energy Efficiency Act, introduced in the House in April and co-sponsored by 

seven members of the Climate Solutions Caucus. 

"The bishop is the one who's going to decide if he's going to take it on, but I think we have a lot 

more bishops who are aware of it now and willing to have the conversation," said Dewane, who 

has worked with parishes in his Venice diocese considering solar installations. 

New and developing partnerships are another positive that has emerged from the Trump 

administration's attacks on environmental policies. The Sisters of Mercy, deeply engaged in 

creation care for more than two decades, said they've been more vigilant in expanding their 

networks. 

"There is a solidarity now that probably many of us haven't felt in a long time," Mercy Sr. Aine 

O'Connor said. 

The connections are being made not only among groups but across issues, Quintero said, in that 

people are drawing lines between increases in air pollution at the same time health insurance 

https://www.usclimatealliance.org/#home-section
https://www.usclimatealliance.org/#home-section
https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/2197?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Nonprofit+Energy+Efficiency+Act%22%5D%7D&r=2


plans becomes less accessible. As more and more organizations widen their scope, challenges 

like climate change become less an exclusively environmental issue, but everyone's issue. 

That development is a welcome "grace moment," McDermott said, with Mercy sisters placing 

emphasis on identifying the links among environmental issues, poverty, racism and 

discrimination, and the root causes underlying them. That growing awareness comes at a 

moment of moral urgency, she said, that began before Trump's election but has only accelerated 

since. 

"We wouldn't choose this administration and the impact and the challenges that they're 

presenting, but we're ready to respond to them," she said. 

[Brian Roewe is an NCR staff writer. His email address is broewe@ncronline.org. Follow him 

on Twitter: @BrianRoewe.] 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/trumps-environmental-rollbacks-lack-moral-

compass-catholics-say 
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Winona LaDuke: 'Time to move on' from exploiting, ignoring nature 

 

By Taylor Jade Powell 

HUB – Johns Hopkins University 

Winona LaDuke communicated her visions for a multicultural democracy and a sustainable 

economy with wit, anecdotes, facts, and figures on Wednesday night to an overflow crowd at 

Johns Hopkins University's Mason Hall auditorium. 

LaDuke—a Native American activist, environmentalist, and advocate for women's and children's 

right—had one theme during her presentation as part of the JHU Forums on Race in America: 

"Time to move on." 

"The paradigm that got us into the problems we are facing today is not the paradigm that is going 

to get us out."  

She said that society needed to move on from a worldview that has everything to do with 

building empires, growing crops that will not withstand climate change, creating clothing made 

of cotton raised with pesticides, building pipelines through the sacred homes of Native people, 

basing the economy on exploitation rather than life, allowing the rights of corporations to 

supersede that of nature, and failing to understand the importance of indigenous people 

"The paradigm that got us into the problems we are facing today is not the paradigm that is going 

to get us out," said LaDuke. "And it would be important to have the courage to figure out some 

mailto:broewe@ncronline.org
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of these solutions together, and to recognize that indigenous people's knowledge is pretty 

significant knowledge—thousands of years in the same place without messing stuff up." 

LaDuke is the founder of the Indigenous Women's Network and the White Earth Land Recovery 

Project, executive director of Honor the Earth, and is part of the Ojibwe or Chippewa Tribe in 

Minnesota. She is a water protector who has spent a large part of her life battling corporations 

who seek to build pipelines through the lands of Native American people, including the Dakota 

Access Pipeline. 

Before the start of her talk, Lance Fisher of the Northern Cheyenne Tribe and Mark Herrera of 

the Seminole Tribe of Florida performed an honor song for LaDuke, who Herrera called "a 

Native American Icon." 

LaDuke narrated stories from her life and others' that demonstrated the struggles and hate that 

Native people have endured. 

"The economics of this country are predicated on the idea that you can take anything you want," 

she said. "So long as you have that system, our rights are going to continue to be violated." 

However, the problems of the environment and economy, she said, are everybody's. She raised 

the question of what the world will look like 50 and 100 years from now, as a result of climate 

change. 

"It's time to figure out what we are going to do," LaDuke said. 

Members of the Indigenous Students at Hopkins, which is in the process of becoming an official 

student organization, were among those who came to see LaDuke speak. 

Joel Espinoza, a first-year student and future vice president of the club, said he enjoyed LaDuke's 

stories of her relationship with corn, and how they helped to explain the way Native culture 

intertwines with the environment. 

"These environmental issues affect us all. We are all living on this Earth," Espinoza said. "Even 

small developments that you don't think make that large of a difference—they really do, and 

that's a sign that we can work together toward change." 

https://hub.jhu.edu/2017/11/09/activist-winona-laduke-sustainability/ 
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International Rights of Nature Tribunal in Bonn Finds Legal Systems Incapable of Preventing 

Climate Change and Protecting Nature 

http://www.honorearth.org/
https://www.mnchippewatribe.org/
https://www.mnchippewatribe.org/
https://hub.jhu.edu/2017/11/09/activist-winona-laduke-sustainability/


Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature 

BONN, Germany – The 4th session of the International Rights of Nature Tribunal, held 

concurrently with the 23rd United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

Conference of Parties (COP23), exposed the significant role which legal systems play in 

enabling climate change and global environmental degradation. The Tribunal heard seven cases 

from around the world which collectively demonstrated that global and national climate change 

commitments cannot be met without fundamental changes to the legal systems which legalise the 

activities that cause climate change and the destruction of the ecological systems on which life 

depends. This is a global problem – one of the cases concerned a massive lignite mine 

approximately 50 kms from the COP 23 negotiations. 

The Bonn Tribunal consisted of 9 judges from 7 countries, and was presided over by the 

prominent indigenous climate and environmental justice leader, Tom Mato Awanyankapi 

Goldtooth. Over the course of two days, 53 people from 19 countries speaking over 7 languages 

presented cases regarding violations of the rights of Nature. A range of experts who testified 

before the Tribunal explained that whatever is agreed at the COP 23 and subsequent meetings, 

action to combat climate change will be ineffective while governments continue to authorise coal 

mines, oil wells and hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”), and the mining of groundwater, and allow 

corporations to use investor state dispute settlement mechanisms in trade agreements to prevent 

the taking of effective measures to protect life. 

Witnesses gave first-hand accounts of what it is like to live near fracking operations, oil wells 

and refineries, and coal mines, about how those who defend Mother Earth are persecuted, 

attacked, criminalised and have their homes burnt. It heard of the anguish of indigenous and 

other peoples from local communities who live in intimacy with Nature as it is destroyed by 

roads, mines or industrial agriculture in order to benefit a small elite. 

Indigenous peoples from around the world played a prominent role throughout the Tribunal as 

experts and witnesses. The Tribunal opened with deeply moving ceremonies and evocations of 

Mother Earth by representatives of the Sámi people of Europe, the Sarayaku community in the 

Ecuadorian Amazon, and the indigenous peoples of North America. Indigenous peoples from 

Africa, Russia, Bolivia, Ecuador, French Guyana, and the USA/Turtle Island presented 

testimonies that drew the Tribunal’s attention to the sacredness of Earth – a dimensions ignored 

in the COP 23 negotiations. 

The Tribunal found that in each of the seven cases, serious and systematic violations of the 

Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth (UDRME) had occurred, often accompanied 

by human rights violations, and in several cases the harm was so severe as to constitute ecocide. 

In each case the legal system did not provide adequate remedies to prevent on-going harm. In 

most cases the harm was caused by activities such as deforestation and mining which could only 

take place because they had been authorised by law. It was abundantly clear those legal systems 

that elevate property rights and the rights of corporation above the rights of water, air and 

ecosystems to exist and contribute to the ecological health of the planet, are exacerbating climate 

change by clothing destructive activities in a cloak of legal legitimacy. The Tribunal noted that 



carbon, biological and conservation offsets and ecosystem services are financialisation processes 

that enable Nature to be privatised, commodified and traded in financial market systems. Carbon 

market are false solutions that do not cut emissions at source. 

The Tribunal and panel of Judges 

The Tribunal considers cases from the perspective of what is in the best interests of the Earth 

community as a whole, and hears cases involving alleged violations of the UDRME and 

international human rights law. The Tribunal was established in 2014 by the members of the 

Global Alliance for the Rights of Nature and was formally constituted in 2015 in Paris when a 

wide range of civil society organizations and indigenous communities signed a Peoples’ 

Convention to establish the Tribunal. Cases are heard by a panel of eminent legal and 

environmental experts from around the world. The Bonn panel consisted of 9 distinguished 

judges from 7 countries: President – Tom Goldtooth (Indigenous Environmental Network, 

Turtle Island – USA); Osprey Orielle Lake (Women’s Earth and Climate Action Network – 

USA); Alberto Acosta (former president of the Constitutional Assembly – Ecuador); Fernando 

“Pino” Solanas (senator, Argentina), Ute Koczy (Urgewald E.V., former Parliamentarian, 

Germany); Cormac Cullinan (Wild Institute Law- South Africa); Simona Fraudatorio 

(Permanent People’s Tribunal, Italy); Shannon Biggs (Movement Rights, USA), Ruth 

Nyambura (African Biodiversity Network – Kenya). 

Cases heard by the Tribunal in Bonn Climate Change and False Energy Solutions. 

Expert witnesses testified about how corporations such as Exxon not only profit from activities 

which they know cause dangerous climate change, they have also deliberately promoted false 

solutions to climate change (e.g. nuclear energy and gas from fracking operations) and are 

impeded the introduction of renewable energy and other climate change mitigation measures. In 

some cases corporations have spread false propaganda about indigenous peoples and others 

opposing the fossil fuel industry. 

The Tribunal heard disturbing evidence from witnesses about the severe health impacts of living 

in places polluted by the coal, oil and gas industries. Evidence was presented about how energy 

industry operations had contaminated water, air and ground in many parts of the world in 

violation of the rights of Mother Earth and of human rights. Witnesses from Mauritius and Texas 

gave evidence of the impacts of severe hurricanes and cyclones caused or exacerbated by climate 

change. For example, in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey, homes were damaged, 

environmental restrictions were suspended and people had to breathe toxic fumes. 

The Tribunal found that gas extraction by means of hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”), nuclear 

energy and carbon markets are all false solutions used to delay the transition to low-carbon 

societies. For example, fracking “breaks the bones of the Earth” and only perpetuates the 

destructive dependence upon oil, and gas. Carbon trading commodifies nature and allows the 

wealthy to buy the right to exceed national emission limits. The Tribunal decided that promoting 

and undertaking these activities violates the rights of Nature, including the right to integral 

health. 



Financialization of Nature and the REDD+ 

Evidence was presented that REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation) framework and other carbon market frameworks and payment for ecological 

services have resulted in more ecological destruction and pollution and facilitated the 

establishment and continuation of destructive industries. Witnesses explained how systematic 

mechanisms, such as REDD+ were resulting in indigenous and local peoples who had not 

degraded their lands being disposed and losing their rights in order to enable a polluting 

company elsewhere in the world to continue exceeding air emission limits. 

The Tribunal found that that systems such as REDD+ that commodified Nature failed to 

recognise the reality that human beings are an integral and inseparable part of a living Earth 

community and that the exploitation, commodification and financialization of Nature is 

detrimental to all. Those who established these systems or who traded in carbon or biodiversity 

“credits”, were violating the rights of Nature and failing in their duty to ensure that the pursuit of 

human wellbeing contributes to the wellbeing of Mother Earth. 

Lignite mining in the Hambach Forest 

Witnesses gave evidence of how a massive lignite mine near Bonn has created the largest hole in 

Europe, and as it expands is destroying whole villages and the ancient Hambach forest. The 

forest has existed for 12,000 years, contains 800 year old trees and is home to 142 protected 

species. Only about 7 square kilometres of the original 60 square kilometres are left. The 

Tribunal heard evidence about how burning the lignite from the mine will exacerbate 

global warming and cause severe pollution and health risks as well as diminish and pollute the 

groundwater which sustains the forest and other ecosystems. It also heard evidence from young 

people who are living high up in the trees in an attempt to protect them from destruction, and of 

how they now have an intimate relationship with the trees and the forest. 

The Tribunal found that further expansion of the mine must be stopped immediately, that the site 

should be rehabilitated as far as possible and that Germany should recognise the rights of Nature 

in law in order to prevent such projects in the future. The Tribunal also drew attention to the fact 

that it is necessary to cease all coal mining as soon as possible in order to mitigate climate 

change, and particularly its effects on future generations. 

Defenders of Mother Earth 

The UDRME requires all human beings and institutions to defend the rights of Mother Earth and 

of all beings. Evidence from around the world exposed the wide-spread disregard for this duty 

and how people, particularly indigenous peoples, in the United States of America, Russia, Latin 

America and Africa are being persecuted for defending Nature from harm. In many cases the 

persecutions of indigenous peoples such as the Sámi peoples over long periods of time were 

clearly designed to destroy cultural understandings and practices that respect and protect the 

rights of Mother Earth and other beings. 



Witnesses who testified included water protectors from Standing Rock in the United States, and 

representatives of indigenous peoples from Sweden (Sámi), and Russia (Shor). The Tribunal 

heard how indigenous people using peaceful means to defend water and Mother Earth are met 

with violence as governments protect corporate interests as occurred at Standing Rock. The 

Lakota Sioux tribe was never adequately consulted about the construction of the Dakota Access 

Pipeline across their land. The evidence showed that the pipeline would diminish the quality of 

life of indigenous peoples minorities, specifically in relationship to the sacredness of water and 

sacred and cultural significant areas. 

The Tribunal noted the ongoing history of systemic violations of the rights of the indigenous 

peoples. And reiterated that everyone has the duty to defend those who protect the rights of 

Mother Earth and to break the pattern of violation and abuse of indigenous peoples. 

Almeria –deprivation of water 

In the Almeria waters case the Tribunal found that the abstractions of huge quantities of water 

from aquifers in the Almeria region of Spain, primarily to irrigate large-scale intensive olive 

plantations is a violation of the rights of the rivers and ecological systems of Almeria, and a 

violation of the human rights of local peoples. The Spanish State and the government of Almeria 

must act immediately to stop the abstraction of groundwater to enable the ecosystems to recover, 

and the intensive cultivation of olives in Almeria must cease. 

This case illustrates the consequences of treating water as a commodity that can be monopolised 

by the wealthy instead of recognising water as a vital source of life, which must be respected and 

afforded the highest level of protection. Although this case focussed on a specific area, it is an 

example of what is happening in many areas of the world, and the principles are universal. Those 

human societies that do not respect water as life and which fail to take whatever measures are 

necessary to protect the ecological systems and cycles that generate water, destroy life and 

ultimately destroy themselves. Water is priceless – societies that sacrifice water sources for 

money, will pay a terrible price. 

Threats to the Amazon 

The Tribunal decided to hear a number of cases from different parts of the Amazon 

simultaneously in order to consider threats to the Amazon ecosystem in a holistic way. It heard 

evidence of widespread violations of indigenous rights and the rights of Mother Earth throughout 

the greater Amazon region. This included testimony about the huge mine proposed in French 

Guyana, and from communities in Brazil, Bolivia and Ecuador. It is clear that this vital 

ecosystem that is a reservoir of life, home to many peoples and an essential part of maintaining 

global climatic stability, is being subjected to many attacks which violate its right to exist and 

maintain its vital cycles. The extractivist global model inevitably results in violations of the 

rights of the Amazon as a whole and diminishes the quality of life of all organisms in the region. 

The Tribunal heard allegations of violations of the rights of Mother Earth arising from the 

proposed construction of a major road through the TIPNIS protected area in Bolivia and from oil 

exploitation in the area. Evidence about the victimization and intimidation of those opposing the 



construction of the road was also placed before the Tribunal. The Tribunal noted this evidence 

with great concern, particularly because the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth 

was proclaimed in Bolivia in 2010 and Bolivia has championed rights of Nature internationally. 

The Tribunal decided that it wished to gather more evidence from all concerned, including the 

State of Bolivia, and if possible to send a delegation on a fact-finding mission to Bolivia. It also 

decided to request the Bolivian government to impose a moratorium on construction of the 

proposed road and bridges through TIPNIS and on further oil exploration in or near TIPNIS, 

until the Tribunal has completed its work. The Tribunal was of the view that the imposition of 

such a moratorium would be an appropriate precautionary measure to avoid possible violations 

of rights of Mother Earth while a resolution to this dispute is being sought. 

Trade Agreements and their Implications on Nature 

Expert witnesses from Canada, Germany, South Africa and Puerto Rico testified that Free Trade 

Agreements (FTAs) are the drivers of an unsustainable economy based on fossil fuels, 

privatization, commodification and legalized enslavement of all life on Earth. FTAs are legally 

binding and take precedence over non-binding commitments made under the Paris Agreement. 

States can even be prevented from passing new laws to protect ecosystems if the tribunals 

established under Investor State Dispute Settlement Mechanisms (ISDSMs) in FTAs decide that 

they are “barriers to trade”. Indigenous peoples pay the highest price under schemes like 

NAFTA. Because they have protected and live close to the land, they are targets for 

displacement in the quest for pristine untapped “resources” for drilling, clear-cutting water 

mining, etc. For example, 50% of the groundwater has already been depleted in NAFTA affected 

areas in Mexico. 

The Tribunal found that Free Trade Agreements result in systemic violations of the Rights of 

Nature and are based on the delusion that trade is more important than life. The provisions of 

these agreements must be regarded as null and void to the extent that they conflict with the rights 

and duties in the UDRME. 

Notes 

The Global Alliance for Rights of Nature (GARN) is a network of organizations and individuals 

committed to the universal adoption and implementation of legal systems that recognize, respect 

and enforce “Rights of Nature – see https://therightsofnature.org/ The Universal Declaration of 

the Rights of Nature is available at http://therightsofnature.org/universal-declaration 

Media Contact: 

Robert Wager (media contact) robert@endecocide.eu + 49 160 8104348 

Cabot Davis (general inquiries) cabot@movementrights.org + 1 (831) 854-7634 Natalia Greene 

(Tribunal’s Secretariat) nati.greene@gmail.com + 593 9944-3724 

https://therightsofnature.org/international-rights-of-nature-tribunal-in-bonn-finds-legal-systems-

incapable-of-preventing-climate-change-and-protecting-nature/ 
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COP23, led by island nation Fiji, aims to buoy urgency for climate action 

 

By Brian Roewe  

National Catholic Reporter 

With the annual United Nations climate change conference under way, COP23 has taken the 

gathering somewhere it hasn’t gone before, well sort of. 

The physical host of the latest global climate summit (Nov. 6-17) is Bonn, Germany, where the 

U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change has its headquarters. But presiding over COP23 

is Fiji, the first time a Pacific island has held the role. 

The position holds significance in that the low-lying islands have played the role of canary in the 

mine of international climate negotiations: sounding the alarm as they've witnessed their 

homelands awash with rising sea waters, and urgently crying out for the global community to act 

before it's too late. 

"Fiji being the chair this year sort of brings it home," said Rebecca Eastwood, advocacy 

coordinator for the Columban Center for Advocacy and Outreach. 

Since 1951, the Missionary Society of St. Columban has served the people in Fiji, and its 

missionaries there today witness firsthand the devastation climate change has brought: high tides 

getting higher, water tables rising, more frequent flooding. 

In an upcoming podcast for the Columban Center, Lani Tamatawale, a Columban lay missionary 

in Fiji, described how one village experience two floods in a short period of time, the second 

coming as the new school years was beginning. 

“It was really hard to see that when people are still trying to get back on their 

feet,” Tamatawale said. 

As seas swallow more and more shoreline in Pacific islands, its leaders have begun facing the 

difficult decision of displacement for some of the 1.7 million who call the islands home, a 

process that first began on Fiji in 2012. The island itself has taken in climate refugees from 

neighboring Kiribati. 

"They won't have anywhere to go. And so I think that's as stark an example as you can find on 

the impacts on small island nations," Eastwood said. 

The all-call for urgency and recommitment to the Paris Agreement is expected to be a prevalent 

theme throughout the two weeks of COP23, in particular coming five months after President 

Donald Trump announced his intentions to withdraw the United States from the deal among 195 

https://www.salon.com/2012/09/19/first_village_relocated_due_to_climate_change/
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/nearly-200-nations-adopt-historic-paris-agreement-set-path-action-climate-change
https://www.ncronline.org/news/politics/paris-climate-deal-exit-deeply-troubling-catholic-leaders


nations to commit to lowering average global temperature rise between 1.5 and 2 degrees Celsius 

(2.7 to 3.6 Fahrenheit). 

With Syria's announcement Nov. 7 it would sign onto the agreement, the U.S., while technically 

unable to exit until November 2020, is now the only nation in the world in opposition to the 

climate accord. 

But the increased calls for urgency don't draw solely from the U.S. idling on climate action. In 

the days leading up to COP23, several reports highlighted how the planet remains well short in 

terms of meeting the targets outlined in the Paris Agreement. 

According to an Oct. 31 report from the U.N. Environment Program, national pledges to date 

would only bring about one-third of the reduction in greenhouse gas emissions required by 2030 

to stay on target to meet the Paris goals, and result in global temperature rise of 3 degrees 

Celsius. A study of national commitments by Climate Action Tracker found no industrialized 

nation on track to meet their self-determined targets. 

The first portion of the fourth National Climate Assessment, produced by law every four years 

by 13 federal agencies, determined average global temperatures have risen 1 degrees Celsius 

since 1901. As for the reason for the warming, it stated "it is extremely likely that human 

activities, especially the emissions of greenhouse gases, are the dominant cause." The scientific 

report added, "There is no convincing alternative explanation." 

The U.N. Environment Program report said that closing the emissions gap requires "accelerated 

short-term action and enhanced longer-term national ambition," which includes a phase out of 

coal, stopping deforestation, and ramping up investments in renewable energy and energy 

efficiency measures. 

In contrast, the Trump administration was expected to arrive in Bonn touting fossil fuels and 

nuclear energy as viable climate solutions, according to a report by The New York Times. 

"We face a stark choice: up our ambition, or suffer the consequences," Edgar E. Gutiérrez-

Espeleta, the Costa Rican environment minister and president of the 2017 U.N. Environment 

Assembly, said in a statement. 

The Paris Agreement, reached at COP21 in 2015, was developed in a way to encourage nations 

to increase their emissions reductions every few years. The first global stock-take of progress 

will be the major focus next year at COP24 in Poland; that process will then repeat every five 

years. 

As for COP23, delegates will aim to create a "rulebook" for the agreement's implementation, in 

terms of how progress is assessed and how countries might increase emissions targets, with the 

first revision period set for 2020. 

Faith groups hope Fiji's chairmanship rallies nations to recognize the need for increased ambition 

well before then. 

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/emissions-gap-report-2017-governments-non-state-actors-must-do-more
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/06/climate/world-emissions-goals-far-off-course.html?smid=tw-nytclimate&smtyp=cur&_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/06/climate/world-emissions-goals-far-off-course.html?smid=tw-nytclimate&smtyp=cur&_r=0
https://science2017.globalchange.gov/
https://t.co/2MDUFm80Co


"The world is grappling with a 'new normal,' " said CIDSE, a coalition of Catholic international 

development agencies, in its message ahead of COP23. "Chaotic weather patterns and climate-

related disasters are a tangible reality, affecting countries and communities at the frontlines of 

climate change. It's time to act." 

With his encyclical "Laudato Si', on Care for Our Common Home," Pope Francis elevated the 

call for all "to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor," that poor and excluded 

peoples are not treated as an afterthought in political and economic discussions, but that their 

problems become a central focus. 

That call presents Catholics with a special obligation to stand with poor and vulnerable 

communities as it relates to climate change, as they often experience the impacts of harsher 

droughts, floods and wildfires first and most acutely, said Wesley Cocozello, communications 

and outreach coordinator for the Columban Center. 

"Unlike the industrialized western nations, the Fijian population in general doesn't have the 

resources to bounce back as quickly from disasters, like two floods within a couple of months of 

each other," he told NCR. "So it's really incumbent upon us to look after our brothers and 

sisters." 

The Columban Center and other U.S.-based Catholic groups have used the timing of COP23 to 

urge Congress for continued financial support for the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate 

Change and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change — funding that Trump eliminated 

in his proposed budget. 

The faith community at COP23 plan to show their solidarity and resolve for climate action by 

committing to more modest lifestyles. Through a statement organized by GreenFaith, religious 

leaders and people of faith have promised that while they push for systemic change to address 

climate change they will also adopt "compassionate simplicity" in their own lives and houses of 

worship. Specifically, they pledge to: 

 dramatically reducing emissions from their energy usage; 

 adopting a plant-based diet and reduce food waste; 

 minimize air and automobile travel. 

"Individual commitments and behaviors are as important in addressing climate change as they 

are in addressing poverty, racism, and other grave social ills. And we know that our spiritualties 

and traditions offer wisdom about finding happiness in a purposeful life, family and friendships, 

not in an overabundance of things. The world needs such wisdom; it is our privilege both to 

share and to seek to embody it," the statement read. 

A procession of faith leaders, on foot and bicycle, will present the sustainable living statement 

to COP23 delegates on Nov. 10. 

Other efforts from faith groups around COP23 include a daily prayer guide compiled by the 

Global Catholic Climate Movement. For each day of the conference, the guide features a 

http://www.interfaithclimatestatement.org/the_statement


different country and reflection highlighting a local way its people have experienced the effects 

of climate change and environmental degradation. 

Like COP23 itself, the prayer guide opened with a focus on Fiji and other Pacific islands that are 

already dealing with rising seas: 

"We pray that refugees from the climate crisis find peace and Fijian 'Bula vinaka,' or a spirit of 

welcome, in their new homes. We pray that migration policies include climate refugees among 

those who need special consideration." 

Other prayers come from the Amazon, Caribbean islands, Nigeria and Australia. 

Global Catholic Climate Movement has a delegation at COP23, and will hold a webinar Nov. 14 

updating Catholics on what is happening in Bonn and what next steps the network of 400-plus 

Catholic organizations has planned in coming months. 

Elsewhere, the Jesuits have scheduled a series of events throughout the 12 days in Bonn, 

including a free conference Nov. 13 examining how Laudato Si' can transform attitudes about 

natural resources. The event will highlight a diversity of voices, with speakers from India, 

Central Africa and Central America, as well as island nations Micronesia and the Philippines. A 

"Laudato Si' Fair" will follow to display actions already under way. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/cop23-led-island-nation-fiji-aims-buoy-urgency-

climate-action 
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Environmental Destruction and Environmental Ethics in Islam 

 

By Dr. Khursheed Ahmad Wani 

Kashmir Monitor 

 

Man has forgotten the paths of mystics, seers and saints who had blessed the world by their 

mystical tradition of humanity. The harmony and beauty of nature is preserved due to the 

enlightenment that God gives through these saints. The harmony of man and nature is destroyed 

because of the destruction of harmony between Man and Allah. The 1960s and 1970s witnessed 

a general sense of environmental catastrophe, brought by industrial civilization. This crisis of 

environmental pollution, resource shortages and ecological disparities caused ecological 

imbalance. Rachel Carson's Silent Spring (1962) revealed the life-threatening nature of chemical 

pesticides and questioned the dominating concept of conquering nature. Paul Ehrlich's The 

Population Bomb (1968) brought to light the pressures that the population explosion put on 

nature. The first report on Limits to Growth sounded a warning against the falsehood of limitless 

growth. The earth day was born in the USA in 1971, with a huge demonstration against pollution 

by campaigners for conservation of the Earth's resources. In the same year, Greenpeace launched 

its campaign against nuclear weapons and in favour of the environment. The first United Nations 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/cop23-led-island-nation-fiji-aims-buoy-urgency-climate-action
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/cop23-led-island-nation-fiji-aims-buoy-urgency-climate-action


environmental conference, held in Stockholm in 1972, symbolized the universal rise of 

environmental consciousness. However, environmental ethics were born 1400 years ago as a 

logical outcome of the Qur'anic understanding of nature and man. This is a helpful idea to 

Muslims concerned with environmental problems, and should be more widely reflected in the 

Muslim community (umma) worldwide. 

 

There has been tremendous acceleration in the exploitation of natural resources all over the 

world over the years. The heritage that man inherited in the shape of green and the dense forests 

is rapidly facing extension, and with it plant and animal species are also facing rapid extension. 

The entire atmosphere in fact is getting destroyed, thanks to the insatiable greed of man himself. 

If one were to talk of Kashmir alone, much of the forest wealth has gone into furnishing the 

drawing rooms of the Millionaires who operate from their air conditioned chambers. Was any 

attempt ever made to educate poor little villager that what he was parting today would spell of 

disaster for him tomorrow? And educating him would also block the way of the profiteers who 

reap the biggest harvest by encroaching on the wealth bestowed by nature. All resources on Earth 

are considered as a joint-usufruct which should be used and shared equally between all human 

beings, as well as all other creatures on the Earth, in accordance with their material and spiritual 

needs. Such equity in sharing must continue now and in the future, so that the planet Earth may 

not be endangered nor the interests of its future generations are disrupted or adversely affected. 

According to IbnMajah, Anas reported that the Messenger of God, the Prophet Muhammad 

(SAW), said: ‘If any one deprives an heir of his inheritance, Allah will deprive him of his 

inheritance in Paradise on the Day of Resurrection’. God says in the holy Qur’an, ‘It is He Who 

has produced you from the Earth and settled you therein’ (Qur’an 71: 17–18). With regard to 

God’s saying: “And He has made the ships to be of service unto you, that they may sail the sea 

by His command, and the rivers He has made of service unto you. And He has made the sun and 

the moon, constant in their courses, to be of service unto you, and He has made of service unto 

you the night and day. And He gives you all you seek of Him: If you would count the bounty of 

God, you could never reckon it.” (Quran 14:32-34). All human beings and, indeed, livestock and 

wildlife as well, enjoy the right to share in the resources of the earth. Man’s abuse of any 

resource, such as water, air, land, and soil as well as other living creatures such as plants and 

animals is forbidden, and the best use of all resources, both living and lifeless, is prescribed. 

Hamid Al-Ghazali described the Holy Qur'an as an ocean. As at the bottom of the ocean, pearls 

remain hidden, so also are hidden the wonderful meanings behind the Qur'an verses which 

incorporate the necessary elements for developing the new required environmental ethics. 

Islamic principles and law can serve as a plan for alternative political and social models for the 

society which currently suffers from environmental degradation and social injustice. 

 

The Quran forbids spoiling or abusing the Earth in any way that would make it deviate from the 

purpose God created it for: ‘They hasten about the Earth, to do mischief there; and God loves not 

the workers of mischief’ (5: 64). 'There is not an animal on Earth, nor a bird that flies on its 

wings, but they are communities like you' (Qur'an 6: 38). Destroying or damaging the natural 

habitat of species unable to shield themselves against human attack constitutes the height of what 

the Qur'an labels fasadfi'l-ard (corruption on Earth).  

 

Nature has been created in order, balance and with extraordinary aesthetic beauty, and all these 

aspects of nature while enhancing man's life here, should be honoured, developed and protected 



accordingly. Nature's rights over humankind include the rights to protection from misuse, 

degradation and destruction. Greed, affluence, extravagance, and waste are considered a tyranny 

against nature and a transgression of those rights. The Prophet Muhammad (SAW) also declared 

in a hadith, 'If any Muslim plants a tree or sows a field and a human, bird or animal eats from it, 

it shall be reckoned as charity from him'. Even if doomsday was expected imminently, human 

beings would be expected to continue their good behaviour. The Prophet said: 'If the day of 

resurrection comes upon anyone of you while he has a seedling in hand, let him plant it'. 

 

The planetary system, the earth and its ecosystems all work within their own limits and 

tolerances. Islamic teaching likewise sets limits of human behavior as a control against excess 

and it could be said that the limits to the human condition are set within four principles. They are 

the Unity principle (Tawhid); the Creation Principle (Fitra); the Balance Principle (Mizan); and 

the Responsibility Principle (Khalifa). 

 

There are clear principles to work out in terms of implications for accounting and governance 

following Ijtihadwith general relevance in respect of concerns to govern our environment. The 

spiritual sympathy with nature needs to be developed at the earliest to prevent further 

degradation. Nature should not be judged according to human needs and brotherhood with 

nature, trees and wildlife need to be created. Natural resources are depleting at a very faster rate 

and conservation of natural resources is the need of the hour. Conservation is the most cost 

effective and environmentally sound way to reduce our demands for water, energy, plant and 

animal products. Islam is deeply concern with the environment from a holistic perspective. The 

teaching of the Qur'an and Hadaith must echo in the minds of the Muslim community (Umma) in 

dealing with the existing degradation and future dangers facing the environment because all of us 

are in the same leaking boat, and the sea is rising and stormy. By following simple steps at 

individual level we may contribute a lot to the society. We should not only understand what 

conservation is all about but also implement measures to conserve water, energy and biodiversity 

at all levels. We should create the ways and means of environmental awareness to the society. It 

is not only at home, we can use simple steps at schools, colleges, and university, offices and 

public places to save resources. As individuals, groups and community let us wake up before it is 

too late. 

 

(The author is Assistant Professor in Department of Environmental Science, ITM University, 

Gwalior.) 

 

https://www.kashmirmonitor.in/Details/136305/environmental-destruction-and-environmental-

ethics-in-islam 
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Pope denounces 'shortsighted' human activity for climate change 

 

By Nicole Winfield, The Associated Press  

CTV News 
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VATICAN CITY -- Pope Francis on Saturday blasted "shortsighted human activity" for global 

warming and rising sea levels and urged leaders at climate talks in Germany to take a global 

outlook as they negotiate ways to curb heat-trapping emissions. 

Francis met with a delegation of Pacific leaders and told them he shares their concerns about 

rising sea levels and increasingly intense weather systems that are threatening their small islands. 

He decried in particular the state of oceans, where overfishing and pollution by plastics and 

micro-plastics are killing fish stocks and sea life that are critical to Pacific island livelihoods. 

While several causes are to blame, "sadly, many of them are due to shortsighted human activity 

connected with certain ways of exploiting natural and human resources, the impact of which 

ultimately reaches the ocean bed itself," the pope warned. 

History's first Latin American pope has frequently spoken out against global warming and the 

impact it has in particular on poor and indigenous peoples. His landmark 2015 encyclical "Praise 

Be" denounced how wealthy countries exploit the poor, risking turning God's creation into an 

"immense pile of filth." 

The Pacific leaders praised the encyclical for drawing attention to those most vulnerable to 

climate change, including residents of small Pacific islands for whom rising sea levels pose an 

existential threat. 

The president of Nauru, Baron Waqa, told Francis that Pacific island leaders would urge 

negotiators at Bonn to uphold the Paris climate accord, where governments made commitments 

to keep global temperature rise this century below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels, 

and pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5 degrees Celsius. 

Waqa warned that the 1.5-degree rise was a crucial threshold: "There only remains a few years 

before we exceed carbon dioxide levels that will make temperature rise to levels that will see 

many parts of the Pacific disappear," he said. 

Francis told the Pacific leaders that he hoped the Bonn talks would take their plight into 

consideration, and look for a shared strategy to confront the "grave problems" facing the 

environment and oceans. 

http://www.ctvnews.ca/sci-tech/pope-denounces-shortsighted-human-activity-for-climate-

change-1.3673562 
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Global cooperation needed in response to climate change, pope says 

 

By Carol Glatz  

Catholic News Service 

http://www.ctvnews.ca/sci-tech/pope-denounces-shortsighted-human-activity-for-climate-change-1.3673562
http://www.ctvnews.ca/sci-tech/pope-denounces-shortsighted-human-activity-for-climate-change-1.3673562


VATICAN CITY (CNS) -- Global problems associated with climate change demand global 

cooperation, Pope Francis told a group of heads of state from the Pacific Islands. 

The planet Earth, when viewed from space, is a world without borders, he said, and "it reminds 

us of the need for a global outlook, international cooperation and solidarity, and a shared 

strategy" when it comes to caring for the environment. 

Such a shared approach "can prevent us from remaining indifferent in the face of grave problems 

such as the deterioration of the environment and of the health of the oceans, which is itself linked 

to the human and social deterioration experienced by humanity today," he said. 

The pope spoke Nov. 11 during an audience with leaders of the Pacific Islands Forum, an 

organization of 18 member nations, whose aim is to increase regional cooperation and its voice 

on the world stage.  

The meeting also came as world leaders were meeting for the U.N. Climate Change Conference 

in Bonn, Germany, Nov. 6-15. There, governments were looking at how they could better meet 

the goals of the Paris Agreement, which aims to control global temperature increases by reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

Baron Waqa, the incoming chair of the Pacific Islands Forum and president of Nauru, told the 

pope that their island nations "are at the forefront of the impacts of climate change. The 

devastating impacts of cyclones, earthquakes and tsunamis in recent years have resulted in 

enormous losses for our smaller island economies, which have taken decades to build." 

Waqa praised the pope's leadership in promoting the recognition that those who least contribute 

to greenhouse gas emissions often bear the brunt of the effects of climate change, and for his 

insistence on the inclusion of everyone in discussions and solutions. 

The pope said he shared their concern and lamented the causes that "have led to this 

environmental decay," which, "sadly, many of them are due to shortsighted human activity 

connected with certain ways of exploiting natural and human resources." 

"It is my hope that the efforts of COP-23, and those yet to come, will always keep in mind the 

greater picture of that 'Earth without borders,'" the pope said. 

"Not only geographic and territorial distances, but also distances in time are dissolved by the 

realization that everything in the world is intimately connected," he said.  

http://www.catholicnews.com/services/englishnews/2017/global-cooperation-needed-in-

response-to-climate-change-pope-says.cfm 
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US Catholics join pope in press for more ambitious climate action at COP23 
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By Brian Roewe 

National Catholic Reporter 

As United Nations climate change negotiations wound down in Bonn, Germany, Catholics, 

including the pope, pressed the international community for more ambitious action to combat 

global warming. The push included urging from 161 U.S. Catholic organizations and universities 

that their government recommit to seriously addressing what they called “a moral issue that 

threatens core Catholic commitments.” 

In a letter Nov. 16, the Catholic leaders pressed President Donald Trump and Congress “to 

reassert U.S. leadership in the global effort to address climate change,” including meaningful 

participation in U.N. climate proceedings. 

Trump announced in June his intention to withdraw the U.S. from the Paris Agreement at the 

earliest date (under the deal’s parameters, Nov. 4, 2020). The agreement, reached in December 

2015 among 195 nations, committed member states to limit national greenhouse gas emissions in 

an effort to hold average global temperature rise “well below” 2 degrees Celsius (3.6 degrees 

Fahrenheit) and strive to limit it to 1.5 degrees C (2.7 F). 

The 2-degrees threshold is viewed as the point where effects of climate change such as more 

powerful storms and floods and prolonged droughts and heat waves — all impacts likely to harm 

the poor first and most forcefully — will become irreversible. Island nations, such as Fiji, the 

leader of this round of climate talks known by its acronym COP23, have pushed for the 1.5-

degree target, given the increased vulnerability of their sea-level homes.  

“Catholic leaders across the nation and world have explicitly and consistently affirmed climate 

change as a moral issue that threatens core Catholic commitments, including to: protect human 

life, promote human dignity, exercise a preferential option for the poor and vulnerable, advance 

the common good, live in solidarity with future generations, and care for God’s creation which 

is our common home,” read the letter from Catholic leaders to Trump and Congress. 

The Catholic leaders emphasized the moral obligation of the U.S. to act on climate change as 

historically the planet’s biggest greenhouse gas emitter, and the no. 2 present-day polluter behind 

China. 

Among the signers of the letter, organized by Catholic Climate Covenant, were the heads of 

Catholic Charities USA, Catholic Relief Services, Pax Christi USA and Catholic Rural Life, 

along with the Leadership Conference of Women Religious, Conference of Major Superiors of 

Men and Des Moines, Iowa Bishop Richard Pates. 

Other joining included: 

 the presidents of 78 colleges and universities, including DePaul, Georgetown, Marquette, 

Notre Dame, Santa Clara and Seton Hall; 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/politics/paris-climate-deal-exit-deeply-troubling-catholic-leaders


 the leaders of nearly 60 religious orders and congregations, more than two-thirds women 

religious; 

 officials with six Catholic health providers, along with Sr. Carol Keehan, president of the 

Catholic Health Association of the United States; 

 roughly a dozen Catholic advocacy groups, including NETWORK, Ignatian Solidarity 

Network, and Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns. 

The signatories also requested that Congress approve $10 million in funding for the U.N. 

Framework Convention on Climate Change and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

— funding the U.S. has provided since 1992, and already passed in the Senate’s 2018 budget bill 

— and to honor the remaining two-thirds of the country’s initial $3 billion pledge to the Green 

Climate Fund for climate adaptation and mitigation measures in developing countries. 

A statement issued by LCWR said the letter to the president and Congress "demonstrates that the 

U.S. Catholic community is heeding the call by Pope Francis and his predecessors to promote an 

integral ecology: one that more intentionally examines three overlapping relationships: with God, 

with one another, and with the earth." 

The letter followed a similar statement last week from the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops 

asking Congress to maintain U.S. financial support of the U.N. climate bodies. 

“By supporting the [U.N. framework on climate change], the United States can direct attention 

and resources towards adaptation measures that help all people, especially the poor, adapt to the 

effects of climate change globally,” read the Nov. 10 letter, signed by Bishops Oscar Cantu and 

Frank Dewane, chairs of the committees on International Justice and Peace and on Domestic 

Justice and Human Development, respectively. 

Urgent call reaffirmed 

The Catholic leaders’ letter was released a day before COP23 was set to conclude. 

The annual two-week summit (Nov. 6-17) held this year in Bonn, Germany, has focused 

primarily on devising a “rulebook” for implementing the Paris Agreement, including guidelines 

on how nations will transparently report their progress in in lowering emissions, as well as how 

each will increase their voluntary pledges (nationally determined pledges) over time.  

The ratcheting-up aspect is viewed as critical, with current pledges providing only a third of 

needed emissions reductions, and no industrialized nation on track to meet its target. A report 

released during COP23 found global emissions on the rise in 2017 after a three-year plateau. 

“I would like to reaffirm my urgent call to renew dialogue on how we are building the future of 

the planet,” Pope Francis said in his message to delegates of COP23. “We need an exchange that 

unites us all, because the environmental challenge we are experiencing, and its human roots, 

regards us all, and affects us all.” 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/bishops-urge-congress-allocate-funds-un-climate-change-agency
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/emissions-gap-report-2017-governments-non-state-actors-must-do-more
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/press-release/emissions-gap-report-2017-governments-non-state-actors-must-do-more
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/11/06/climate/world-emissions-goals-far-off-course.html?smid=tw-nytclimate&smtyp=cur&_r=0
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/11/13/563751503/global-carbon-emissions-rising-again-after-brief-plateau-researchers-say
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/11/16/pope_francis_sends_letter_to_cop23_climate_conference_in_bon/1349337


Francis applauded the negotiators and ministers for the “collaborative and prophetic spirit” 

manifest at COP21 two years ago in leading to the Paris Agreement — what he described as “a 

shared strategy to counteract one of the most worrying phenomena our humanity is experiencing: 

climate change.”  

At the same time, the pope warned against falling into the trap of “four pervasive attitudes” in 

the pursuit of concrete environmental solutions: denial of the problem, indifference, comfortable 

resignation and blind trust in technical solutions. 

“Technical solutions are necessary but not sufficient,” Francis said. “… From this perspective, it 

is increasingly necessary to pay attention to education and lifestyles based on an integral 

ecology, capable of taking on a vision of honest research and open dialogue where the various 

dimensions of the Paris Agreement are intertwined.” 

The call for more than technical or scientific solutions resounded among faith leaders at COP23, 

who arrived vowing to adopt lifestyles of “compassionate simplicity,” while also continuing to 

pressure for systemic change from governments and society. 

During a webinar Nov. 14 hosted by Global Catholic Climate Movement from COP23’s Bula 

Zone, Yeb Sano, a former U.N. climate negotiator for the Philippines and now executive director 

of GreenPeace Southeast Asia, echoed Francis and past popes in viewing climate change as not 

simply a scientific problem with scientific solutions. 

“It is a reflection of a deep moral crisis that will require a spiritual awakening in all of us for us 

to be able to confront and avert probably the most pervasive and biggest human challenge that 

we are facing,” said Sano, who is Catholic. 

Others speaking during the webinar provided a snapshot of the proceedings to date, with debate 

focused on the rulebook, but also loss and damage mechanisms (meant to compensate nations 

already experiencing the most extreme climate events), as well as financing for adaptation and 

other measures. 

“The politics is complicated, but the moral call is very clear,” said Cliona Sharkey, a policy 

advisor with Trocaire, the Irish Catholic Church’s development agency.  

In the spirit of presiding nation Fiji, the talks have adopted what is called the “Talanoa 

Dialogue,” an approach on the Pacific island emphasizing inclusion, respect and open to new 

concerns, explained Rev. James Bhagwan, a Fijian Methodist minister. 

He said his people use the metaphor of “reweaving the mat” to illustrate where things stand with 

the environment and what the global community must do — politically, economically, 

ecologically and ecumenically — in order to restore the planet to a better condition. Such a 

process cannot delay, he emphasized. 

“In the Pacific, we have islands that if this business-as-usual continues for a little bit longer, 

won’t exist. We have people who are losing their homes, their way of life,” Bhagwan said. 



As COP23 closed Nov. 17 in Bonn, CIDSE, a network of international Catholic development 

agencies, said in a statement it saw as a positive development of the negotiations advancement 

regarding the global stock-take of progress on national climate action plans at COP24 next year 

in Poland, and the expected concurrent ramping up of commitments. Other positives came in 

progress on addressing climate impacts on and greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture, and 

initial steps toward integrating gender equality and the rights of indigenous peoples into climate 

action.  

Still, CIDSE viewed COP23 as coming up short in terms of increased funding commitments, 

particularly for the Green Climate Fund's goal of $100 billion annually by 2020, from developed 

nations to developing nations already facing climate impacts. 

"In agreement with what Pope Francis defines as the “ecological debt”, rich countries must 

deliver their fair share of public climate finance to limit warming to 1.5°C. Unfortunately COP23 

did not deliver on increased climate finance," Giulia Bondi, CIDSE climate justice and energy 

officer, said in the statement. 

Mixed US messages 

In its lone public event at COP23 Nov. 13, the official U.S. delegation touted the benefits of 

clean coal and nuclear energy as viable options to address climate change. 

Three days later, 27 governments — including the United Kingdom, Canada, Mexico, and U.S. 

states Oregon and Washington — launched an alliance committed to phasing out coal power by 

2030 in 30 industrialized countries, and globally by 2050. According to the U.N. Environment 

Program, as much as 90 percent of global coal reserves must remain in the ground in order to 

achieve the goals of the Paris Agreement. 

Fr. Bruno Marie Duffé, secretary of the Vatican Dicastery for Promoting Integral Human 

Development representing the Holy See at COP23, said in a speech “We should not 

underestimate the importance of the moment we are in now,” that with the Paris Agreement in 

hand, “now we have to form the ethical intentions to making the political happen.” 

“We are in the middle of the river, and we cannot go back,” he said. “We have to be together, 

and we have to be strong, even if one state decides to go back.” 

A separate U.S. delegation composed of state, city and corporate leaders hosted a U.S. Climate 

Action Pavilion at COP23 as a show of continuing American commitment to the Paris 

Agreement despite the stance of the federal government. On Nov. 11, California Gov. Jerry 

Brown and former New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg presented a report highlighting 

non-federal U.S. actions on climate change — including 20 states and 110 cities with their own 

emissions reduction targets — toward meeting the U.S. pledge under the Paris Agreement: 

emissions reductions of 26 percent to 28 percent below 2005 levels by 2025. 

In addition, the U.S. People’s Delegation presented more than 1 million signatures from 

Americans to its “I am still in” petition. 

https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/22070/EGR_2017.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/22070/EGR_2017.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.bbhub.io/dotorg/sites/28/2017/11/AmericasPledgePhaseOneReportWeb.pdf
https://www.bbhub.io/dotorg/sites/28/2017/11/AmericasPledgePhaseOneReportWeb.pdf
http://sierraclub.pr-optout.com/Tracking.aspx?Data=HHL%3d9%2b43%3a6-%3eLCE5%3a2%3c5%3d%26SDG%3c90%3a.&RE=MC&RI=4983828&Preview=False&DistributionActionID=35464&Action=Follow+Link


In September 2018, the California governor will host in San Francisco a global climate action 

summit for subnational actors to demonstrate steps they’ve taken toward climate action.   

In preparation, Global Catholic Climate Movement is preparing a “Laudato Si’ Tracker” to help 

Catholic parishes and communities document energy usage in their buildings and other steps 

they’ve taken toward more sustainable lives as called by Francis in his encyclical “Laudato Si’, 

on Care for Our Common Home.” 

“We want to show that the Catholic Church, the Catholic community is responding to the 

Laudato Si’ message with very concrete action on the ground,” Tomas Insua, GCCM executive 

director, said during the webinar. 

Global Catholic Climate Movement, along with Troicaire, one of its 400 member organizations, 

has also launched a toolkit for Catholic institutions to review their investments in fossil fuels. So 

far, approximately 60 Catholic organizations and religious orders have made public their 

divestment intentions. 

CIDSE published in COP23's final days a report aimed as assisting governments and 

stakeholders to utilize Laudato Si’ — credited with helping bring about the Paris Agreement — 

in an effort to bring about the transformational change across social, economic, cultural and 

spiritual dimensions needed to address climate change, as well as underlying issues of poverty, 

inequality and environmental degradation. 

"We will not be able to alleviate poverty and develop in a progressive way without recognising 

the connection between ourselves and nature, and the important role nature plays in enabling us 

to develop. Likewise, we will not tackle climate change without addressing the social, economic 

and political factors that drive our current development pathway, putting us at odds with the 

stability of the planet on which we depend," the CIDSE report said. 

Sano, the former Philippine climate negotiator, said a bigger role is there for faith communities 

worldwide to start taking action, “not just concrete ways to avert the climate crisis, to live more 

sustainably, to promote the principles of ecological conversion in every community, but also to 

hold those responsible for this crisis to account.” 

Story updated Nov. 17 at 11:10, CDT, with reaction to the close of COP23. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/us-catholics-join-pope-press-more-ambitious-

climate-action-cop23 
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Kenyan scholar says China's ecological civilization key to stabilize world order  

By Christine Laga 

Xinhua Net 
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NAIROBI -- The concept of ecological civilization espoused by China will stabilize the world 

order that has endured tremors linked to rise of populism in the West as well as climate change, 

conflicts, economic slowdown and terrorism, a Kenyan scholar said on Sunday. 

Peter Kagwanja, the CEO of a Nairobi-based pan African think-tank, Africa Policy Institute said 

that Beijing's ecological civilization presents a viable safeguard against political, social, 

economic and ecological disruptions blighting the modern world. 

"What started off as China's new blue print for an "ecological civilization" is fast morphing into 

a new paradigm to address uncertainties in the beleaguered liberal international order," said 

Kagwanja in a commentary published by the Sunday Nation daily. 

China has in recent times promoted ecological civilization as a model of pursuing a peaceful and 

environmentally conscious development. 

Kagwanja noted that this concept re-invigorated a global conversation on the need to embrace a 

socially and ecologically sensitive form of economic development. 

The former Kenyan government advisor on Nov. 16 delivered a keynote speech at an 

international think-tank symposium titled "The 19th CPC National Congress: Implications for 

China and the World" held in Beijing. 

Kagwanja emphasized that China's socialist model is gradually refashioning the global order 

against a backdrop of shrinking influence from the west. 

"Today, China sees itself as blazing a new trail for other developing countries. Its model, a fine 

blend of market reform and democratic centralism, is held as a model of social unity," said 

Kagwanja. 

He added that China's ecological civilization has gained global appeal, thanks to its ability to 

strengthen bonds of friendship, unleash shared prosperity and accelerate low carbon 

development.   

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-11/19/c_136764302.htm 
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Neighbourhood watch: detecting oil spills in the Amazon 

 

By Camilla Capasso  

UN Environment 

Camilla Capasso of the Forest Peoples Programme explains how indigenous communities in 

Peru have taken the lead in making polluters pay for contamination in their ancestral lands. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2017-11/19/c_136764302.htm
http://www.forestpeoples.org/


When they heard there had been another oil spill, people from the Wampis community of 

Mayuriaga, in the Peruvian Amazon, quickly converged on the bank of the Cashacaño river and 

looked at the water. It was completely covered by a dense, pitch-black layer of petroleum. 

Since the country opened up to oil exploration in the 1970s, over 80 per cent of the Peruvian 

Amazon has been covered by oil and gas concessions. Indigenous peoples have been the most 

affected by the oil boom, with concessions overlapping 66 per cent of indigenous territories. 

Once extracted, the oil is transported through pipelines, but with most installations being 

antiquated, oil spills are frequent, with irreparable consequences for the environment and well-

being of local communities. 

With the oil companies and authorities denying responsibility for the 2016 spill, indigenous 

communities, including the Wampis, took the matter into their own hands. With support from 

human rights organizations, they established a series of community-based monitoring 

programmes aimed at documenting the impact of oil pollution on their territory and health by 

applying a mix of traditional knowledge and innovative technologies. 

Community-based monitoring is a new term, but it has been carried out by generations of 

indigenous peoples and local communities as part of the custodianship of their land. “The 

historic and cultural origin of the Wampis nation is tightly linked to nature, to the trees and the 

territory,” explains Shapiom Noningo, a delegate of the Autonomous Territorial Government of 

the Wampis. “The Wampis learn from nature and from nature get their nourishment; this is how, 

over time, we have developed our way of living, our culture and knowledge.” 

For pollution monitoring, communities are using soil and water test kits, often in conjunction 

with laboratory facilities, to obtain independently verified results. Hand-held Global Positioning 

System devices, smartphones and Geographic Information System platforms have made it 

possible for communities to generate their own digital, spatial representations of their territories 

and of the threats to their resources, and to embed these maps in websites and field reports. 

These can be backed up with georeferenced photo, video and audio evidence captured on 

smartphones or even from community-operated drones. The information gathered is particularly 

effective in cases of environmental pollution and land degradation to hold authorities and 

companies to account and seek remediation. “The aim of the monitoring programmes,” explains 

Shapiom, “is to report destructive agents and notify their presence to local and national 

authorities, so that the relevant actions can be taken.” 

In March 2016, the Wampis, in coordination with other communities and indigenous 

organizations, sent a letter to the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights asking for 

precautionary measures to be declared as a result of human rights violations. This step requires 

the state to move immediately to protect rights seen as under threat. The letter summarized data 

collected through community-based monitoring activities over three years, with details on all the 

oil spills associated with the Norperuano pipeline. 

Three months later, a delegation of leaders from the affected communities was invited to the 

158
th

 session of the Commission for a hearing on the impacts of the oil spills. PetroPeru’s 



representative at the hearing acknowledged the company’s responsibility and invited the 

Commission to visit the affected areas where, he claimed, clean-up work was being carried out. 

During their visit, in July 2017, the Commission received information on the impact of oil spills 

on the health and diet of community residents, who reported that the number of fish living in the 

river had decreased after the spills, with the fish that had survived unfit for consumption. 

Despite the hardship of the situation, the visit of the Commission is seen as a step forward by the 

indigenous communities living in the area. The next step is to seek remediation. While the 

Commission has urged the state to provide water, food and health services to the communities, 

greater commitment is needed if the damage is to be repaired. 

An example of remediation obtained thanks to the work of community-based monitoring 

programmes is the Acta de Dorissa, an agreement signed by the Peruvian government and oil 

company PlusPetrol in 2006, with the oversight of the Federation of Indigenous Communities of 

the Corrientes basin. 

The Acta de Dorissa includes commitments regarding the dumping of oil waste, which had been 

injected until then into the Corrientes river. As a result of the dumping, the Achuar indigenous 

people had registered unsafe and illegal levels of toxins in their bodies. After monitoring the 

level of contamination and the effects on their health, the Achuar decided to demand the full 

remediation of the damages caused by the company. After a weekend of intense negotiations, 

both the government and the oil company gave in to nearly all the Achuar demands, including 

the development of the Federation’s monitoring programme with funding from PlusPetrol. 

The Acta de Dorissa, which came after years of community mobilization, demonstrates that 

monitoring can complement advocacy work against further pollution. However, communities 

often lack the financial support to develop and run these programmes. States must help 

contribute to these activities while ensuring their ability to provide independent information if 

the Amazon rainforest is to be protected from pollution and if the human rights of those 

inhabiting it are to be fully respected. 

A longer version of this article appears in a recent issue of Perspectives. 

Pollution is the theme of the UN Environment Assembly, which is meeting in Nairobi from 4-6 

December. Sign the pledge and help us #BeatPollution in all its forms. A side event on pollution 

in the extractives industry will take place on Monday, 4 December from 6:00-7:30pm. For more 

information, please email Oli Brown (oli.brown[at]unenvironment.org).  

https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/neighbourhood-watch-detecting-oil-

spills-amazon 
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Pipeline Protesters 'Promise to Protect' Environment 
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The recent decision by Nebraska state authorities that gave a go-ahead to TransCanada to build 

the Keystone XL tar sands pipeline, has not stopped determined protesters and environmental 

activists from continuing with their larger mission to put an end to the "Black Snake" pipeline 

projects endangering the well being of several communities across the United States.  

"TransCanada has many hurdles still ahead on Keystone XL, and if they ever run out, thousands 

of people have promised to be the biggest one," added May Boeve, executive director of 350.org, 

also backing the petition.  

"This pipeline's route through the upper Midwest has been hampered at every turn for nearly a 

decade, and we're doing all we can to keep it that way."    

Several activists and protesters in South Dakota launched a "Promise to Protect" petition on 

Monday in an effort to renew their vows to protect their lands, waters in the regions endangered 

by the pipelines.  

"We — Indigenous leaders, farmers and ranchers, students, scientists, faith leaders, and more — 

will make a series of peaceful stands along the proposed pipeline route;  resolute displays of our 

continuing opposition to a plan that endangers the waters of the Midwest and the climate of our 

one earth," the petition statement read.  

"Water is life; climate is life–those will be our rallying cries against a project that will endanger 

both," it further added.  

In two days, the petition that asks signatories to be ready to put their bodies on the frontline for 

peaceful protests when the need be has already garnered nearly 8,000 signatures.    

"We will make a series of stands along the route – nonviolent but resolute displays of our 

continued opposition to a project that endangers us all. Join native and non-native communities 

in the Promise to Protect the land, water, and climate," the petition read.  

Joye Braun, leader of the Wakpa Waste Camp at the Cheyenne River Sioux Reservation in South 

Dakota, told Common Dreams.  

"It gives me a great sense of hope and community to see nearly 8,000 people who have signed on 

to the 'Promise to Protect' our water, our homelands, our people, and to stand in solidarity with 

us on the ground. Especially our Indigenous communities, our tribes, and our farmer and rancher 

friends. This is hope, this is power—people power."  

https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Pipeline-Protesters-Promise-to-Protect-Environment-

20171122-0047.html 
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Thank God for Pope Francis: Historic Leadership for a Nuclear Weapons Free World 
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By Jonathan Granoff 

Huffington Post 

 

This Thanksgiving season, we should all be grateful for the leadership of Pope Francis. On 

November 10, 2017, he made clear that the Church condemns both the use of nuclear weapons 

and the immorality of their possession at a conference entitled “Perspectives for a World Free 

from Nuclear Weapons and for Integral Development.” His inspiring address to over 300 

participants gathered at the Vatican is a milestone of enormous importance. 

The conference engaged the lively participation of 11 Nobel laureates, top officials from the 

United Nations and NATO, diplomats from around the world and experts in nuclear weapons 

and the disarmament process. They were joined by scholars, activists and representatives of 

bishops’ conferences the world over. This event represents an enormous shift in the position of 

the Holy See and could signal a change to a better world.  

At the 1982 UN Special Session on Disarmament, St. John Paul II indicated a limited acceptance 

of the legitimacy of nuclear deterrence theory and practice. In 1983, the US Conference of 

Bishops in their Pastoral Letter underscored this qualified legitimization, which was based on the 

promise of the nuclear weapons states to fulfill their legal obligation to negotiate the universal 

legally verifiable elimination of nuclear weapons. This duty is embodied in Article VI of the 

Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty. Appropriate disarmament progress has not been forthcoming. 

In fact, none of the nuclear weapons states joined the 120 nations, which voted in support of the 

Treaty to Prohibit Nuclear Weapons this past July at the United Nations.  

At the Vatican Conference, Pope Francis stated a new comprehensive policy: 

1. The arms race and modernization of nuclear arsenals is an unwarranted expense that 

places “real priorities facing our human family, such as the promotion of peace, the 

undertaking of educational, ecological and health care projects, and the development of 

human rights in second place.” 

2. The “catastrophic humanitarian and environmental effects of any employment of nuclear 

devices” and “the risk of an accidental detonation as a result of error of any kind” leads to 

the conclusion that “the threat of their use, as well as their very possession, is to be firmly 

condemned.”  

Pope Francis is not the only religious leader addressing nuclear disarmament this season. In 

October 2017, the Dalai Lama sent a letter of congratulations to this year’s Nobel Peace Prize 

recipient, the International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN), and said, “I pray that 

there will be concerted and vigorous efforts to achieve a world without nuclear weapons.” 

The commitment to such efforts of Pope Francis was evident in his personal greeting to the 

hundreds of conference participants. It was not only an exercise of stamina. It was truly an 

expression of love. 

https://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2017/november/documents/papa-francesco_20171110_convegno-disarmointegrale.html
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The challenge before us now is making sure the promise of this conference is realized. I believe 

an Encyclical on the moral and practical imperative to eliminate nuclear weapons would be 

enormously helpful in that regard. 

In Laudato Si On Care of Our Common Home, Pope Francis challenges us all to urgently and 

responsibly cooperate to stop the destruction of the planet. This Encyclical on the humanity’s 

relationship to the environment and the Creator might be the most important document of this 

century. It speaks with the music of truth resonating with both scientific and spiritual insight.  

Nuclear deterrence rests upon the credible threat to use nuclear weapons and thus cause horrific 

environmental destruction and annihilate millions, if not billions, of innocent people and possibly 

civilization itself. This expensive arrogant assertion of power by nine nations is not only a vulgar 

theft of trillions of dollars that could be used to eliminate poverty and protect the environment 

but represents an opportunity cost of immeasurable proportions by building an apartheid wall 

between the haves and have-nots and between those states pointing nuclear weapons at one 

another.  

How can we expect the needed cooperation to protect the oceans, the forests, and the climate to 

be achieved by countries threatening mutual destruction daily? An Encyclical on the Imperative 

to Eliminate Nuclear Weapons is needed to realize the call of the Encyclical Laudato Si.  

Until nuclear weapons are eliminated they must be made taboo, stigmatized, and understood as 

abhorrent and unacceptable. Imagine if the Biological Weapons Convention said that no nation 

may use small pox or polio as a weapon but nine nations can use the plague as a weapon to 

maintain strategic stability and peace and security in the world. The proposition would be 

considered absurd. The immorality of the plague as a weapon is readily understood today. It is 

stigmatized and abhorrent. But, it was not always the case. For thousand of years, this disease 

was used as a weapon.  

Nuclear weapons are far worse and should be similarly made abhorrent and unusable. This moral 

message needs to be expressed with urgency, force, and impact. 

Pope Francis has made our moral obligation clear. Let each of us have the courage and vigor to 

respond. 

Jonathan Granoff is President Global Security Institute, UN Representative of the World 

Summits of Nobel Peace Laureates, and Ambassador for Peace, Security and Nuclear 

Disarmament of the Parliament of the World’s Religions, Chair of the International Law Section 

of the American Bar Association’s Task Force on Nuclear Nonproliferation. 

 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/thank-god-for-pope-francis-historic-leadership-

for_us_5a18e208e4b068a3ca6df7f5 
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The Nature Conservancy and DC’s Catholic Archdiocese collaborate on stormwater retention 

project at historic Mount Olivet Cemetery 

 

The Nature Conservancy 

Green infrastructure project aims to improve water quality in Anacostia River and Chesapeake 

Bay; will generate stormwater credits for sale in DC’s SRC market 

 

Washington, DC - The Maryland and D.C. Chapter of The Nature Conservancy (TNC) and the 

Catholic Archdiocese of Washington announced today a first-of-its-kind green infrastructure 

project aimed at capturing stormwater runoff at the historic Mount Olivet Cemetery in northeast 

Washington. Part of a multifaceted collaboration between TNC and the Archdiocese, this project 

is the result of an innovative joint venture called District Stormwater LLC, founded by TNC’s 

NatureVest conservation investing unit and Encourage Capital, an asset management firm based 

in New York. The project could potentially prevent millions of gallons of polluted stormwater 

from flowing into the Anacostia River. 

When rain water hits such impervious surfaces as roads, it collects pollutants such as oil, 

sediment, or trash before flowing into sewers and eventually waterways. Over three billion 

gallons of stormwater run-off and sewage flow into D.C.’s local rivers each year, making it the 

fastest growing source of water pollution both in the Chesapeake Bay and worldwide. The 

stormwater flowing off Mount Olivet Cemetery drains directly into Hickey Run, one of the 

Anacostia River’s most impaired tributaries and a restoration priority for the District. 

“The Catholic Church has always cared for the earth and for creation. Respect for human dignity, 

and a healthy ecosystem for all generations is a bedrock teaching of the Church,” said John 

Spalding, President and Chief Executive Officer for Catholic Cemeteries of the Archdiocese of 

Washington. “We see this unique collaboration with The Nature Conservancy as one way for the 

Catholic Church here in the nation’s capital to innovatively take up Pope Francis’ invitation to 

respect and care for the earth.” 

By replacing or retrofitting impervious surfaces – primarily unused access roads – with water-

retaining green infrastructure such as, grass, flower beds, shrubs and trees, the cemetery expects 

to see a reduction in runoff and the associated stormwater fees. The site would also generate 

Stormwater Retention Credits (SRC) that may be sold on the District’s innovative SRC credit 

market, potentially allowing private developers to meet a portion of their stormwater retention 

requirements through projects that retain stormwater elsewhere in the city. 

Using impact capital from Prudential Financial, TNC and Encourage Capital created District 

Stormwater LLC, a local company that is financing and developing green infrastructure projects 

in D.C. District Stormwater LLC is using Prudential Financial’s investment to develop green 

infrastructure projects like that at Mount Olivet Cemetery.  

“Tackling the problem of urban stormwater pollution requires collaboration and innovation 

among many different stakeholders,” said Kahlil Kettering, Urban Program Director for The 

Nature Conservancy in DC and Maryland. “The project at Mount Olivet Cemetery is a great 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://encouragecapital.com/


example of this, bringing together entities like the Archdiocese of Washington and Prudential 

Financial to implement a project that may make a lasting impact on stormwater runoff in the 

Anacostia River. Just as importantly, Mount Olivet Cemetery will also serve as a model project 

for other landowners and developers looking to engage with DC’s growing SRC market, which 

is expected to provide immense benefits for both local water quality and area residents.” 

Designs for the green infrastructure project were aimed at not simply maintaining the sanctity of 

the grounds but enhancing them. All work conducted in the surveying, planning and 

implementation of the modifications was done in close collaboration with the cemetery to ensure 

that the burial sites would not be disturbed, and construction would not disrupt scheduled burials 

or impede the ability of people coming to visit loved ones buried at the cemetery. A careful study 

of the cemetery’s topography, soil composition, and layout was conducted - including ground 

penetrating radar - leading to a design that replaces little-used roadways with rain gardens 

planted with native species. As well as reducing stormwater runoff, these modifications are also 

intended to provide habitat for pollinators and add to the grounds’ aesthetic and meditative 

virtues for the neighboring community and visitors. 

In addition to the stormwater retention project, the Archdiocese and the Conservancy are also 

coordinating on two other environmental enhancement projects at Mount Olivet Cemetery, 

which are being implemented in collaboration with two of TNC’s close partners. Casey Trees 

and TNC have installed more than 150 new trees at the cemetery and the TKF Foundation will 

work with TNC to install a commemorative, native pollinator garden and bench. These projects 

will provide habitat for wildlife, water filtration benefits, and shade and places of rest for 

visitors. 

“The collaboration with The Nature Conservancy allows Mount Olivet Cemetery to maintain the 

sacred burial grounds so they continue to be the quiet sanctuary for those who have loved ones 

buried here to visit, pray and reflect,” said Cheryl Tyiska, Manager of Mount Olivet Cemetery. 

“This cemetery was founded in 1858, and as limited burial space prompts us to shift our mission 

from burying the dead to tending and maintaining the cemetery grounds in perpetuity, we are 

exploring innovative ways to remain a vital part of the local community. The engagement with 

The Nature Conservancy does exactly that.” 

The Nature Conservancy hopes to apply a similar approach to stormwater – utilizing impact 

investment, sound science and local collaborations - in other U.S. cities and abroad, as part of its 

larger Cities program.  

The Nature Conservancy is a global conservation organization dedicated to conserving the lands 

and waters on which all life depends. Guided by science, we create innovative, on-the-ground 

solutions to our world's toughest challenges so that nature and people can thrive together. We 

are tackling climate change, conserving lands, waters and oceans at an unprecedented scale, 

providing food and water sustainably and helping make cities more sustainable. Working in 72 

countries, we use a collaborative approach that engages local communities, governments, the 

private sector, and other partners. To learn more, visit www.nature.org or follow @nature_press 

on Twitter. 
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Marin anti-Keystone pipeline activists applaud legal victory 

 

By Richard Halstead 

Marin Independent Journal 

A Marin environmentalist who helped bring a lawsuit challenging the proposed extension of the 

Keystone XL pipeline is celebrating a legal win after a federal judge ruled the case can proceed. 

“The Trump administration tried to have our lawsuit dismissed,” said former Fairfax mayor 

Frank Egger of North Coast Rivers Alliance, one of the lead plaintiffs in the case.  

“The judge ruled in our favor flat out saying that we have standing,” he said. “This case is going 

to go forward.” 

U.S. District Judge Brian Morris in Great Falls, Montana, on Nov. 22 rejected attempts by the 

Trump administration and TransCanada Corp. to toss out the suit challenging the cross-border 

permit for the pipeline. 

The proposed extension of the Keystone XL Pipeline would transport up to 830,000 barrels of 

Alberta tar sands oil per day from Alberta, Canada and the Bakken Shale Formation in Montana 

over 875 miles to existing pipeline facilities near Steele City, Nebraska. From there the oil would 

be delivered to Cushing, Oklahoma, and the Gulf Coast region.  

In November 2015, former President Barack Obama vetoed the pipeline, but in May 2017 

President Trump reversed Obama’s decision, and the State Department issued TransCanada, the 

Calgary-based company building the pipeline, a permit to proceed. 

North Coast Rivers Alliance and the Indigenous Environmental Network were the first to file suit 

to challenge the issuance of the permit; that is why they are the lead plaintiffs in the suit. They 

have been joined by such groups as the Northern Plains Resource Council, Bold Alliance, Center 

for Biological Diversity, Friends of the Earth, Natural Resources Defense Council and the Sierra 

Club. 

mailto:matthew.kane@tnc.org
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In their suit, the environmental groups assert that the State Department and other agencies relied 

on inadequate and outdated environmental review of the pipeline that failed to factor in 

important information about the project’s impacts. 

“The president’s approval of this was done without any real environmental review or 

consideration,” said Marin Municipal Water District board member Larry Bragman, who is a 

North Coast Rivers Alliance board member. 

In June, the Trump administration and TransCanada filed motions arguing that the administration 

is not required to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act or the Endangered Species 

Act and that presidential authority prevents judicial review of the approvals. 

Egger said the environmental groups suspect the Trump administration and TransCanada may 

appeal Judge Morris’s decision to the 9th Circuit U.S. Court of Appeals in San Francisco. 

“But that is a double-edged sword for the Trump administration,” Egger said. “The Ninth Circuit 

is one of the circuits that is very concerned about environmental impacts of major projects — so 

it would be a gamble for the Trump administration to appeal.” 

The Keystone pipeline was shut down for nearly two weeks after it leaked more than 210,000 

gallons of oil in northeast South Dakota on Nov. 16. It resumed normal operations on Tuesday. 

On Nov. 20, state regulators in Nebraska rejected TransCanada’s preferred route for the pipeline, 

approving only an alternate path. 

Egger said in October he, Bragman and NCRA’s attorney Stephan Volker traveled to Montana to 

survey the proposed route for the pipeline. 

“We met with tribal leaders and they took us on a tour from where the Keystone XL pipeline 

would cross into Phillips County, Montana from Canada,” Egger said. 

From there, the pipeline would pass under the Milk, Missouri and Yellowstone rivers. 

Egger said, “It was basically a reconnaissance trip so we fully understand the implications of a 

spill there on the tribes in northeastern Montana.” 

Bragman, who a year ago joined the protest against the Dakota Access pipeline at the Standing 

Rock Sioux Reservation, said, “The Keystone XL pipeline is probably the most important 

environmental risk that we’re looking at in the near term. Anything we can do to stop or delay 

this project is a worthy cause and needs to be pursued.” 

http://www.marinij.com/environment-and-nature/20171128/marin-anti-keystone-pipeline-

activists-applaud-legal-victory 
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Indigenous Environmental Activism in Art  

 

By Rebecca Rafferty 

Rochester City Newspaper 

 

This time last year, art therapist Lauren Jimerson and her teenaged son, Angel, traveled to North 

Dakota to stand against big oil with the Indigenous community at Standing Rock Reservation. 

They were two of many Seneca Nation members who expressed solidarity through their 

presence, protesting the Dakota Access Pipeline, and helping feed the thousands of people 

gathered in the makeshift village camps. They brought Iroquois White Corn and squash, and 

Jimerson documented the scene with her photographs. A year later, some of her images along 

with resistance poster art by other Indigenous artists are part of a show she's curated that is 

currently on view at Mercer Gallery. 

The show is sparse at the moment, but Jimerson and Kathy Farrell, MCC art professor and 

gallery director, plan to add more work to the walls throughout the run of the show. In addition 

to Jimerson's photography, the show includes art by Arizona-based artist and clothing designer 

Jared Yazzie (Navajo); Arizona-based doctor and artist Chip Thomas (aka jetsonorama), who has 

worked with the Navajo Nation since 1987; Seneca artist G. Peter Jemison; Seneca-Cayuga artist 

Tom Huff; and Oklahoma-based artist and model Erica Pretty Eagle Moore (Osage, Otoe-

Missouria, Pawnee, Sac and Fox, and Prairie Band Potawatomi). 

Jimerson met Yazzie last year when he came to Rochester for Native American Heritage Month. 

She says she's been a fan of his work for a while, and has followed his graphic design work and 

his clothing company, OXDX. Yazzie and Jimerson stayed in touch, and she asked him to be 

part of this show and put her in touch with other artists, which led to the connection with Thomas 

and Moore. And Jemison is her uncle and creates environmentally- and socially-conscious art, so 

he was a natural match. 

"The show that I had imagined was very different," Jimerson says. "I wanted a bunch of posters 

from all over," but by the time she'd made contact with a range of artists, the timeline had about 

run out. So Jimerson and Farrell pivoted and refocused on the education aspect. 

"It didn't get as big as we'd dreamed it would; we were thinking 20 or more people would 

partake," Farrell says, adding that she'd hoped the exhibit would be like the old mail-art shows, 

where the space would be filled floor-to-ceiling — which is still their goal by the end of the 

show's run. 

"I always think of this as a teaching space," Farrell says. "Here at MCC, a lot of the students are 

so into their phones and everything but what's really going on, so I thought it was time for a 

wake-up call for a lot of them." 

To fill out the space, they added a participation aspect. A table is set up with paper and markers 

so that students and visitors can make their own works on-site, and adhere them to the wall. The 

https://indiancountrymedianetwork.com/culture/arts-entertainment/12-days-of-posters-jared-yazzies-water-is-life/
https://jetsonorama.net/
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https://www.oxdxclothing.com/


result is a modest collection of professional art and earnest doodles made in response to the 

shortsighted, environmentally damaging selfishness of various industries. 

"We want to show people that there are ways of making change through artists' viewpoints," 

Farrell says. 

Next to an ever-growing display of these drawings is a series of articles about the legal 

complexities of and violations to the DAPL protest that the gallery's student workers have 

posted. And at the gallery front desk there's a pile of free buttons: one reads "There is No Planet 

B" and the other is a cartoonish picture that basically translates to "Don't shit in the nest." 

A series of videos are being projected on the space's back wall. Jimerson selected works that 

highlight environmental issues in Native America — particularly concerning the Sioux — which 

includes clips from "America Before Columbus" and "Dances With Wolves." 

Jimerson wants the show to not only respond to the Standing Rock encampment, but also all of 

the different environmental issues going on around the nation. By way of example, she cites the 

Apache resistance to the Arizona Copper Mine in Oak Flat, and the resistance to the building of 

an observatory on Hawaii's Mauna Kea volcano, which is sacred to Native Hawaiians. In 2015, 

there was a copper mine spill in Colorado's Animus River that affected the Navajo people, 

Jimerson says. 

"Standing Rock isn't something that is brand new," she says. "If you look at the history of the 

American Indian Movement, there's always been this overarching resistance against things 

happening concerning the environment. It's just that Standing Rock became this massive-scale 

resistance, and with social media involved, I think that's something that made it even bigger and 

brought this higher awareness to it. But it's something that's been going on for a long time." 

The Haudenosaunee in particular, Peter Jemison says, have had numerous issues of different 

right-of-ways — powerlines, energy lines, and the NYS Thruway — that cross their territory and 

challenge the Canandaigua Treaty, which is the covenant between the Iroquois Confederacy and 

the United States Government. 

"There are all of these continuing incursions into our territory that we've had to find ways to 

negotiate," he says. "Now we're still in a bit of a stalemate with the New York State thruway 

authority. It's ongoing — you have these outside agencies that feel as though they have a 

permanent right-of-ways, and don't acknowledge that they're going across sovereign territory. 

And getting them to work with the Seneca Nation is always a little bit of a challenge." 

One of Jemison's works in the exhibit is a large, stark drawing of Iroquois White Corn with the 

phrase "No GMO" on it. 

"All of us, Haudenosaunee and others, are very concerned that we do not lose control of our 

heirloom corn," he says. "And we have real concerns about the efforts of companies like 

Monsanto to get ahold of corn raised by Native people — one of the prime examples is 

http://www.cnn.com/interactive/2016/12/us/dapl-protests-cnnphotos/
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Guatemala — and them saying, 'This isn't your corn, it's our corn. It's intermixed with our corn 

now, so it's our corn, and you have to come to us if you want corn seed.'" 

There's a combination of wariness and a resolve for vigilance in his voice when he speaks about 

the tinkering with food. "We don't know what they've been doing as far as what they consider to 

be making it more disease-resistant, but that still has a very limited lifetime, as to how long it 

will be disease-resistant," he says. "And the unique thing about our corn is each of our kernels in 

unique. Corn is heirloom; it's very old, and each kernel is unique. We don't want anybody trying 

to take our corn and change it into something else." 

Jimerson has lived in the Rochester area for about 20 years, but she grew up on the 

Cattaraugus Reservation. She first heard about the DAPL protest and occupation at the end of 

August last year and was following it, but at the time her life was too busy to allow a visit. 

"Then things really kind of picked up in October, and a lot more people were moved to go and 

stand beside the people who were already there," she says. "When I started to hear about things 

that were happening to the people there — being attacked by dogs, being maced — it brought up 

a lot of things for me personally. We're looking at a history where our people have always been 

shot down, and it hit with a lot of Native people." 

When Jimerson was working on her graduate degree, she learned about historical trauma and the 

toll that it takes on a person. "I felt myself having symptoms, feeling that past trauma, and 

having anxiousness, and I would read other people online were having these feelings," she says. 

"We're kind of in this era where we're trying to find our voices and speak out again" about the 

truth of what's happened to Native peoples historically and what's happening now. 

Locally, the Canandaigua Treaty is commemorated every Veteran's Day. The keynote speaker at 

last fall's commemoration was Alex Hamer, who is a reporter for Indian Country Today Media 

Network. After Hamer showed the audience his pictures of what it was like behind the front lines 

at Standing Rock — how it was a family-centered place — Jimerson made the decision to travel 

to the camp. 

"I don't really care too much to celebrate Thanksgiving; to me, it's not a celebration," she says. 

So she and Angel, who was then 18 years old, decided to go for three days. Her younger son 

wasn't able to accompany them. 

"I decided to ask my children because this was a movement that began with the young people out 

at Standing Rock," she says. 

They drove to North Dakota in one straight shot, and arrived late at night on Thanksgiving. 

Someone greeted them at the entrance and stated the rules: "No weapons, no drugs, no alcohol, 

and we're matriarchal." 

"When we pulled in we could smell tobacco burning, and sage, and all of these smells that are 

familiar to us when we go into our ceremonies," she says. "Sometimes, because I live in an area 

where my ancestors lived — here in Victor, New York, or even the Rochester area, and part of 



my family came from a village in Canandaigua, so you know I kind of travel around this area 

where my ancestors lived their daily lives — I try to think about what it was like when we lived 

in villages. And at Standing Rock, I told them: 'This is probably the closest to that feeling that 

we'll ever have to the way our ancestors lived, because it was very community-driven. 

Everybody was just in that space together." 

Jimerson and her son fed the water protectors with food from home, which included 13 gallons 

of cooked squash puree, harvested from her garden; 10 gallons of Iroquois White Corn puree; 

and more than 20 pounds of White Corn flour. 

They stayed at the Haudenosaunee camp, and were surprised to find one of Jimerson's cousins 

and a few other people from her reservation were there, too. "I ran into people who I had not 

seen in years while I was at camp," she says. 

The cover photo to this CITY issue depicts Jimerson's son standing at the camp near a tall, 

many-signed post, which has since been collected by the Smithsonian. The post was originally a 

sign for the Haudenosaunee camp, but soon became a marker of how far people traveled to stand 

with Standing Rock. "People just kept writing on pieces of wood how far they came — people 

from Japan, people from Australia — and sometimes they'd write how many miles they came to 

be there," Jimerson says. 

She estimates that when she was at Standing Rock there were as many as 10,000 people in 

attendance; this was just before the group of veterans were planning to come, which brought 

even more solidarity and greater numbers. 

"They kind of got this thing stopped when the vets came through," Farrell says of the pipeline. 

"The vets became the human wall. And then we changed presidents, and now they're doing 

whatever they damned well please." 

In the year since Jimerson attended the camp, there have been several DAPL oil spills, and in 

early November, South Dakota's Keystone pipeline leaked more than 200,000 gallons of oil. 

"There's a sense of irony with that happening — I feel like there's just so much to be said about 

that," Jimerson says. "And I see this reflected in a lot of Indigenous issues. I think about the 

mascot issue. It's like, when are we going to be taken seriously?" 

Jimerson is still reaching out to artists and hopes that more work will be added to the exhibit 

through the run of the show; artists can connect with her to submit work through email: 

lajimerson@gmail.com. 

EXTRA! 

Art for sale: Through Mercer Gallery Jimerson is selling the posters as well as protest patches, 

and donating proceeds to Indigenous Environmental Network. "They're doing work not only 

covering environmental issues, but they went to the climate meeting in Paris," and are doing the 

work educating people about climate change and sustainable energies, she says. 

mailto:lajimerson@gmail.com


Hudson Valley Earth First Action Camp: December 1-4. Workshops, education about the 

Valley Lateral Pipeline protest and more. hudsonvalleyearthfirst@riseup.net to RSVP or as 

questions. hudsonvalleyearthfirst.org. 

Resources: 

Indigenous Environmental Network: ienearth.org 

International Indigenous Youth Council: indigenousyouth.org 

Ganondagan & Seneca Art & Culture Center: ganondagan.org 

Book: "No Reservation: New York Contemporary Native American Art Movement" by David 

Martine (available online) 

 

View images for this article here: 

https://www.rochestercitynewspaper.com/rochester/indigenous-environmental-activism-in-

art/Content?oid=4910064 
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Local expert: mitigating climate change is way to practice tikkun olam 

 

By Korene Charnofsky Cohen 

Arizona Jewish Post 

 

Climate change is happening in the Southwestern United States and across the globe, and 

Judaism gives us an incentive to address environmental problems, says Gregg Garfin, Ph.D., 

university director of the Southwest Climate Science Center at the University of Arizona. Garfin 

presented “The Changing Climate of Arizona and the Southwest: What’s Coming? What Can 

We Do?” to a group of 42 people at the Jewish Federation-Northwest on Nov. 14. 

“We should use our brains and our hearts when dealing with these issues,” says Garfin. 

“Achieving environmental justice is to create tikkun olam [repair of the world] by taking 

opportunities for action, and there is guidance from the Torah and daily prayers.” He cites 

Leviticus 25:4 — “But in the seventh year the land shall have a sabbath of complete rest, a 

sabbath of the Lord: you shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard.” He interprets this as a 

guideline for how we should think about our relationship to all of creation, and how we manage 

our natural resources. 

“Multiple times a day we recite the Shema which gives us the opportunity to think about the 

Oneness and how everything is interconnected,” Garfin says.  “When you study ecology and 

climatology you learn that we can’t think of our actions in isolation. If you tug on a string at one 

end of the system, it rattles things somewhere else.” Garfin is an associate professor and 

mailto:hudsonvalleyearthfirst@riseup.net
http://hudsonvalleyearthfirst.org/
http://ienearth.org/
http://indigenousyouth.org/
http://ganondagan.org/
https://www.rochestercitynewspaper.com/rochester/indigenous-environmental-activism-in-art/Content?oid=4910064
https://www.rochestercitynewspaper.com/rochester/indigenous-environmental-activism-in-art/Content?oid=4910064


associate extension specialist at the UA School of Natural Resources and the Environment, and 

deputy director for science translation and outreach at the university’s Institute of the 

Environment. 

The World Economic Forum Global Risks Report 2016, covering 10 years of the most 

significant risks worldwide, shows that environmental worries have been topping the charts in 

recent years. The report says failure to mitigate climate change and develop solutions may lead 

to biodiversity loss, ecosystem collapse, extreme weather events, water crises, food crises, and 

the spread of infectious diseases. 

Focusing on the Southwest, Garfin says changes in weather patterns have been documented. 

Temperatures in Arizona show a multi-decade warming trend, with a similar trend in a six-state 

region in the Southwest. A 7- to 9-degree increase in average annual temperatures is predicted by 

the end of this century. It is also projected that Tucson will have an additional month of 

temperatures of 110 degrees and higher by the end of the century. Droughts would be longer and 

more intense. 

In the Southwest, too little precipitation has often been followed by too much rain and flooding. 

Garfin says a warmer atmosphere can hold more moisture, but this does not necessarily mean an 

increase in precipitation. It can, however, lead to increasingly intense storms, and a higher 

possibility of flooding. 

“In 2017 there have been weather and climate related disasters occurring at a record pace,” 

Garfin says. As of Oct. 6, there were 15 weather and climate disasters with losses exceeding $1 

billion each across the United States, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration. The disasters included hurricanes, tornadoes, storm surge, hail, flooding, 

drought, and severe fires. There have been 282 deaths. NOAA also reports that the five-year 

drought in California has resulted in the death of more than 100 million trees. 

Long snow-free seasons and higher temperatures result in dry brush, grass and trees, downed tree 

limbs, and large numbers of dying trees, which heighten the chance of fire. Emphasizing the 

severity of fires since 1990, Garfin says that before 1990 fires commonly burned 20,000 to 

30,000 acres, but recently there have been fires spreading over 460,000 to 500,000 acres. 

“The health of a forest suffers greatly after a fire and the soil is stripped of nutrients,” Garfin 

says. “In some areas of severe burns we will not see Ponderosa pine trees and other native 

species in our lifetime.” 

“Is it all doom or gloom?” Garfin asks. The answer is no. There are many studies being 

conducted, and all levels of government are looking for solutions. 

“We cannot just depend on studying year-to-year trends because the past is no longer a guide to 

the future,” Garfin says. He explains that trends in temperature are different from simple 

variability. 



Scientists are running models on super computers, he says, and “working with practitioners such 

as public health officials, water managers, fire managers and city planners to build trust to make 

better decisions,” says Garfin. “They are making their information easier for non-scientists to 

understand. These days, science students are being taught to build strong communication skills, 

and to work with journalists, to facilitate meetings, do more planning, and carefully document 

climate change.” 

Garfin is a contributing author to the Fourth National Climate Assessment, a report to Congress 

that will be coming out late in 2018. The report summarizes the impact of climate change on the 

United States now and in the future. Garfin says the public may make comments pertaining to 

the upcoming report until Jan. 31 by visiting the website globalchange.gov/notices. 

Pima County and the City of Tucson have climate change resolutions to align with the Paris 

Accord, Garfin says, adding that other cities including Denver, Phoenix, Santa Fe, and Las 

Vegas have climate change plans and are not waiting for the federal government to act. The 

military is evaluating how climate change threatens national security. Local governments are 

evaluating issues such as population increases, land use, recycling, sustainable building methods, 

uses for storm water, water supplies and water conservation. 

Individuals also can play their part in mitigating climate change and preparing for the future. 

Strategies include switching to energy-saving appliances and lights; walking, biking or using 

public transportation or driving a fuel-efficient vehicle; using low-flow toilets, faucets and 

showerheads; landscaping with drought and heat tolerant plants and planting desert-adapted trees 

for shading buildings; limiting the spread of disease by eliminating standing water where 

mosquitos breed; and staying up to date on the climate change information. Locally, you can join 

the fight to remove buffelgrass, an invasive species that outcompetes native plants and increases 

the risk of fire. These ideas are from the pamphlet, “10 Ways to Address and Adapt to Climate 

Change in Southern Arizona,” published by the University of Arizona Center for Climate 

Adaptation Science and Solutions. 

“We need to support each other and collaborate with organizations and the government,” says 

Garfin. “Big challenges need big solutions, and this will take many hands to find the answers.” 

Korene Charnofsky Cohen is a freelance writer and editor in Tucson. 

https://azjewishpost.com/2017/local-expert-mitigating-climate-change-is-way-to-practice-tikkun-

olam/ 

 

 

November 30, 2017 

 

Pope sends videomessage to symposium on "Laudato si" 
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Pope Francis has sent a video message to an International Symposium on his ecological 

encyclical "Laudato si”, entitled, “The care of the common home, a necessary conversion to 

human ecology." 

The event which is taking place this week in Costa Rica has been organized by the Catholic 

University of Costa Rica in collaboration with the Ratzinger Foundation. 

In the videomessage, the Pope notes that, “the problems of the destruction of the natural 

environment are increasingly serious and the consequences on the lives of people are dramatic.” 

He goes on to say that to deal with them, “we need to have a broad view of the causes, the nature 

of the crisis and its various aspects. 

The Holy Father stresses that this world problem cannot be denied, adding that “without a true 

conversion of our attitudes and our daily behaviours, technical solutions will not save our 

common home.” 

Quoting from his predecessor Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI, the Pope says, a "human ecology" 

is needed, which puts the integral development of the human person at the centre and calls on 

them to take responsibility for the common good, and for the respect and good administration of 

the creatures that God has entrusted to us.” 

In the message, Pope Francis also expresses the hope that that Symposium will give a strong 

impetus to the collaboration of Catholic Universities - particularly in Latin America and the 

Caribbean - for the study of problems, and possible solutions; “and also to suggest concrete 

proposals, in order to inspire a greater responsibility in the care of our common home, not only 

in individual persons but also in political, social, ecclesial communities and in families.” 

The International Symposium on “Laudato Si” takes place from the 29th of November to the 1st 

December. 

Watch the video message here: 

 

http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/11/30/pope_sends_videomessage_to_symposium_on_lauda

to_si/1352052 
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I. The Outer Banks 

Something was stirring. I waded into the tidal inlet and called to my wife and sons. We had left 

Ocracoke Island and walked a quarter mile out into Pamlico Sound, wading through shin-deep 

water to reach a smaller island where we might explore. The day had produced periodic gifts—

two hermit crabs, a half-submerged diamondback terrapin—and now this new creature the size 

of a dinner plate, bobbing up and down in the shallow water: a horseshoe crab. A creature from 

the dawn of time. When we bent our heads for a closer look, something was wrong. The long 

spiny tail was missing. Instead of burrowing into the sand or swimming forward, the crab 

shuffled in place, performing a disjointed hippity hop, like a skeleton on strings. It was a 

skeleton. I turned over the carapace to find not a live horseshoe crab, but a live and quite livid 

blue crab, snapping the water. This smaller creature had picked clean the flesh of the shell’s 

original inhabitant; the blue crab’s pincers jabbing upward left and right into the shell had given 

the horseshoe crab the appearance of life. The boys took turns picking up the shell and extending 

it toward the blue crab to watch it pinch, each daring the other to stick out a finger, until they 

tired of this game and we moved on, wading slowly back across the sound. Perhaps it was only 

the vertigo brought on by all that sand and sea and sky or the fact that we were alone out there on 

the tidal flats, but it felt then as if we were the last family on Earth, keeping vigil on islands that 

in the next century or two could all be under water.  

*** 

We left for the Outer Banks on Easter Sunday. During a rest stop on the ten-hour drive I pulled 

our tattered North Carolina road atlas off the minivan dash and thumbed to the map of our 

destination. The islands appeared like a giant bowstring pulled taut by some unseen watery hand.  

It was our sons’ spring break. For an entire week we swam in the Atlantic, messed around in 

tidal inlets, cooked scallops for lunch and bluefish for dinner. My wife and I split a bottle of wine 

each night. The boys gorged on ice cream. It was glorious and primal and more than a little 

melancholy, given what I’d been reading about the place. 

Several months before our trip I was speaking with a climate scientist, a friend and colleague at 

my university, who told me about a website called “Surging Seas.” Based on peer-reviewed 

science, the website’s interactive tool allows the user to type in a destination and view the 

projected sea level rise corresponding to the amount of fossil fuels burned. The site presents two 

scenarios. Scenario A is “unchecked pollution,” resulting in a four-degree Celsius temperature 

increase; Scenario B is “extreme carbon cuts,” resulting in a two-degree increase. As for when 

the seas will rise, the soonest could be “less than 200 years from now.” I opened the website and 

typed in Ocracoke Island, NC. In both scenarios, Ocracoke and the entire chain of Outer Banks 

all but disappeared. Under “extreme carbon cuts,” a few sand dunes poked up here and there, but 

everything else—roads, towns, and estuaries—had joined the Atlantic.   

Climate science has given us thousands of similar projections and when you hold them up in 

your mind it becomes difficult not to see a pointillist image of a planet in travail.  



I suddenly felt a strong desire to see this place. Instead of sitting in a church building on Easter 

Sunday, I needed to celebrate Jesus’s resurrection in a place where it would feel like the wild 

gamble on hope that it was. 

We would go as witnesses to this Easter island, to watch and absorb and partake in its beauty 

before it was gone. Beholders of a passing glory. 

II. Good Friday 

Before we left for the coast, I attended church on Good Friday.  

Good Friday is the one day in the Christian year when death is given its due. Most Christians 

avoid it, politely stepping around all that messy crucifixion business and going straight for the 

Easter party. Some years I avoided it, too. But this year more than ever I needed to cast my lot 

with the dying, for it felt like we would be living with death for a long time to come.  

I had been in a dark place for months. It probably didn’t help that for my Lenten reading I chose 

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road. In that disturbing, apocalyptic novel a father and son push a 

shopping cart through a nearly uninhabitable world, hanging onto nothing more than the love 

between them. I had also been listening to Leonard Cohen’s final album You Want It Darker. 

The title track lyrics evoke the Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead.  

Magnified, sanctified, be thy holy name 

Vilified, crucified, in the human frame 

A million candles burning for the help that never came 

You want it darker, we kill the flame. 

If I could give a name to the anxiety I experienced then it would be the fear that we are killing 

the flame. That the world we have always known and mostly taken for granted is breaking free of 

its moorings—not just in the future, but in real time, like the Larsen C ice shelf in Antarctica, 

which, as I write, is expected to calve any day now into the Weddell Sea. Things fall apart; the 

center cannot hold.   

The utter inability of our political institutions to prevent or even slow the catastrophe of climate 

change is now on full display. I’m no apocalypticist. Entropy is inherent to our universe; stars 

and solar systems and planets disassemble and assume new forms. It is the speed of the 

destruction, and the human agency behind it, that nearly overwhelms me with grief.    

“One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds,” 

wrote Aldo Leopold. “Much of the damage inflicted on land is quite invisible to laymen. An 

ecologist must either harden his shell and make believe that the consequences of science are 

none of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in a community that 

believes itself well and does not want to be told otherwise.” All winter and spring I had begun to 

see those marks of death and feel those wounds as never before. As I sat in that Good Friday 

service I wondered: what effect is climate change having on our inner landscapes? Leopold was 

right: a keen ecological perception makes us see a world of wounds. He was also right that the 



pain brought on by that vision is borne internally. We may gather in crowds online or in person 

to vent or protest climate change, but existentially we each confront our fears alone. That’s how 

it feels to live in the Anthropocene, the era in which humans are changing the geological and 

biological foundations of life.  

I’m a Christian educator; I teach at a university divinity school that trains pastors, nonprofit 

leaders, and chaplains. What I’m mostly trying to do in my teaching is bring Christianity back 

down to Earth. We’ve let it float around too long up in the Neoplatonic ether. I try to help my 

students reclaim Christianity as the earthy, visceral, this-world-focused faith of Jesus. But as we 

discuss the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s report or books like Naomi 

Klein’s This Changes Everything or Jedediah Purdy’s After Nature, I sense my students’ 

frustration. They are overwhelmed by the immensity of climate change, doubtful that any of our 

current approaches—be they policy or grassroots—are up to the challenge. I teach about the 

unique gifts the Christian narrative offers, but I often feel a deep frustration that our tradition’s 

response to our pressing ecological crisis has been either a small and strident and mostly 

ineffectual kind of activism, or for the majority, a willful silence.  

Good Friday is a day when Christians reflect on our own sin and complicity. But that word “sin” 

carries a strong whiff of judgment. British novelist Francis Spufford suggests a better name for 

this condition: “The Human Propensity to Fuck Things Up.” The HPtFTU is a great equalizer. It 

cuts across religious, socio-economic, and cultural boundaries. And it’s not just individual faults 

that are the problem; we fuck things up: species and ecosystems, ice sheets and atmospheres.  

Given our innate HPtFTU, it often feels as if we can never do enough to stop the hemorrhaging 

of life. I wonder how much of climate activism comes from deep feelings of guilt and fear and 

grief over our individual and collective HPtFTU. Those of us with half a conscience are hounded 

by the voice in our head telling us there is always more we can do, and so we fling ourselves 

headlong into further actions and denunciations, hoping it will all add up to something effective 

while we ignore the mounting guilt. We then grow apathetic, because such a cycle is ultimately 

exhausting. Surely there is another way to live. Perhaps we begin by grieving the losses—the 

loss of species, the loss of the Outer Banks, the end of innocence that comes when we realize we 

aren’t getting any better as a species. Such were my thoughts as I entered the church on Good 

Friday.  

I came seeking liturgical shelter. Here in the small Episcopal church in western North Carolina 

where I had worshipped for a number of years I intended to walk through the fourteen Stations of 

the Cross, hear the Passion narrative read aloud, and watch the lights go out one by one until the 

final candle, the Christ light, was extinguished and the nave grew dark, the first hints of anguish 

scuttling lightly up my spine. I needed to give voice to my anger, lament, and grief for a world 

that is passing. If there is one service in the Christian year when one can contemplate our role in 

Earth’s Great Diminishment, the ecological crucifixion well underway, surely it is Good Friday. 

As the service began, however, it appeared that our interim priest had something else in mind. 

After a few perfunctory readings from the Passion narrative we moved straight to the hopeful 

stuff—a celebration of the Eucharist, the great symbol of resurrected life—and the reality of 

death was elided. Midway through the service I walked out.  



I left while Jesus was still on the cross. 

 

III.  The Phenomenology of Protest 

If I could place the beginning of my unease, it would be Thursday, September 24, 2015, the day I 

attended two climate rallies in Washington DC set to coincide with Pope Francis’s visit to 

Congress.  

That morning on the National Mall a faith-based coalition of climate activists had convened the 

Moral Action on Climate Justice. According to the press release the purpose of this rally was to 

“demand that our leaders #FollowFrancis and take bold action for climate justice.” The “tens of 

thousands” predicted on their website had failed to materialize. I counted six or seven hundred 

on the National Mall that day, tops. Every third person, it seemed, wore a press badge.  

I arrived midway through Moby’s set, before Pope Francis would appear on the Jumbotrons. 

Moby’s white t-shirt, emblazoned with bold black letters, read #VEGAN. While Moby sang I 

wandered and took in the scene. A few people watched the stage, but most people were watching 

newsfeeds on their smartphones, while still others held homemade signs and struck poses for the 

selfie camera. One group of selfie photographers had gathered around a man and a woman 

dressed as nuns. The fake nuns carried placards that read eating meat is a bad habit—peta.  

I walked past several ashen-faced women in their sixties sprawled on a blanket. One of them 

arose with great effort and beckoned gravely, like an oracle. She was a member of a group called 

Beyond Extreme Energy. She told me that the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission had been 

rubber-stamping fracking permits left and right, and how despite her group’s concerted petitions 

the FERC had failed to cease and desist its catastrophic actions and therefore she and eleven 

other BXE members had undertaken an eighteen-day water fast, which they would conclude at 

FERC’s offices that very day at noon, and would I like to join them and deliver the message, but 

I couldn’t hear the rest because Moby was at that moment belting out a peace anthem on stage.  

Pope Francis’s speech was delayed. Moby took that as his opportunity to preach about the virtues 

of veganism, a long rambling sermon that ended with a series of passionate exhortations. “You 

can’t be for climate change and not be a vegan, people!”  

My impatience, not to mention my innate crowd anxiety, was mounting. I needed to get the hell 

out of there. 

Amid such a confusing jumble of images and slogans and hashtags it was difficult to understand 

just what was being demanded here on the National Mall. I knew the event was about faith and 

the morality of climate change. It was about #BanFracking and #ClimateJustice and #Divest and 

#BeyondExtremeEnergy. But it was also about #FollowFrancis and #BlackLivesMatter. It was 

about #PETA. It was about #Vegan. Maybe that was the take-home message, that climate change 

connects to every other message, that all voices are important. Maybe the organizers had taken 

the stone soup approach to climate protesting: everybody bring an issue, throw it in the pot, and 

hope the feast is tastier than the sum of its ingredients. But at a certain point the chummy 



communitarian ethos failed to cohere. Throughout the morning people seemed less and less 

engaged by what was happening on stage, turning to their screens instead. Digital distraction is 

not limited to protests, of course. But because this event was supposed to be a time of moral 

focus on the fate of our world, I found it troubling that people kept escaping into virtual rapture. 

The protester’s bodies were here, but their minds were elsewhere, entrapped in the sticky strands 

of the Interweb. 

This wasn’t my first protest. Nearly twenty years ago I was arrested at Fort Benning, Georgia, 

for protesting the US Army School of the Americas. I had marched with 400,000 others at the 

People’s Climate March in New York the previous September. That morning on the Washington 

Mall I recognized a feeling I’d felt at those previous events, something universal to all protests: a 

heightened expectation that at any moment something truly momentous was going to happen, 

except that it never did. There would be no end to the climate fight, I realized, no clear victory. 

Could we live the rest of our lives on high alert? Could we really organize our way out of the 

Anthropocene?  

Later that evening I attended a similar rally at the National Cathedral. A group of prominent 

national faith leaders had convened under the unwieldy banner of “Coming Together in Faith on 

Climate: Supporting the Pope’s Call to Climate Action.” Is there an algorithm somewhere that 

churns out these names, I wondered? Ten different religious leaders spoke from the three 

Abrahamic traditions. The speakers called for five action steps: Engage, Energize, Divest/Invest, 

Vote, and Educate. The then-presiding bishop of my own denomination spoke last. She had a 

PhD in oceanography and was the spiritual leader of millions of Episcopalians in sixteen 

countries, which surely qualified her to speak about faith and climate change. After the event I 

approached her to ask what the church was doing about global warming. She referred to a recent 

General Convention in Salt Lake City. “The significant thing we did at this General Convention 

was to ask all of our component bodies, the dioceses and congregations, to examine their 

investments and to use their monetary resources in creative ways. We’re not a tradition that says 

you must do this, you can’t do that.” 

That’s it? I thought. Examine your investments? Use them in creative ways? What if Episcopal 

churches examine their Exxon stocks and realize they are quite happy with them? What if they 

decide to creatively invest in fracking? Here were our country’s leading religious voices in the 

same room talking about a problem as momentous as climate change and their main 

recommendations were how to shuffle stock portfolios and get out the vote. 

Over the past few decades we Christian environmentalists have worked hard. We’ve formed 

“creation care” committees, planted symbolic trees on Earth Day, bought Priuses, put up solar 

panels, planted gardens. At the 2014 People’s Climate March we packed the block on 58th 

Street. Consortiums of seminaries and divinity schools like my own teach courses in ecotheology 

and sustainable agriculture. All of these things are noteworthy and laudatory and yet when taken 

all together add up to nothing anywhere close to the kind of response needed to confront the 

challenges posed by the Anthropocene.  

That day in Washington DC I began to wonder if events like this weren’t missing the point, 

weren’t in fact distractions that stopped far short of addressing the root cause of all this: 



ourselves. Should churches divest from fossil fuels? Yes, of course. But if the main thing we 

religious folk have to say in this moment of pending planetary doom is how to shift our 

investments from a more rapacious form of capitalism (fossil fuels) to a less rapacious form 

(Google and GM, or even wind and solar) all of which presume a world of continuous economic 

growth, while we pump ourselves up with democratic platitudes—Energize! Educate! Vote!—

then we’ve already lost. If the underlying message is that we just need to green up our lifestyles 

without any real sacrifice, what’s the point? But no, I fear that the crisis before us will ask far 

more of us than we realize. Climate change can’t be just another bullet point on the church 

mission statement. We need a deeper form of political engagement, one that leads us to confront 

the darkness of the human heart. 

We can’t leap straight to Easter without first passing through Good Friday. Perhaps what we 

needed that night at the National Cathedral was not more can-do American solutions, I thought, 

but more sackcloth and ashes.   

 

IV. The Caress of God 

Back at the morning climate rally, Moby had finished his vegan sermon and had finally left the 

stage. All eyes turned to the Jumbotron. Or rather, half the eyes turned there and the other half 

turned to their smartphones, for at that moment, ascending the podium to address the United 

States Congress, was Pope Francis. What I remember most about his speech was the tone: quiet, 

unhurried, the amiable assumption that we share a common Creator and a common fate, that we 

are more than our political squabbles. 

Earlier that summer Pope Francis had published his papal encyclical Laudato Sí, a long essay 

that might be described as the marriage between the religious and ecological imaginations. 

Certainly no public document in my lifetime has achieved such a union. I read Laudato Sí not 

simply as a stirring call to action on climate change or a critique of capitalism (which Pope 

Francis calls “a power which has no future”) or a defense of social equity. It is all those things. 

But at its heart, Laudato Sí is a mystical treatise. Prior to his call to action is a call to 

relationship.  

“Soil, water, mountains: everything is . . . a caress of God.” A caress? That’s not vague religious 

boilerplate about examining one’s investments. It is the language of Eros: the Divine lover 

reaching for his beloved. Such language appears again and again, like a string of barrier islands, 

throughout the entire encyclical. 

Pope Francis is out to champion “the mysterious network of relations between things.” He sings 

the praises of “fungi, algae, worms, insects, reptiles, and an innumerable variety of 

microorganisms.” He uses nonmechanistic metaphors, describing the Amazon and Congo as the 

“lungs of the planet” and coral reefs as “underwater forests.” Awe and wonder, the results of a 

mystical union with creation: these are the things Laudato Sí would have us notice. “Nature as a 

whole not only manifests God but is also a locus of his presence. The Spirit of life dwells in 

every living creature and calls us to enter into relationship with him. Discovering this presence 

leads us to cultivate the ‘ecological virtues.’” Riffing on the Sufi mystic Ali al-Khawas, Pope 



Francis writes, “the universe unfolds in God, who fills it completely. Hence, there is a mystical 

meaning to be found in a leaf, in a mountain trail, in a dewdrop, in a poor person’s face.”  

God is in everything. Toward the end of the encyclical, Pope Francis enlists the help of Saint 

John of the Cross to underscore this point. The goodness of created things, Saint John of the 

Cross says, “is present in God eminently and infinitely, or more properly, in each of these 

sublime realities is God.” Perhaps worrying that the Spaniard’s words might be misread as 

pantheistic, Pope Francis qualifies: “This is not because the finite things of this world are really 

divine, but because the mystic experiences the intimate connection between God and all beings, 

and thus feels that ‘all things are God.’ Standing awestruck before a mountain, he or she cannot 

separate this experience from God, and perceives that the interior awe being lived has to be 

entrusted to the Lord.” To say that God is in everything does not mean that a horseshoe crab is 

God. It means that God fills and animates that creature—or the smaller one chewing on its 

innards—while remaining distinct. 

The shout-from-the-rooftop message I hear in Laudato Sí is this: Christianity must become an 

earthier faith. That should be a truism, but we Christians mostly live as if it weren’t. In the 

Jewish and Christian traditions, we’re quick to point out that we were created Imago Dei, in the 

Image of God, but we neglect that part of the story that says we were also created from soil. 

Adam from adamah, as the Genesis story reads: human from humus. We are soil people. If 

nothing else the Anthropocene is forcing us to remember that we are not disembodied souls 

waiting to ride the Big Elevator into the sky. We are en-souled creatures, yes, but we are 

earthbound first. In Augustine’s memorable phrase we are terra animata—animated earth. 

Pope Francis also calls for a more mystical faith. “The ecological crisis is a summons to 

profound interior conversion,” he writes. Ecological conversion is the phrase he uses elsewhere. 

That’s strong language, even for a pope. A conversion by nature is not simply an intellectual 

assent to a new idea. Conversion, in New Testament parlance, comes from the Greek metanoia: a 

change of heart. A complete reorientation of one’s life.  

 

V. No Man Is an Island 

In his address to Congress that day in Washington DC, Pope Francis named four “representative 

Americans” who worked for the common good. Lincoln and Martin Luther King Jr. were 

obvious choices, as was Dorothy Day, and much as I admired all three, it was when Pope Francis 

spoke the name of Thomas Merton, whose writings first led me to the Christian contemplative 

tradition, that I found myself moved to tears. 

Yes, I thought. Merton sought metanoia—his own and the world’s—his entire life. How we 

needed someone like him now. Yet how remote that possibility seemed here at the Climate 

Action Rally for something-or-other. 

Thomas Merton. A man who had lived the bohemian life of an aspiring poet in New York City 

before leaving at age twenty-seven to become a Trappist monk at Kentucky’s Gethsemane 

monastery; a man who believed that his greatest contribution to society came from removing 

himself from it. And yet his writings on contemplation and prayer and the social issues of his day 



(Vietnam, racism, nuclear war) created numerous openings in the social fabric that would never 

have occurred had he remained Tom Merton, another Beat poet with a degree from Columbia. 

Those openings are with us still, fifty years after his death. Withdrawal into contemplation 

heightened, not lessened, Merton’s political impact.  

It was jarring to hear Merton’s name there on the National Mall amid this throng of protestors. 

Merton had deep misgivings about activism. “We must be detached from the results of our work, 

in order to deliver ourselves from the anxiety that makes us plunge into action without restraint,” 

he wrote in No Man Is an Island. Causes and ideals nauseated him, even causes as worthy as 

protesting the Vietnam War. In his famous “Letter to a Young Activist,” Merton wrote, “It is so 

easy to get engrossed with ideas and slogans and myths that in the end one is left holding the 

bag, empty, with no trace of meaning left in it. And then the temptation is to yell louder than ever 

in order to make the meaning be there again by magic . . . the big results are not in your hands or 

mine.” Merton’s withdrawal from the world, first to a monastery and later to a hermitage in the 

woods, made him less of a “representative American” and more of a representative fourth-

century Desert Father. It was he who led me to the Desert Fathers and Mothers—early Christian 

hermits—and their spiritual descendants who walked the contemplative path.  

I am new to the contemplative journey, my own metanoia still a distant hope, but even my 

beginner’s mind leads me to ask: how do we live with the knowledge that we can’t get our old 

Earth back, that we can perhaps only live with an ever-diminishing world and try to avoid further 

diminishment? Our main work is not technological; it is theological. How do we live with 

ourselves given what we now know? And how do we care for what remains of our island home? 

That work looks less and less like “saving the world” and more like hospice care. Ecological 

chaplaincy.  

What Christianity most has to offer the world now is not moral guidance or activism or yet 

another social program; it is a mystical connection to the Source of life. Cultivating that divine-

human love affair seems to me the only hope left. Not as some kind of opiate-of-the-people 

escape from our problems, but as a nonlinear path that leads us deeper into them. Christianity has 

no exclusive claim on this relationship. It does have a two-thousand-year-old history full of 

reliable matchmakers—the Desert Fathers and Mothers, Isaac of Syria, Teresa of Avila, Howard 

Thurman, Simone Weil, Oscar Romero, Thomas Merton . . . the list is long. We can choose our 

guides. The inner journey into love is taken not for the self, but on behalf of all life. The purpose 

of the early desert hermits, Merton wrote, was to “withdraw into the healing silence of the 

wilderness . . . not in order to preach to others but to heal in themselves the wounds of the entire 

world.” 

From seventh-century Ninevah, in what is now Iraq, Saint Isaac of Syria wrote: “An elder was 

once asked, ‘What is a compassionate heart?’ He replied: ‘It is a heart on fire for the whole of 

creation, for humanity, for the birds, for the animals, for demons and for all that exists.’”  

Christianity will truly come into its own in the Anthropocene, I believe, when it fully embraces 

that path to compassion, when it refuses to look away from the ecological Good Friday we are 

inflicting on the world. Only then will our actions, humbled and chastened, flow from 



compassion rather than from guilt. This requires a shift in vision, a redirecting of our gaze back 

to the One who loved the world into being and who sustains its every breath. 

 

VI. Behold 

In her lovely book Ask the Beasts, theologian Elizabeth Johnson describes the need for 

“beholders,” people who direct their contemplative practice toward the nonhuman world.  

Such a gaze will “look on the natural world with affection rather than with an arrogant, utilitarian 

stare,” writes Johnson. Such beholding is not the exclusive territory of Christianity or of any 

other religion, but also the work of artists, poets, and writers. The difference in religious 

contemplation, Johnson says, is that it “ratchets up what is at stake because it sees the world thus 

appreciated as God’s handiwork, a place of encounter with the divine. The vivifying, subtly 

active presence of the Creator flashes out from the simplest natural phenomenon.”  

Douglas Christie pursues the contemplative gaze in its relation to the natural world in The Blue 

Sapphire of the Mind. Contemplative practice is “a fierce commitment to paying attention.” The 

spiritual character of paying attention, Christie learned, could not be separated from its aesthetic 

and moral character. “To open oneself to seeing in this way was to risk being drawn into an 

utterly involving engagement with all that one beheld. . . . I began to wonder: what would it 

mean to behold the living world with the same fierce attention the early monks gave their lives?” 

For the monks, the proximate end of all their striving was purity of heart, wrote Merton, “a clear 

unobstructed vision of the true state of affairs, an intuitive grasp of one’s own inner reality as 

anchored, or rather lost, in God through Christ.”   

This would be the natural point to propose an action plan, a contemplative manifesto, or—God 

help us—a list of resources. Such imperatives are anathema here, for the contemplative path is 

always an invitation, never a directive. And we need not adopt a false binary between action and 

contemplation, as if the choice were either to fling oneself headlong into round-the-clock protests 

or leave everything and strike out for Gethsemane. The invitation to become a beholder is 

offered daily, wherever we find ourselves. 

Contemplative practice is “not a technique, but a skill,” writes Martin Laird in Into the Silent 

Land. In the Christian tradition Laird names two skills of fundamental importance: the practice 

of stillness, which includes meditation and prayer; and watchfulness, a concentrated gaze on 

one’s inner landscape. This journey is not about “finding” God, Laird says. “The God we seek 

has from all eternity sought and found us and is shining out our eyes.” 

VII. Anachoresis 

The practice of beholding necessarily entails a break with society, a disciplined removal of 

oneself away from daily routines and settled modes of thought, and in the case of the 

Anthropocene, fleeing the compulsive action that results from thinking we’re going to “fix it.” 



The Gospel of Matthew frequently makes use of a Greek verb that’s often translated as 

“withdraw”: anachōreo. As historian Diarmaid MacCulloch writes in Silence: A Christian 

History, the verb anachōreo was used in the Classical world to describe withdrawal from public 

life, “or a personal meditative withdrawal into one’s inner resources.” Three centuries after 

Matthew’s Gospel the first Christian monastics would read, somewhat anachronistically, a 

confirmation of their own impulse to flee for the desert. They became the first anchorites, those 

who withdrew from the world. In Merton’s memorable image, they regarded society as a 

shipwreck from which each person had to swim for her life. 

The practice of anachoresis is to remove one’s body from a place of duress and confusion to one 

that offers a renewed clarity of vision. That need not involve a permanent change of address. It 

can be a daily withdrawal. However short or prolonged the anachoresis, this act, from the 

outside, can’t help but appear solipsistic. Any talk of withdrawal as we approach the climate’s 

tipping point might seem silly at best, and at worst a criminal dereliction of duty. But if the two-

thousand-year-old Christian monastic tradition has anything to offer, it is the assurance that what 

could emerge from our anachoresis in the Anthropocene—in our art, our activism, our ability to 

grieve with honesty in the face of so much loss—is a stronger, more durable self. And yet the 

point of withdrawal from society for the fourth-century desert monks was always larger than the 

self. Merton: “They knew that they were helpless to do any good for others as long as they 

floundered about in the wreckage. But once they got a foothold on solid ground, things were 

different. Then they had not only the power but even the obligation to pull the whole world to 

safety after them.”  

The choice is not between withdrawal or political engagement; anachoresis and prayer are 

themselves political acts. They change the beholder. In contemplation and silence, we cease our 

frenzied activity that makes us deny death. We place our hopes not on our own efficacy, but on 

God who acts through us. “Prayer is by nature a dialogue and a union with God,” wrote John 

Climacus in his sixth-century text The Ladder of Divine Ascent. “Its effect is to hold the world 

together.”  

I am a mere dabbler in this contemplative practice I’ve been espousing. I resist becoming a 

beholder, I’ve realized, and that resistance is born of fear. To sharpen our gaze is to behold not 

only the passing beauty of this world, but also its deep suffering, and I’m afraid of the pain and 

purgation such vision will entail, that it will break my heart open in ways I’ve only begun to 

fathom. It will lead me deeper into the Good Friday of the world’s wounds than I care to go. I 

want to stake my claim on the wild hope of the resurrection, to see the new life clawing its way 

out of the old carapace, but I need new eyes to see it.  

Meanwhile we are crucifying the caress of God: the soil, the mountains, the water. Meanwhile 

the throng of protestors are collecting signatures on the slopes of Golgotha and somebody is 

preaching veganism and somebody somewhere is trying to come up with just the right hashtag 

that will make Rome change its ways, and meanwhile the Outer Banks are drowning. How do 

you protest that? 

VIII. The Inner Banks 



We’re back home in the North Carolina mountains, far inland from the sea. One afternoon in 

June, my three sons and I hike up Daniel’s Creek. We boulder-hop our way upstream, stopping 

here and there to look for crawdads or dunk in a plunge pool. We hike several miles, mostly in 

the stream itself, wading shin-deep through bracingly cold mountain water. 

Along the banks we look for reishi, a medicinal mushroom that grows on dead hemlock trees. 

Hemlocks are abundant in western North Carolina. Or they were. With insect pressure, drought, 

a warming climate—most of them are dying now. Which is a boon for reishi. We round a bend in 

the creek and my oldest son gives a shout. He points to the far bank, and suddenly we see them: a 

red cluster barnacled on a mother tree’s underbelly. One by one we pry loose the smooth-skinned 

polypores from their host. We inhale the fungi’s dank scent of umami. As we wade back across 

the stream, a shaft of sunlight reveals millions of spores swirling in the warm air.  

We have no plans to visit the Outer Banks again anytime soon. There is more than enough 

beauty and death here on these stream banks. As I watch my sons walk through the water, I hope 

their minds will be caught in the web of relationships between reishi, hemlock, water, and 

sunlight. I hope the same imprint of love left on my heart by this place will be left on theirs. 

Whatever perils they will face, I want them to remember this deep bass note of Divine joy 

humming just beneath the surface. We don’t speak of these things. They are sacraments of the 

world’s self-giving. Our role first is to receive, and to behold. 

This article was made possible through the support of the Kalliopeia Foundation. 

https://orionmagazine.org/article/the-ecology-of-prayer/ 
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In coal country, Catholics testify in favor of Clean Power Plan 

 

By Brian Roewe  

National Catholic Reporter 

It’s ‘a sane program’ worth saving, they say  

 

At public hearings this week in the heart of coal country, local and national Catholic groups 

argued the moral case for preserving national standards on carbon pollution from power plants. 

The hearings, held Nov. 28-29, in Charleston, West Virginia, provided a forum for 

environmental advocates, energy lobbyists and everyday people to weigh in, in three-minute 

increments, on the fate of the Clean Power Plan. 

In October, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency proposed a full repeal of the regulation, 

which supports says is an integral step in the nation’s efforts to confront climate change.   

https://orionmagazine.org/article/the-ecology-of-prayer/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/epa-proposes-full-repeal-obama-era-clean-power-plan


“The Clean Power Plan is a sane program to begin to deal with climate change,” Jesuit Fr. Brian 

O’Donnell, director of the Catholic Conference of West Virginia, said in testimony he delivered 

on the first day’s hearings. “Perhaps it should be reformed. Certainly such an effort shouldn’t 

disappear.” 

Finalized in 2015 under President Barack Obama, the Clean Power Plan set a target to reduce 

carbon emissions nationally from existing coal- and gas-fired power plants by 32 percent from 

2005 levels by 2020. The carbon regulation formed the backbone of the U.S. commitment under 

the Paris Agreement, the deal among 195 nations to commit to reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions toward holding average global temperature rise between 1.5 and 2 degrees Celsius (2.7 

to 3.6 Fahrenheit). 

The power sector is the nation’s largest source of carbon pollution, which is the primary driver of 

climate change. As the planet warms, already 1 C (1.8 F) since 1901, climate scientists expect to 

continue to see worsening droughts, more intense wildfires and flooding, and more extreme 

severe weather events.  

“The impacts of climate change are harming people, especially our poor and vulnerable 

neighbors, right now,” said Jose Aguto, associate director of Catholic Climate Covenant in 

testimony delivered Nov. 29. He pointed to forest fires in the West and the recently concluded 

hurricane season that battered Texas, Florida, the Gulf Coast and Caribbean islands, including 

Puerto Rico, with historical winds and rainfall. 

In his opening remarks, O’Donnell said he came to the hearing “to share the concern of the 

Catholic Church concerning the danger of climate change to humanity,” noting the impact Pope 

Francis and others has stressed it has and will have on poor and vulnerable communities.  

“The Catholic Church is worldwide, and Church leaders have been hearing about the thawing of 

the Canadian tundra and the gradual disappearance of Pacific islands,” O’Donnell said. 

The Jesuit priest added that U.S. bishops for years have recognized the scientific consensus on 

climate change — that the planet is warming largely due to human activity, a conclusion recently 

reaffirmed by the fourth National Climate Assessment compiled by EPA and a dozen other 

federal agencies — and “have urged action on reduction of fossil fuel use.” 

O’Donnell went on to reference Francis’ message to the recently concluded United Nations 

climate change conference where he warned against “four pervasive attitudes in seeking 

solutions to climate change: denial, indifference, resignation and trust in inadequate solutions. 

Catholic Climate Covenant, whose 17 national partners include the U.S. Conference of Catholic 

Bishops, urged EPA not to revoke the Clean Power Plan outright, saying “Its repeal, without a 

viable and operational alternative, constitutes inaction which we cannot afford.” 

The two days of hearing in West Virginia represented the only public session EPA scheduled for 

comments for its proposed Clean Power Plan repeal. The agency has left open the possibility for 

future hearings. 

https://science2017.globalchange.gov/
https://science2017.globalchange.gov/
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/us-catholics-join-pope-press-more-ambitious-climate-action-cop23
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/us-catholics-join-pope-press-more-ambitious-climate-action-cop23


Before proposing the rule, the Obama administration held 11 listening sessions and four public 

hearings after it was proposed, Reuters reported. During that period, Catholic Climate Covenant 

encouraged Catholics to submit responses, as they have done during the current repeal effort. 

The deadline for written comments is Jan. 16, 2018. 

In announcing the forum in West Virginia, Pruitt said in a press release, “The EPA is headed to 

the heart of coal country to hear from those most impacted by the CPP.” As Oklahoma attorney 

general, Pruitt joined 26 other attorneys general in challenging the carbon pollution rule in court. 

Paused by the U.S. Supreme Court in 2016 as a lower court reviewed the cases, the rule has 

never gone into effect.  

A report from the Washington Post documented the back-and-forth nature of the hearing’s first 

day, with coal executives and some miners touting the regulation as job-killing and overreaching, 

while other miners and health advocates pointed to health complications from a life in the mines 

and the impact of pollution from burning coal on their communities. 

“Our health, environment and global climate are actively being destroyed,” said Stanley Sturgill, 

a 72-year-old retired Kentucky miner with respiratory issues, according to the Post. “… For the 

sake of my grandchildren and yours, I call on you to strengthen, not repeal, the Clean Power 

Plan.” 

Several analyses of the Clean Power Plan estimated it would result in the prevention of up to 

150,000 childhood asthmas attacks, 6,600 premature deaths and 2,800 hospital admissions. 

Representatives of the American Lung Association and Moms Clean Air Force were among 

those speaking at the hearing. 

O’Donnell stated in his testimony that church leaders are “quite aware” of impacts reducing 

fossil fuel use have on communities in coalfields and oilfields, and that it’s important such 

communities have a voice in the transition planning. “The Clean Power Plan, to its credit, 

includes initiatives for such participation,” he said.  

The drive from Washington D.C. to Charleston, with coal-carrying trains passing through West 

Virginia’s natural beauty, was “eye-opening,” Aguto said, to the importance coal —  despite its 

economic decline due in large part to the rise of natural gas and automation —  continues to hold 

in certain parts of the state. 

“It’s good in a way for us to be able to see the reality that other people in our nation are facing in 

places that we don’t often visit,” he said. 

What Catholics and the larger faith community can bring a moral and nonpartisan perspective to 

the discussion around the Clean Power Plan, Aguto told NCR. 

“It’s beyond politics, it’s beyond economics, it’s about our common future,” he said. “We need a 

moral compass with regard to climate change and not just an economic one. And we need to 

move the needle of the moral compass toward climate action.” 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-epa-carbon/u-s-repeal-of-carbon-rule-criticized-in-coal-country-idUSKBN1DS1EW
https://www.ncronline.org/blogs/eco-catholic/supreme-court-stay-vacancy-raise-questions-about-clean-power-plans-future
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/energy-environment/wp/2017/11/28/in-the-heart-of-coal-country-epa-gets-an-earful-about-clean-power-plans-fate/?utm_term=.b89f9104078b


At the end of his testimony’s three-minute limit, O’Donnell stated, “Along with many other faith 

groups, the Catholic Church judges that the EPA should continue to develop effective efforts to 

deal with the danger of climate change, not ignore this danger to all.” 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/coal-country-catholics-testify-favor-clean-power-

plan 
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Trump drastically cuts national monument sacred to Native Americans 

 

By Emily McFarlan Miller 

Religion News Service  

Most notably, the move on Dec. 4 would shrink the 1.5-million acre Bears Ears National 

Monument in southern Utah, considered sacred by a number of Native American tribes, by 85 

percent, according to plans leaked ahead of the announcement. It would divide it into two 

smaller areas — Indian Creek and Shash Jaa (Navajo for "Bears Ears"), the White House 

confirmed in a written statement. 

It also would nearly halve the size of Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument, also in 

southern Utah, splitting it into three units. 

"Some people think that the natural resources of Utah should be controlled by a small handful of 

very distant bureaucrats located in Washington, and guess what: They're wrong," Trump said 

Monday in Utah. 

"The families and communities of Utah know and love this land the best, and you know the best 

how to take care of your land. You know how to protect it. You know best how to conserve this 

land for many, many years to come." 

About 3,000 people gathered outside near the Utah State Capitol to protest the decision, along 

with a "handful" of counterprotesters, The Associated Press reported. 

"This is a sad day for indigenous people and for America," Navajo Nation Vice President 

Jonathan Nez said in a written response to the decision. 

"However, we are resilient and refuse to allow President Trump's unlawful decision to 

discourage us. We will continue to fight in honor of our ancestral warriors who fought for our 

way of life, for our culture and for our land too." 

Tump said Monday that former Presidents Obama and Clinton had "severely abused the purpose, 

spirit and intent" of the 1906 Antiquities Act in creating the Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-

Escalante monuments, respectively.  Their actions actually kept many Native Americans from 

practicing "their most important ancestral and religious traditions" on the land, Trump said. 

https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/coal-country-catholics-testify-favor-clean-power-plan
https://www.ncronline.org/news/environment/coal-country-catholics-testify-favor-clean-power-plan


Many presidents have used the Antiquities Act to create new monuments, but none have used it 

for a "full-scale revoke and replace" of a national monument, Native American Rights Fund 

attorney Natalie Landreth said in a press call Friday, ahead of the official announcement, and 

experts argue whether the act gives a president that authority. The White House has pointed out 

that former President Wilson cut Mount Olympus National Monument in half in 1915. 

Obama created Bears Ears National Monument near the end of his second term after he was 

urged to by the Bears Ears Inter-Tribal Coalition, making it the first national monument ever to 

be created at the request of sovereign tribes. The coalition includes the Hopi Tribe, Navajo 

Nation, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Pueblo of Zuni and Ute Indian Tribe, all of whom consider 

many sites within Bears Ears sacred. 

Those tribes were not consulted as the Trump administration weighed Monday's decision and 

they plan to sue, Navajo Nation Attorney General Ethel Branch said during the press call. 

"These are tribes that have historical differences that don't typically ally," Branch said. 

"That's part of the story of Bears Ears bringing people together. These lands have incredible 

healing qualities and peace-based qualities. It's ironic that these lands and the protections they 

now have face destruction." 

Bears Ears is "where tribal traditional leaders and medicine people go to conduct ceremonies, 

collect herbs for medicinal purposes, and practice healing rituals stemming from time 

immemorial, as demonstrated through tribal creation stories," according to the coalition's 

website. 

An additional 30 tribes also have expressed their support for protecting the region from looting, 

vandalism and development, it said. 

So have a number of Mormons, citing their own history at Bears Ears and their respect for others' 

religious beliefs and practices, as have organizations and companies such as the National 

Wildlife Federation and Patagonia, which have expressed concern that wildlife migration could 

be disrupted without protection. 

Andrew Black, a Presbyterian pastor and director of community relations, education and veterans 

outreach for the New Mexico Wildlife Federation, organized a trip last month for nearly 30 

Christian and Jewish clergy members to meet with tribal leaders at Bears Ears. 

"My sense was more people who have a sense of the sacred and for spirituality need to go out 

and see this land, be on this land, be in communion with this land and the wildlife and everything 

that's around it and the local communities, because when you are in that place, there is no doubt 

it is an incredibly sacred and powerful place," Black said. 

Among the clergy was Lorrie Gaffney, a United Church of Christ pastor from Salt Lake City 

who said the group spotted antlered deer, turkeys, even a mountain lion with its cubs just as they 



drove through the national monument. The clergy prayed together on the land, and Gaffney said 

she offered her own prayer of gratitude for the diverse group it brought together. 

The five tribes had worked hard to create the monument and their reasons for doing so were 

important and deserved to be listened to, she said. She also connected with the land through her 

own Christian faith. 

"My faith calls me to find ways to support life that belongs to God," she said. "The land is 

something that can't just be treated carelessly or frivolously. It has to be considered in ways that 

aren't just going to make me money or make me feel good or be used. How can that land be a 

part of life and flourishing?" 

Trump's decision comes after a review of 27 monuments across the United States by Interior 

Secretary Ryan Zinke. 

Sen. Orrin Hatch and other Utah officials have praised the president's decision, while Sen. Tom 

Udall, D-N.M., called it "pure politics" during Friday's press call. 

http://religionnews.com/2017/12/04/trump-drastically-cuts-national-monument-sacred-to-native-

americans/ 
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China's Saihanba afforestation community bags UN's top environmental award  

Global Times 

 

China's Saihanba afforestation community on Tuesday scooped a prestigious UN environmental 

award for its outstanding contribution to restoration of degraded landscapes, amid the national 

efforts to advance ecological civilization.  

The announcement about Saihanba afforestation community emerging among top winners of the 

annual UN Champions of the Earth Award was made in Nairobi during the ongoing third edition 

of the United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA3).  

Erik Solheim, Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), hailed Saihanba 

community for pioneering innovative but cost effective grassroots led initiatives to reclaim 

degraded landscapes.  

"The Saihanba afforestation community has transformed degraded land into lush green paradise-- 

part of a new Great Wall of vegetation that will play a part in helping protect millions from air 

pollution and preserving precious water supplies," Solheim remarked.  

He added that the Chinese conservation group has inspired the global community to start a new 

conversation on effective measures to adopt in order to restore the health of vital ecosystems.  

http://religionnews.com/2017/12/04/trump-drastically-cuts-national-monument-sacred-to-native-americans/
http://religionnews.com/2017/12/04/trump-drastically-cuts-national-monument-sacred-to-native-americans/


"The work is proof that environmental degradation can be reversed, and that this is an investment 

worth making," Solheim remarked, adding that grassroots initiatives have often proved to have 

profound impact on environmental conservation globally.  

The Saihanba region that covers about 93,000 hectares in north China's Hebei Province almost 

became a waste land in the 1950s due to rampant felling of trees which made it possible for wind 

to blow sand into Beijing and adjacent regions.  

Hundreds of foresters in 1962 embarked on tree planting in Saihanba given the heavy price they 

were paying due to rapid desertification.  

Three generation of foresters from Saihanba have managed to increase the forest cover from 11.4 

percent to 80 percent while the reclaimed landscape currently supplies some 137 million cubic 

meters of clean water to Beijing.  

At the same time, the restored forest has stimulated growth of green sectors of the economy that 

generate an estimated 15.1 million US dollars in 2016.  

Liu Haiying, head of Saihanba Forest Farm said that restoring degraded forests has capacity to 

unleash huge ecological, social and monetary benefits.  

"I believe that as long as we continue to promote ecological civilization, generation after 

generation, China can create more green miracles like Saihanba and achieve harmony between 

humans and nature," said Liu.  

China bagged three of the six prizes presented to pioneers in environmental conservation during 

this year's edition of Champions of the Earth Award.  

In addition to Saihanba, which won in the category of "Inspiration and Action," Chinese bike-

sharing company Mobike, which has revolutionized urban mobility, and Wang Wenbiao, 

Chairman of Elion Resources Group that is credited with transforming deserts into pristine oasis, 

also reaped the coveted environmental award.  

They were awarded in the categories of "Entrepreneurial Vision" and "Lifetime Achievement 

Award" respectively.  

Other famous names who received UN's top environmental honor includes the President of Chile 

Michelle Bachelet.  

See photos from this article here: 

 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1078908.shtml 
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Canada’s National Indigenous Federation Backs Ecuadorian Amazon Communities in Lawsuit to 

Hold Chevron Accountable for Environmental Damage  

 

Corporate Social Responsibility Newswire  

OTTAWA, Ontario - In a setback to Chevron’s campaign to evade a $9.5 billion liability owed 

to rainforest communities, the national indigenous federations of Canada and Ecuador signed a 

formal protocol today to work together to hold the oil major accountable for the dumping of 

billions of gallons of toxic oil waste and for causing ongoing violations of Indigenous rights in 

both countries. 

The protocol was announced in a pubic ceremony in Ottawa at the annual December meeting of 

the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), Canada’s national indigenous federation that includes the 

chiefs of 634 nationalities in the country. It was signed by Perry Bellegarde, National Chief of 

the AFN, considered one of the most important indigenous organizations in the world; Jamie 

Vargas, the National Chief of Ecuador and the President of that country’s indigenous federation, 

known as CONAIE; and Carmen Cartuche, the President of the Front for the Defense of the 

Amazon (FDA), the community-based organization in Ecuador’s Amazon that brought a historic 

lawsuit against Chevron in 1993 on behalf of indigenous and farmer communities. 

“Any violation of Indigenous rights is a violation against all Indigenous peoples,” said AFN 

National Chief Bellegarde. “This protocol puts Chevron and all corporations on notice that we 

are watching and we will be vigilant in protecting our rights and our territories. We stand with 

our brothers and sisters in Ecuador in calling for full respect for our rights, our peoples and our 

traditional territories.” 

 “This protocol is a profound step forward for Indigenous groups in both Ecuador and Canada to 

hold an irresponsible corporate polluter accountable for its actions in destroying indigenous lands 

and cultures in the Amazon and around the world,” said Vargas of Ecuador’s CONAIE, who is 

currently leading a national march of indigenous groups in Ecuador to pressure the national 

government to respect First Nations territorial rights. 

Cartuche, whose group (known as the FDA for its Spanish acronym) has led the lawsuit since its 

inception and is currently trying to collect the judgment in Canadian courts, said, “We want to 

thank our Canadian brothers and sisters for standing with our communities in their historic 

struggle to hold Chevron accountable. We look forward to developing joint programs to ensure 

that Chevron pays a high price for the environmental crimes it committed in Ecuador and for any 

violations of human rights no matter where they occur.” 

The agreement is supported by a resolution passed overwhelmingly today by hundreds of chiefs 

who attended a plenary session of the AFN.  The resolution promises cooperation between the 

federations and calls on Chevron to cease attacking community leaders and their representatives 

in Ecuador as part of the company’s avowed “demonization” strategy to evade paying the 

judgment. 



The cooperation protocol between the two national federations and the FDA is potentially a 

major blow to Chevron’s efforts to evade the environmental liability, imposed by three layers of 

courts in Ecuador in 2013 after the company was found responsible for the dumping billions of 

gallons of toxic oil waste onto indigenous ancestral lands as a cost-saving measure.  Cancer rates 

in the area have skyrocketed and the cultures of five indigenous groups (Cofan, Secoya, 

Huaorani, Kichwa, and Siona) have been decimated, according to evidence before the Ecuador 

court. 

The protocol is also historic in that it represents the first time that the AFN, known as the most 

influential national Indigenous federation in the world, has signed a bilateral protocol with the 

national indigenous federation of a Latin American nation. 

Although Chevron had insisted the environmental trial take place in Ecuador and had accepted 

jurisdiction there, the company later refused to pay the judgment and threatened the Indigenous 

peoples with a “lifetime of litigation” if they persisted. The case is now in Canadian courts, 

where the affected communities have won three consecutive appellate decisions in their effort to 

seize Chevron assets to force the company to comply with the rule of law and pay the Ecuador 

judgment. 

Chevron shareholders and environmental groups worldwide also have blasted company 

management for its mishandling of the case. Chevron has an estimated $15 billion of assets in 

Canada, or more than enough to pay for the entirety of the judgment which is now worth $12 

billion with accrued interest under Canadian law. 

The cooperation protocol grew out of an invitation issued by Ecuadorian indigenous groups to 

their Canadian counterparts to visit the affected area in Ecuador, where Chevron abandoned 

roughly 1,000 unlined oil waste pits after operating in the country from 1964 to 1992.  It was 

during the trip to Ecuador last September, which included former Canadian National Chief Phil 

Fontaine and Grant Chief Ed John, that the groups decided to form a political alliance. 

Representatives of the federations said they would work together to jointly monitor Chevron’s 

ongoing activity in Canada on Indigenous territory to ensure the company was not repeating its 

mistakes in Ecuador or engaging in a bait in switch by trying to respect indigenous rights in 

Canada while violating them in Ecuador, said representatives of both groups. Chevron has 

several pending projects on Indigenous lands in Canada that require the consent of nationalities 

to move forward.  

Fontaine, Ed John, and Greenpeace Co-founder Rex Weyler were sharply critical of Chevron on 

the trip to Ecuador. Weyler accused the company of committing “ecological crimes” on 

indigenous territory while Fontaine said, “It is clear that Chevron has caused significant harm to 

the environment and to the health of indigenous peoples and must be held accountable. It is 

unconscionable that they have been allowed to shirk their responsibility for as long as they have. 

Times have changed and the rights of indigenous peoples across the world must be recognized 

and respected.” 

http://chevrontoxico.com/assets/docs/2012-01-evidence-summary.pdf
http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40397-Chevron-Hit-Hard-In-Canada-Major-Indigenous-Leaders-Back-Collection-of-12b-Ecuador-Pollution-Judgment-
http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40378-Greenpeace-Co-founder-Rex-Weyler-Condemns-Chevron-for-Ecological-Crimes-in-Ecuador-s-Amazon-Region


Grand Chief Ed John said, “No legal case should take 25 years, especially one involving 

indigenous rights and environmental justice. We plan to work with indigenous groups in Ecuador 

and Canada to ensure Canadian courts resolve this case so the impacted communities can obtain 

justice and Chevron’s unethical policy of forum shopping ends.” 

Chevron has become notorious for spending massive sums of money to resist the judgment, 

using at least 60 law firms and 2,000 legal personnel at an estimated cost over several years of at 

least $2 billion. Chevron has tried to obtain impunity in Canada by claiming its assets cannot be 

seized because they are held by a subsidiary even though it is wholly-owned by the 

company.  That particular issue is scheduled for argument in April before the Ontario Court of 

Appeal. 

Chevron also retaliated against the Ecuadorian indigenous groups by suing the plaintiffs in the 

case and their lawyers in the United States, claiming the entire case was a “racketeering” 

conspiracy designed to extort money from the company. That case backfired against Chevron 

when evidence later emerged that the fabricated evidence and committed fraud by paying an 

admittedly corrupt witness $2 million. 

In all, 21 appellate judges in Ecuador and Canada have rejected Chevron’s arguments and ruled 

in favor of various aspects of the claims of the Ecuadorian indigenous groups. Not a single 

appellate judge in either of the two countries has sided with Chevron. 

 

For more information, please contact: 

Don Kelly, AFN  

Phone: 613-292-2787 

Karen Hinton, FDA  

Phone: 703-798-3109 

For more from this organization: 

Amazon Defense Coalition - FDA  

 

http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40635-Canada-s-National-Indigenous-Federation-Backs-

Ecuadorian-Amazon-Communities-in-Lawsuit-to-Hold-Chevron-Accountable-for-

Environmental-Damage 
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Earth Charter and Laudato Si' book launch at Integral Ecology Symposium 

 

By Alicia Jimenez 

Earth Charter 

http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/35294-Chevron-Using-60-Law-Firms-and-2-000-Legal-Personnel-To-Evade-Ecuador-Environmental-Liability-Company-Reports
http://thechevronpit.blogspot.ca/2017/11/21-0-ecuadorian-aboriginals-are.html
mailto:dkelly@afn.ca
mailto:Karen@fenton.com
http://www.csrwire.com/members/17437-Amazon-Defense-Coalition-FDA
http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40635-Canada-s-National-Indigenous-Federation-Backs-Ecuadorian-Amazon-Communities-in-Lawsuit-to-Hold-Chevron-Accountable-for-Environmental-Damage
http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40635-Canada-s-National-Indigenous-Federation-Backs-Ecuadorian-Amazon-Communities-in-Lawsuit-to-Hold-Chevron-Accountable-for-Environmental-Damage
http://www.csrwire.com/press_releases/40635-Canada-s-National-Indigenous-Federation-Backs-Ecuadorian-Amazon-Communities-in-Lawsuit-to-Hold-Chevron-Accountable-for-Environmental-Damage


Earth Charter International is pleased to share its latest publication, the book: ¨Voices of the 

Earth Charter Initiative responding to Laudato Si’ ¨ 

Find this publication in this link. 

This publication aims to identify linkages and contribute to the understanding between the 

Encyclical Laudato Si’ and the Earth Charter, given that the content and purpose of both are very 

similar. To achieve this, we have compiled a series of articles written by renowned writers and 

global leaders, reflecting and deepening on the nexus and meaning of the ethical proposals of 

these two documents and the challenges they launch. 

Authors: Leonardo Boff, Fritjof Capra, Joe Holland, Elizabeth May, José Matarrita, Awraham 

Soetendorp, Steven C. Rockefeller, Mary Evelyn Tucker, and John Grim. 

The ¨International Symposium on Ecology Laudato Si’, Care of the Common House: a necessary 

conversion to Human Ecology¨; which took place in Costa Rica from November 29 to December 

1 of 2017, was an important motivator to create this publication.  This Symposium has been one 

of the most important international, academic, and ecological events of the year organized by the 

Vatican (Ratzinger Foundation). The Catholic University of Costa Rica organized the event, with 

the support of the Joseph Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Foundation, which holds this event annually. 

The publication was shared in digital form with more than 600 participants of this Symposium. 

In addition, it was presented at one of the working sessions that took place on Friday, December 

1; which was coordinated by Mrs. Mirian Vilela, Executive Director of the Earth Charter 

International. 

Here are some highlights of the Laudato Si’ Symposium on Ecology: 

The Symposium began with formal speeches, where the President of the Republic of Costa Rica, 

Mr. Luis Guillermo Solís Rivera, was present. Then, eight presentations with leading speakers 

continued (See here the Symposium Agenda). 

Pope Francis sent a message to the Symposium. Click here to find it. 

Here are excerpts from some of the presentations: 

-Cardinal Marc Ouellet, Prefect of the Bishops Congregation, President of the Latin American 

Pontifical Commission: 

¨Why did Pope Francis write the “Laudato Si’ encyclical letter”? Cardinal Ouellet addressed this 

question in his presentation, saying that the Pope has assumed the urgency of the environmental 

and sustainability problems of our “common home” and calls for a dialogue with everyone on 

this issue. This encyclical does not make an appeal to the Catholic Church on a subject, but a call 

for everyone to participate in an interreligious dialogue that seeks solutions to the existing 

challenges; this method, according to Cardinal Ouellet, is unheard of for a Pope. The Pope took 

http://earthcharter.org/virtual-library2/voices-earth-charter-laudato-si/
http://simposiumratzinger2017.com/
http://en.radiovaticana.va/news/2017/11/30/pope_sends_videomessage_to_symposium_on_laudato_si/1352052


advantage of the political momentum in 2015, with the launch of the 2030 Agenda and the 

Climate Summit in Paris, to intensify his call. 

In regards to the content of the encyclical, Cardinal Ouellet stated that it makes an assessment of 

the current situation, not exhaustively, but based on available scientific evidence. The Pope 

reflects on the current progress, which he mentions is a myth, and that it is worrying that there is 

an accelerated increase in the development and use of technologies without an ethical reflection 

on its purposes; which makes it difficult for people to make ethical decisions about these. 

Another point to highlight is the clarification of the relationship of reciprocity, and not 

domination, that human beings should have with nature. The Pope expresses this in paragraphs 

67 to 75. He invites us to look at creation in a way that encourages compassion and communion 

with everyone; and at the same time, it is Christological. 

In paragraph 160, Pope Francis warns that what is at stake is our own dignity and survival, 

promoting in that sense an ecological conversion that aims for a new way of life, a cultural 

revolution to overcome individualism, promote human solidarity, and universal community with 

all living creatures. The Cardinal mentioned that the spiritual dimension of this ecological 

conversion implies rejoicing with little, sobriety, the search for fraternal encounters, and contact 

with nature (LS 223). 

An audacity of Pope Francis, according to Cardinal Ouellet, is to make explicit the connection 

between the Trinity and creation. Each person acts in communion with the others and in function 

of the creation, and then the creation is a gift implied in the exchange of the three persons, who 

give mutual glorification with the creation. 

He mentioned as well that the ultimate realization of the human person is to leave behind 

individualism to connect with others, seeing themselves as servants and guardians of the 

common home. 

-Dr. Tomás Insua, Executive Director of Global Catholic Climate Movement 

He invited the audience to get involved in actions that lead to the ecological conversion 

mentioned by Pope Francis. He recommended the platform: http://vivelaudatosi.org/ and the 

Mission 2020 initiative, launched by Christiana Figueres. 

He emphasized the time from 1 September to 4 October, called “Time for creation”, as a period 

set to intensify the awareness of Laudato Si’ message. 

– Mons. Fernando Chica Arellano. Permanent Observer of the Holy See before the FAO, IFAD, 

and WFP. 

He reflected on the results of the State of Food Security 2017 FAO Report, where they asked: 

why does hunger in the world increases? They identified three major causes: 

 War conflicts (both domestic and international) 

http://vivelaudatosi.org/
http://www.mission2020.global/


 Climate change effects 

 Social gaps 

The Encyclical Laudato Si’, which he considers to be the Ecological Sum of the Catholic 

Church, is like a compass to guide us in addressing the challenges that are generating famine in 

the world. 

Mgr. Chica mentioned that there are three key words in the Encyclical: 

1. Everyone: it invites everybody to participate, because we are all implicated. The text of 

the encyclical, which makes this invitation, is like “fine wine”; it does not accumulate 

years but youth and liveliness. 

2. Urgent: the Encyclical stresses that we do not have time, we must act now; it is the 

urgency of love, social love at the center of the community of life. 

3. Together: It highlights that we need to work collaboratively, to generate synergies, 

convergences. Chapter V of the encyclical talks about this (Dialogue). 

He invited us to get to work, having a service attitude, nourishing ourselves with what Jesus did 

in the cross. 

– Rev. Augusto Zampini. Member of the CAFOD and Theological advisor of the new Dicastery 

for the Integral Human Development Service of the Holy See. 

One of the great challenges that we live, according to Rev. Zampini, is to achieve an inclusive 

development that incorporates all human dimensions. This vision is included in the concept of 

integral ecology, which Pope Francis presents and which is based on a relational paradigm, 

recognizing us as social beings, in relation with other beings and with God. 

In terms of the ecological conversion, necessary for an inclusive development, there are 

important changes to be made in the human heart and on social and political structures. Changing 

a daily habit requires a great motivation which comes from the deep, that “deep” is spirituality. 

When we feel saturated, we feel unplugged, but through an integral spirituality it is possible to 

focus, live in peace, and this liberation helps to move to action. Rev. Zampini recommended 

reading  the apostolic exhortation Evangelii Gaudium and the document of Aparecida – V 

General Conference of the Latin American and Caribbean Episcopal Council (CELAM). 

What contributions could Christian spirituality offer? One aspect is to not put human beings at 

the center of creation, because this is associated with the paradigm of control. Rather, we must 

return to the bases towards an eco-centrism, towards the ethics of care, using iconic visions 

(symbols), which leads us to a contemplation and celebration that brings us closer to nature. 

Church rituals can serve to reaffirm the common good and our interconnection, because they 

imply a shared experience of time, where humans discover themselves in a profound way and in 

relation to others. In addition, these rituals link the human with the sky and the earth. It would be 

important for all parishes to refresh the notion that the bread of life is converted from the fruits of 

the earth and the work of “men”, so it is important to take care of the fruits of earth and the work 

of “men”. 



Although he did not explicitly refer to the Earth Charter, he mentioned that Christian spirituality 

promotes the notion that people should seek to be more and not have more. Also, this spirituality 

seeks sobriety, which helps us to move away from utilitarianism. 

The last two presentations on 30 November focused on instruments for measuring or evaluating 

social progress and sustainability. Mr. Michael Green, Executive Director of the Social Progress 

Imperative, presented the report on Social Progress by countries for 2017: 

https://www.socialprogressindex.com/ 

Mr. Roberto Artavia Loría presented an evaluation tool to measure the implementation of the 

Encyclical Laudato Sí in countries, which will be used by the new Laudato Si’ Observatory, 

promoted and coordinated by the Catholic University of Costa Rica. 

-F. Federico Lombardi, S.J. President of the Joseph Ratzinger-Benedict XVI Vatican 

Foundation. 

On the 2nd day of the Symposion, F. Lombardi spoke on behalf of Cardinal Giuseppe Versaldi, 

who was unable to attend the Symposium, on the topic of integral ecology in the center of 

Catholic education. He mentioned the importance of renewing the heart to achieve change. He 

stressed that the pedagogy of Jesus must be at the center of Catholic education, following the 

image of the servant, of humility, and reconciliation. Jesus was in close contact with nature, with 

his environment, and the daily life of the people, for this reason, he found parables close to the 

context of the people to diffuse his message. 

The notion of interdependence with everything is what God asks, and this notion should be 

present in the integral education programmes related to the Encyclical Laudato Si’; whose 

approach should generate a resistance to the advancement of the technocratic paradigm. He 

affirmed the need for a new education that leads to a regeneration and dialogue to care for nature 

and help the poor. 

He urged that the entire Christian community get involved in this education, specifically in 

schools, where young people are enabled to achieve an integral awareness and the practice of 

charity. In institutions of Higher Education, transmitting information is not enough, but the 

approach to the truth through an interdisciplinary dialogue, and where the potential of nature as 

educator is highlighted. He called for Catholic Universities to include the ethical dimension in 

their study programmes, using the Encyclical Laudato Si’, as well as studying the issues and 

current situation in their own contexts, providing an ethical guide. 

-Prof. Pe. Josafá Carlos de Siqueira, S.J.: Rector of the Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de 

Janeiro (PUC-Rio) 

He invited the universities to seek interdisciplinary work with a systemic vision, trying to 

generate a dialogue of knowledge in the light of Laudato Si’. He mentioned the importance of 

breaking with the anthropocentric vision, and encouraging small initiatives that help to put into 

practice interdisciplinarity with a vision of being guardians and caregivers of the common home. 

He invited everyone to seek to see us as “modest gardeners”. 

https://www.socialprogressindex.com/


Mr. Josafá presented on the specific case of the Institutional Environmental Agenda of the PUC 

of Rio de Janeiro, where a large number of actions are implemented in relation to the 

environmental management of the institution, and where they have also organized an 

interdisciplinary nucleus of environment, which coordinates interdisciplinary research efforts. 

After the presentations, participants were divided in six Working Group sessions, which 

addressed different issues and questions. 

The groups had a short central presentation offered by an expert on different topics, and then 

worked on generating inputs for several guiding questions and recommendations for the Laudato 

Si’ Observatory. The working groups addressed the following topics: 

1) The intimate relationship between the poor and the fragility of the planet: satisfaction of basic 

needs and the culture of discarding. 

2) The conviction that in the world everything is connected: the environmental balance and 

social mobility. 

3) Criticism of the new paradigm and the forms of power that derive from technology: impact of 

environmental management for human beings and for our common home. 

4) The invitation to seek other ways of understanding the economy and progress, and the serious 

responsibility of the international and local politics. 

5) The proper value of each creature and the human sense of ecology: exercise of rights and 

freedom. 

Mirian Vilela, Executive Director of Earth Charter International, contributed to Group 4, with a 

presentation in which she linked the international policies of the United Nations with other 

similar or related initiatives to Laudato Si’ as the Earth Charter ; and invited the Catholic 

community to build bridges between the Laudato Si’ and other efforts. In the dialogue, she 

stressed the importance of education in ethical values, and to ensure a better and more effective 

articulation and application of policies and laws. 

The work and inputs of these groups were presented in plenary, and the Conference ended with a 

presentation by Mr. René Castro, Assistant Director of FAO, in which he shared the urgency of 

addressing climate change using examples of reforestation efforts and soil recovery. He indicated 

that his greatest learning, by participating in this conference, was to visualize the importance of 

spirituality to address the great challenges of humanity. Mr. Fernando Felipe Sánchez, Rector of 

the Catholic University of Costa Rica and Father Federico Lombardi offered the closing words, 

recognizing the transcendence of this event and the importance for the Catholic community 

(including educational entities) of continuing to work collaboratively for the conversion to 

integral ecology as articulated in the encyclical Laudato Si’. 

Alicia Jimenez is Director of Programmes of EC Center for ESD. 



http://earthcharter.org/news-post/earth-charter-laudato-si-book-launched-symposium-ecology/  
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Animated short marries Christian faith with need to protect the environment 

 

By Claire Giangravè 

Crux 

ROME - There’s just something special about animation. Cartoons and computer-animated films 

have demonstrated time and time again that this medium is not just a success at the box-office, 

but also in the hearts of children and many adults alike. 

Mix that with a powerful Christian undertone, and you’ve got a winner. 

‘Message of the Animals,’ born from the creative mind of director Elke Markopoulos and the 

technical skills of Rainer Ludwigs, does just that, marrying the religious symbols of Christianity 

with a compelling animation and message. 

The nine-minute film was the first animated movie to be nominated for best short at the eighth 

annual Catholic Film Festival, Mirabile Dictu, founded in 2010 by the filmmaker and producer 

Liana Marabini under the patronage of the Pontifical Council for Culture. 

This film is a long way from the loud musical numbers and big-eyed characters of other 

animated films, such as the successful Disney and DreamWorks features. Instead, with no 

dialogue and realistic animation, the short takes a more muted approach aimed at encouraging 

the viewer to look inside himself through “the poetical and associative impressions and 

symbols.” 

The story, which treats man’s exploitation of the earth’s natural resources and the consequential 

destruction of its creatures, becomes something that the audience must internalize by analyzing 

its own relationship with nature. 

“It is part of the concept to create these films without any dialogue or any other explanation 

during the film. I prefer to let the pictures speak,” explained Markopoulos, who is Greek 

Orthodox, in an email. “I wanted to bring forward the urgent need of all creation, in this case 

especially the one of the Animals.” 

This is Markopoulos’s third short film, aimed at showing what will happen if humanity continues 

to pollute and destroy the natural habitat of all living beings. According to the director this would 

lead to the destruction of “the biggest gift we got, which is life itself.” 

According to statistics by the World Wildlife Fund, more than 10,000 animals are extinct every 

year due to human-caused habitat destruction and climate change, leading experts to declare a 

slow-acting and progressive extinction crisis. 

http://earthcharter.org/news-post/earth-charter-laudato-si-book-launched-symposium-ecology/


The importance of promoting the marriage between faith and care for creation has been an 

important focus in the current pontificate. In his 2015 encyclical, Laudato Si, Pope Francis 

underlined the importance of encouraging a sustainable relationship between humanity and the 

other living creatures that populate the planet. 

“An inadequate presentation of Christian anthropology gave rise to a wrong understanding of the 

relationship between human beings and the world,” the pope wrote. “Often, what was handed on 

was a Promethean vision of mastery over the world, which gave the impression that the 

protection of nature was something that only the faint-hearted cared about. Instead, our 

‘dominion’ over the universe should be understood more properly in the sense of responsible 

stewardship.” 

Again, while speaking with leaders of the Pacific Islands Forum in early November Francis 

called the international community to cooperate to combat climate change. Such a shared 

approach “can prevent us from remaining indifferent in the face of grave problems such as the 

deterioration of the environment and of the health of the oceans, which is itself linked to the 

human and social deterioration experienced by humanity today,” he said. 

Though Markopoulos said that she did not have Francis’s words in mind when she began to 

develop the concept and story of the short, she feels “close” to him and his concerns. “I 

appreciate very much that he himself is creating strong impressions in the way he celebrates his 

view on life and faith through his position,” she said. 

From the very beginning, ‘Message of the animals’ is wrought with Christian symbolism. Images 

drawn from the Bible, such as Noah’s Ark and the Annunciation, are ever-present, starting with 

the opening sequence, where the Archangel Gabriel - as painted by Italian master Botticelli - 

gifts the Virgin Mary with a Lily. 

“This is the key for understanding the message of this film,” Markopoulos said in reference to 

the scene. “Within this symbol we get the ‘link’ to think of the sense of the message of Jesus. He 

came to us and gave us through his life and words a treasure of ethical values. By turning our life 

again towards the worth of his universal love and the peaceful treatment towards ourselves and 

others, there will be hope for the existence of all beings.” 

The short is also an ecumenical endeavor, with different Christian beliefs cooperating in its 

development. The creators, Rainer Ludwigs and Tetyana Chernyavska, are respectively 

Protestant and Russian Orthodox and see in their work a representation of the positive union 

between religion and environmentalism. 

“I think we could be kind of avant gard with this movement,” said Ludwigs in an interview with 

Crux, adding that he is pleased and encouraged to see how the Catholic Church advocates for the 

care of the environment and hopes that it will continue to do so in the future. 

Animation, he added, is the perfect medium to communicate between faiths and beliefs, as was 

shown by the short’s appreciation in countries such as Bali, India, China and Eastern Europe. 



“Everybody has his own very individual view on his religion and that fits with the art of 

animation, because animation is also not really concrete,” Ludwigs said. 

Through Christian iconography and images of animals vanishing in a cloud of black smoke, 

viewers are encouraged to connect the dots in order to contemplate the lasting effects of human 

development on the planet. 

“I thought it was interesting to make a film just out of pictures,” Ludwigs continued, saying that 

the artistic vision of the director created a stimulating and different take on storytelling. “Our 

part was to make these pictures concrete. It was a real challenge because she would tell us about 

something she feels and we had to find pictures for what she could have meant.” 

The entire film is computer generated, except for a sequence showing hands and fists reaching 

into the screen, which were shot live with a camera and then edited to blend into the animation. 

“The hands that grab to the air are meant to show our [desire] for material things, for money, but 

in the end we will be left with empty hands,” Ludwigs explained. 

Despite its subtle warning, the short finishes with hope for the future with a dolphin leaping out 

of water symbolizing a positive outlook for animals. While some might consider this perspective 

overly optimistic, given the rate at which animals are endangered and the lack of global 

commitment to combat climate change, it provokes a debate over what would happen if people 

of different faiths and cultures worked together to ensure the survival of the planet and all its 

creatures. 

“Everybody and everything has its own value and therefore we have to learn again to be careful 

and be respectful towards all that is existing,” Markopoulos said. “We are asked to take 

responsibility and give turn again to the true values we all carry inside.” 

https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/12/09/animated-short-marries-christian-faith-need-

protect-environment/ 
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Prioritize holy sites like Bears Ears 

 

By Joan Brown 

Global Sisters Report 

"For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities — God's eternal power and divine 

nature — have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are 

without excuse…" 

-Romans 20:1 

https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/12/09/animated-short-marries-christian-faith-need-protect-environment/
https://cruxnow.com/global-church/2017/12/09/animated-short-marries-christian-faith-need-protect-environment/
http://www.usccb.org/bible/romans/1


Sometimes it is important to set our feet on the sacred land that we must protect. More than 20 

faith leaders from various parts of the states of New Mexico, Arizona, Utah and Colorado spent 

many hours in late November traveling to Bears Ears National Monument in Utah. 

We made this trip during Native American Heritage Month, with the help of the New Mexico 

Wildlife Federation, to learn from Native American leaders, to pray, and to protect this 1.3 

million-acre national monument now under threat by the Trump administration. 

Located in the Four Corners area, Bears Ears is amazingly beautiful, awe inspiring and pristine. 

It is unique in other ways as well. It is the first and only monument worked on collectively by 

five Native American tribes, and with official tribal appointees serving as the primary advisory 

body for managing their spiritual, cultural and natural heritage. 

Over 30 tribes from throughout the nation have ancestral, historical and contemporary ties to 

Bears Ears and have expressed support for the monument. Yet, the Trump administration 

indicates it does not plan to heed recommendations of the Bears Ears Commission of Tribes, 

comprised of Hopi, Navajo, Southern Ute, Ute Mountain Ute and Zuni appointees. 

In supporting the recent visit by spiritual leaders, Davis Filfred, member of the Navajo Nation, a 

Bears Ears commissioner and U.S. Marine Corps. veteran, stated, "We encourage all people to 

come to Bears Ears because there is nothing like it in the world. We want people to come to see 

the land, how we use the land and how it is sacred to us." 

Spiritual leaders, including Catholic women religious, Sr. Maureen Wild, a Sister of Charity–

Halifax, and Mercy Sr. Marlene Perrotte, accompanied me and were very moved by this sacred 

Bears Ears pilgrimage. The isolated mountain, canyon and gorge area spoke loudly to the 

Christian, Indigenous and Jewish faith leaders. 

The mountains, deer, pines, gorges, mountain lions, birds and air spoke of sacredness and the 

thumbprint of the Creator writ large as the Book of Roman's passage speaks: "Since the creation 

of the world God has made known invisible qualities of wonder and love." So what excuse do we 

have not to protect these areas? 

The main excuse given for not protecting this area is one that increasingly threatens monuments 

and other wild lands that are shrinking in the West — a rush for short-term profit from extractive 

industry development and a misplaced notion that these industries provide good jobs in 

economically struggling areas. 

Not only do some of these industries spoil that which will never be recovered again, outdated 

fossil fuel extraction methods and fossil fuel energy continue to set us on a destructive climate 

change course. As for jobs, "boom and bust" cycles have created spoiled land, water and air 

across the West, while leaving communities worse off once industry leaves. 

Facing these realities feels almost hopeless in these times. But spiritual leaders believe in 

miracles and prayer. On a precipice overlooking the vastness of canyons and mountains, we 

shared prayers by blessing the Earth with sacred waters from holy places from around the globe. 

https://www.visitutah.com/places-to-go/state-and-federal-recreation-areas/southern/bears-ears-national-monument/
http://religionnews.com/2017/12/04/trump-drastically-cuts-national-monument-sacred-to-native-americans/
https://bearsearscoalition.org/bears-ears-commissioners-selected-focus-on-the-future-of-the-national-monument/
https://www.bia.gov/regional-offices/western/hopi-agency
https://www.bia.gov/regional-offices/navajo
https://www.bia.gov/regional-offices/southwest/southern-ute-agency
https://www.bia.gov/regional-offices/southwest/ute-mountain-ute-agency
https://www.bia.gov/regional-offices/southwest/zuni-agency
http://www.dnncouncil.navajo-nsn.gov/Davis-Filfred


Sprinkling of waters mixed with prayers were sent into many directions as we spread sacred corn 

pollen. 

But in these times, prayers of protection, petition and love must inspire us to actions in the world. 

For myself, standing between the two distinctive red outcroppings of rock that make up the head 

of the bear and form the most sacred point of Bears Ears, I felt moved to my soul. Now several 

weeks later the image and spirit of the place of Bears Ears — and all of the prayers over the eons 

that have been prayed there — keep filtering through me. I work in a newly inspired way to 

protect our land, water, air and communities. 

Amidst many calls for action to our Congressional delegates, protecting this monument and holy 

place needs to take priority. In spite of recent announcements by President  Donald Trump 

calling for the drastic reduction in size (see this map for a proposal: the red and blue areas will be 

all that remain), calling Congressional offices is still good; thank the legislators who are in 

support of keeping the boundaries as-is and challenge the ones who are not. 

If Congressional members are not as strong as they should be, then encourage them to step up to 

protect our national monuments and public lands. Also contact state governors and land offices 

saying you support national monuments and public lands (since the supposed lack of public 

comment is being used by the administrations to say there is no local support). I also think you 

should encourage people to write op-eds in their local and regional press. 

If we believe in miracles, a phone call might just help a miracle happen — or at least honor our 

Creator and be an action of solidarity with our Native American brothers and sisters who have 

already lost so much. 

[Joan Brown, is a Franciscan Sister from the Rochester, Minnesota, community and the 

executive director of New Mexico Interfaith Power and Light working on creation care and 

climate justice.] 

http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/spirituality-environment/prioritize-holy-

places-bears-ears-50761 
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The future of faith and science 

 

Experts predict teamwork to save the planet, getting ready to meet neighbors elsewhere in the 

universe, mutually beneficial search for truth  

 

By Ed Langlois 

Catholic Sentinel  

 

To conclude a yearlong series on faith and science, we asked some of our favorite thinkers to 

ponder the future.  

https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/trump-s-proclamation-shrinking-bears-ears-will-hurt-all-us-ncna826416
https://wilderness.org/sites/default/files/Bears%20Ears%20National%20Monument%20-%20Boundary%20Modification_0.pdf
https://wilderness.org/sites/default/files/Bears%20Ears%20National%20Monument%20-%20Boundary%20Modification_0.pdf
http://www.nm-ipl.org/
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/spirituality-environment/prioritize-holy-places-bears-ears-50761
http://globalsistersreport.org/column/capital-e-earth/spirituality-environment/prioritize-holy-places-bears-ears-50761


 

The consensus is that in the centuries-old encounter between faith and science, the next few 

decades will be marked by cooperation on climate change and preparation for meeting life 

elsewhere in the universe.  

 

Our experts said that as science advances, faith will be needed to guide it so that it benefits 

humanity. The partnership will benefit Christianity, one predicted. 

 

Accepting truth 

 

Scientists of all kinds had a positive reaction to ‘Laudato Si,’’ the 2015 encyclical from Pope 

Francis that called for stewardship of the planet and highlighted the poor who are likely to suffer 

most from climate change. The pope called on biblical traditions of stewardship and care for the 

poor.  

 

The encyclical set up a new model of cooperation between faith and science that is affecting both 

practice and thought.  

 

In his new book, “The Image of the Unseen God: Catholicity, Science, and Our Evolving 

Understanding of God,” Holy Cross Father Thomas Hosinski of the University of Portland 

argues for a refreshed metaphysics in Christianity, one that takes modern science into account.  

 

In one chapter, Father Hosinski shows that the Gospels offer clues to Jesus’ view of creation. 

The saying in Matthew 26 — “Look at the birds in the sky. They do not sow or reap or gather 

into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them” — makes a significant point: Jesus knew that 

the Father does not pour streams of grain or insects down from the sky; birds work hard to stay 

fed. Instead, what Jesus was doing was recognizing that the creator works continuously through 

natural processes. 

 

Also important for Father Hosinski and others is the notion expressed by St. Thomas Aquinas 

that God works through human agents to benefit the world.  

 

“In the next decade or two, I hope we will create significantly fewer greenhouse gases to stop, 

and even reverse, the effects of global warming,” said Father Pat Donoghue, the pastor of St. 

Anthony Parish in Portland who studied physics before being ordained.  

 

Father Donoghue regrets the growing attack on conclusions reached by scientific method. When 

people deny well-done science in order to suit their purposes, that is an attack on truth, the same 

truth faith seeks, the priest said.  

 

“To paraphrase Albert Einstein, ‘Everything has changed except our way of thinking,’” said 

Father Donoghue. “What I would hope to see in faith and science in the next few decades is this 

change in our way of thinking. This means that we all commit ourselves to seek the truth. We 

seek the truth wherever it leads us and not where we want to take it.” 

 

Father Donoghue imagines astronauts circling the earth viewing a beautiful yet fragile planet 



without discernible borders. “I suggest that this is closer to God’s way of thinking. If this is so, 

then how do we all get along in this world and make the best use of the limited resources on this 

finite planet?” 

 

Adjusting to extraterrestrials 

 

“What will happen when we discover that we are not alone? Will science and faith collide or 

merge?” 

 

Those are questions from Maureen Nadin, a Canadian Catholic blogger who focuses on faith and 

science. She believes humans will encounter beings elsewhere in the universe during her 

lifespan. She may have a point. 

 

Astronomers frequently discover planets orbiting other stars and some appear to be in sweet 

zones like the one Earth occupies, where it’s warm enough to melt ice but cool enough not to 

burn up. The Milky Way Galaxy alone has at least 100 billion planets. And there are 100 million 

other galaxies in the known universe.  

 

The James Webb Space Telescope being launched next year is twice the size of the Hubble and 

will allow scientists to see places we have never been before.  

 

“The question of whether we are alone in the universe and how we define ‘life’ is going to 

dominate the conversation in the upcoming years,” Nadin predicts. “Religious dogma and those 

responsible for interpreting it going to require a reset when it comes to this question.” 

 

“Are we truly rare and unique in this universe from a scientific standpoint?” asks Benedictine 

Brother Louis de Montfort Nguyen, a physician-monk at Mount Angel Abbey who teaches 

seminary courses on faith and science. “Direct observations of celestial objects will provide a 

clearer answer.” 

 

Scripture says Jesus is king of the universe. That’s a point not lost on Father Bill Holtzinger, 

pastor of St. Anne Parish in Grants Pass and a student of science. Father Holtzinger told the 

Sentinel earlier this year that if we’re alone in the universe, we are pretty impressive; if we are 

part of a bustling cosmos, we have been cherished by the creator despite our smallness.   

 

“I come up with the same conclusion,” Father Holtzinger said. “God loves his people.”  

 

Jesuit Father Christopher Corbally, president of the National Committee for Astronomy at the 

Vatican and a member of the International Astronomical Union, goes back 700 years to express 

an idea that likely will rise in the future. Father Corbally said that St. Thomas Aquinas and St. 

Bonaventure paved the way in the 13th century for an expansive understanding of creation.  

 

“They put more emphasis on the incarnation being cosmic,” said Father Corbally. “The idea is to 

complete the cosmos in Christ. The incarnation is not an Earth-based event; it is a cosmic 

event.”  

 



Growing closer 

 

“I think, and indeed I hope, that the faith-science relationship is already changing from one of 

challenge to one of cooperation,” said Jesuit Brother Guy Consolmagno, director of the Vatican 

Observatory. “I experience it daily in the reaction I get from my fellow scientists, who are much 

more open now than in previous generations to both religion and science. It’s no accident that 

most of the so-called ‘new atheists’ are elderly white males.” 

 

Brother Guy, a prominent astronomer, said that faith and science in the years ahead will help 

each other grow through a “very positive kind of challenge.” There is increasing awareness, he 

explained, that both faith and science are human endeavors, subject to human failings, but both 

dedicated to transcendent truth.  

 

“If science and religion are rivals, it’s a sibling rivalry,” he said. “Science got its start in the 

medieval universities, founded and run by the church. Our religion, with its faith in a rational 

universe free of nature gods, and indeed a universe so sacred that it is worthy of our study, gave 

science room to grow and develop. When I was a child, I quarreled all the time with my siblings; 

but as we all grew up we learned how much in fact we love each other and depend on each other. 

I think that science and religion both will be growing up a lot in this way during the coming 

decades.” 

 

A helpful union 

 

Brother Louis at Mount Angel believes that in the years ahead, faith and science will develop a 

relationship beneficial to both. Science may even join philosophy as a “handmaid” of theology, 

leading to a new golden age of faith. 

 

“Faith is abundantly enriched by scientific discoveries pertaining to the universe and life, 

grounding our faith to the physical world,” Brother Louis said. “It deepens our love for the 

creator through his marvelous creation; it enlivens our prayers and worship; it gives depth to our 

understanding of the sacredness, goodness, and sacramentality of creation — to practice science 

properly is to worship God magnificently. At the same time, science needs faith to guide it on the 

right path of justice, progress and respect for nature and the dignity of creation and especially of 

the human person.” 

 

http://www.catholicsentinel.org/Content/Social/Social/Article/The-future-of-faith-and-science/-

2/-2/34700 
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Training in Jewish environmental education for mid-career educators 

 

By Maya Mirsky 

J. The Jewish News of Northern California  

http://www.catholicsentinel.org/Content/Social/Social/Article/The-future-of-faith-and-science/-2/-2/34700
http://www.catholicsentinel.org/Content/Social/Social/Article/The-future-of-faith-and-science/-2/-2/34700


What started as a loose movement of Jewish organic farming and back-to-the-land groups has 

quickly become a well-established player in Jewish life, especially in the Bay Area: the 

movement for Jewish Outdoor, Food, Farming & Environmental Education — or JOFEE. 

“The Bay Area has increasingly become its own hub for JOFEE work,” said Yoshi Silverstein, 

who heads the JOFEE fellowship for Jewish educators for the New York-based Jewish 

environmental non-profit Hazon. 

The JOFEE movement has strong roots in the Bay Area, thanks to organizations such as 

Berkeley’s Urban Adamah and Wilderness Torah, both recognized as leaders in the field. 

In January, Hazon will launch a new JOFFEE training program for mid-career professionals. The 

new JOFEE Leaders Institute is designed to help people who are already established in Jewish 

non-profit work, but need help networking and exchanging best practices around the new area of 

interest. 

“It became clear about a year ago there was a real lack in professional opportunities for mid-

career JOFEE professionals,” said Adam Berman, executive director of Berkeley’s Urban 

Adamah. 

The Leaders Institute will provide 18 people, two in the Bay Area this year, with professional 

training through retreats and webinars, as well as give participants a stipend to use on 

professional development events. 

The new program joins an existing yearlong fellowship for people under 32 that places fellows in 

organizations like the Bay Area’s Camp Tawonga, Urban Adamah and Wilderness Torah, where 

they organize programs around topics like food justice and the environment. 

One of those fellows, Leora Cockrell, 26, is spending this year at Camp Tawonga as the garden 

and farm coordinator, a new position. 

Cockrell, a former Tawonga camper herself, did hands-on garden work and teaching during the 

summer and trained other camp staffers during the off-season. 

Bringing her training in sustainable agriculture to the Jewish camp that she’d always loved was a 

“really beautiful melding of two things I wanted in my life,” Cockrell said. 

Silverstein considers the fellowship, now in its second year, a big success. Programs created by 

JOFEE fellows have reached 37,000 people, he said. 

The term JOFEE was created in 2013 as part of a study commissioned by the San Francisco-

based Jim Joseph Foundation and others to track the growth of programs connecting Jewish life 

to sustainability and environmentalism. The report, issued in 2014, found that the niche 

movement was a booming field with the potential to revitalize Jewish identity and build 

community. 

https://hazon.org/jofee/overview/
https://www.jweekly.com/2014/05/16/the-column-get-to-know-jofee-its-here-to-stay/
https://www.jweekly.com/2016/10/28/ecstasy-on-the-farm-wilderness-torahs-earth-based-sukkot/
https://issuu.com/hazon/docs/jofee_report


“Seeing all these pieces together made us feel like it warranted an investment in this area,” said 

Steven Green, director of grants management at the Jim Joseph Foundation. 

The foundation has provided over $7.5 million to Hazon for JOFEE work, including the young 

professionals fellowship. The new mid-career program is sponsored by the Ohio-based Lippman 

Kanfer Foundation for Living Torah. 

“The JOFEE field is happening,” said Berman. “It’s growing. There’s more demand for it than 

professionals that know how to do it.” 

https://www.jweekly.com/2017/12/12/back-land-judaism-booms-new-training-mid-career-

educators/ 
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Arctic indigenous leaders tell UK it must do more to combat climate change 

 

By Josh Gabbatiss  

Independent  

 

Representatives from communities living in the far north urge Government to meet and exceed its 

commitments 

 

Leaders from three indigenous Arctic communities have called on the UK Government to meet 

and exceed its commitments under the Paris Climate Agreement. 

They have also urged the MPs to only support sustainable development in the far north. 

In an event attended by cross-party MPs, leaders from the Guich’in nation, the Inuit and the 

Saami people described the impact climate change is having on their communities in the Arctic, 

and the role the UK must take in helping address the problem. 

Polar scientists, explorers and conservationists attended the event alongside leaders from 

industry, shipping, finance and insurance sectors. 

The Arctic is warming at twice the rate of the global average, meaning the effects of climate 

change there are particularly pronounced. These effects are felt acutely by the indigenous 

communities living there. 

“Climate change really directly affects our way of life,” Sarah James, from the Guich’in nation, 

told The Independent. 

“I see a lot of erosion, permafrost melting, displacement of animals, we are losing a lot of lakes. 

All those are our way of life,” she said. 

https://jimjosephfoundation.org/grants/hazon-inc-jewish-outdoor-food-and-environmental-education-jofee/
https://www.jweekly.com/2017/12/12/back-land-judaism-booms-new-training-mid-career-educators/
https://www.jweekly.com/2017/12/12/back-land-judaism-booms-new-training-mid-career-educators/
http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/climate-change


Ms James, who was raised undertaking the traditional practices of hunting, fishing and gathering, 

comes from a community of “caribou [reindeer] people” who live 110 miles north of the Arctic 

Circle in Alaska.  

The Porcupine River caribou herd has been a foundation of the Gwich’in culture for 20,000 

years, and over her lifetime she has seen their habits change as they are threatened by fossil fuel 

extraction and climate change. 

“They change their migratory routes, they have got to change their food, and when they are 

supposed to be fat they’re not fat,” she said. 

Ms James said she wanted to thank the UK Government for its role in the Paris Agreement, but 

said “they need to do more” when it comes to committing to combat climate change and 

providing funding. 

“It’s really important that somebody takes the lead, and President Trump took the wrong lead. 

That made us sad because every day we have got to deal with climate change,” she said. 

“The UK Government has recently reaffirmed its commitment to tackling climate change and 

meeting the commitments agreed by both the Climate Change Act of 2008 and the Paris 

Agreement through the Clean Growth Strategy and Industrial Strategy. Neither plan, however, 

has outlined how it specifically will do so or provided the funding necessary.” 

Ms James, together with Josie Okalik Eegeesiak, chair of the Inuit Circumpolar Council, and 

Jannie Staffansson, who works on environmental issues for the Saami Council, were hosted by 

MP James Gray. 

WWF supported the All Party Parliamentary Group in bringing the Arctic Indigenous leaders to 

the UK. 

“We are the Arctic’s neighbour,” Rod Downie, head of polar programmes for WWF, said to The 

Independent. 

Besides proximity to the Arctic, said Mr Downie, the UK’s status as an influential member of the 

G7, and a centre of finance, shipping and other industries that impact the region, make it well 

placed to help combat climate change and its effects in the north. 

As well as reinforcing the urgency of the UK Government meeting its commitment for climate 

change, the meeting also has significance for the upcoming revision of the UK government’s 

Arctic policy. 

The UK’s Arctic policy framework was set out in 2013, and is set to be revised soon. 

Mr Downie says it is vital that any revision includes a commitment to “sustainable development” 

in the Arctic.  

http://www.independent.co.uk/topic/WWF


WWF would like to ensure any development or exploitation of the Arctic, by the shipping or 

fishing industries for example, is carried out sustainably. 

Mr Downie hopes the representatives of Government and industry who were present will be 

affected by their meeting with these indigenous leaders. 

“They are living on the front line of climate change. The opportunity to hear first-hand about the 

effects of climate change on their communities is I think a very unique and powerful message,” 

he said. 

“What happens in the Arctic doesn’t stay in the Arctic,” said Mr Downie. “These are global 

issues.” 

A government spokeswoman said: “The UK is a world leader in tackling climate change. We 

played a vital role in securing the historic Paris Agreement and the UK was one of the first 

countries to introduce legally binding emission reduction targets."  

“We want to make sure that only responsible development in the Arctic is allowed so we are 

updating the UK-Arctic Policy framework to ensure this remains the case. We are working with 

the indigenous peoples towards a safe and secure Arctic.”  

http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/arctic-climate-change-indigenous-leaders-tell-uk-do-

more-warning-a8104501.html 
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Meet India's 'Water Mother' Who Helped Provide Water to Over 300 villages in Arid Region 

 

Telesur 

India's 71-year-old Amla Ruia is called the “Water Mother” for leading a campaign that helped 

provide water in over 300 villages in the arid desert region of Rajasthan in western India.  

Ruia – who uses traditional water harvesting methods – founded the Aakar Charitable Trust 

which provides grants to the local rural areas, which are the driest in the South Asian country, 

with the necessary resources to build the check dams. 

A portion of the contributions come from the local residents, which empowers local farmers to 

gain partial ownership of the project. So far, the trust has helped open nearly 200 dams. 

"I can’t believe that such a lake has come about in the middle of the desert,” Ruia said, according 

to a New York Times report.  

“The whole scenario is not changed, it is transformed. Where they couldn’t even own one cattle, 

they now have eight to nine. Where they couldn’t take one crop, they are taking two — or 

http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/arctic-climate-change-indigenous-leaders-tell-uk-do-more-warning-a8104501.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/arctic-climate-change-indigenous-leaders-tell-uk-do-more-warning-a8104501.html


sometimes even a third crop. Their female offspring are going to school because the mother no 

longer has to go long distances to fetch water."  

The Mumbai-based social activist known as “Water Mother” told BBC News that, after learning 

the government had to send water tanks to stop people from dying of dehydration during 

droughts, she decided to pursue the project, which includes water reservoirs to provide villages 

with access to water.  

"Something had to be done for a permanent solution," she told the BBC. "It was conceived with 

the idea of building ‘check dams’… This is not a new solution. This was practiced by our 

ancestors."  

https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Meet-Indias-Water-Mother-Who-Helped-Provide-Water-

to-Over-300-villages-in-Arid-Region-20171212-0037.html 
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China's endeavor to build clean, beautiful country contributes to global ecological development 

 

Global Times 

 

China's endeavor to build itself into a beautiful country, which has been defined by President Xi 

Jinping as a goal to be met by 2035, contributes to promoting ecological development for the 

world and has won acclamations from the international community. 

Adding dimension to domestic policy 

An environmental focus was incorporated into the country's development plan mapped out in the 

report delivered by Xi at the opening session of the 19th National Congress of the Communist 

Party of China (CPC) in October, an unprecedented move suggesting the country's determination 

to "provide more quality ecological goods to meet the people's ever-growing demands for a 

beautiful environment." 

"The modernization that we pursue is one characterized by harmonious coexistence between man 

and nature," Xi said. 

In his speech, Xi vowed to promote green development, solve prominent environmental 

problems, intensify the protection of ecosystems, and reform the environmental regulation 

system. 

Ibrahim Thiaw, deputy executive director of the United Nations Environment Program (UNEP), 

told Xinhua in a recent interview that the congress "was a landmark because the leadership come 

out strongly to speak about not only social and economic issues, but also environmental issues." 

https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Meet-Indias-Water-Mother-Who-Helped-Provide-Water-to-Over-300-villages-in-Arid-Region-20171212-0037.html
https://www.telesurtv.net/english/news/Meet-Indias-Water-Mother-Who-Helped-Provide-Water-to-Over-300-villages-in-Arid-Region-20171212-0037.html


"What we have seen recently in China is a very clear direction from the leadership that air and 

water pollution should not result in fatality and can be addressed with clear policy. We have seen 

the Chinese president and government adopt very clear positions and policy to help deal with 

pollution," Thiaw said. 

Given China's status as the world's second largest economy and its political influence and 

leadership role around the world, China's adoption of domestic polices in regard to the 

environment has global implications, he added. 

Offering experience to global development 

China has set prominent examples of successful practices concerning environmental governance, 

a recent case being Chinese individuals and company garnering half of the United Nations' 

highest awards on environmental protection this year. 

In December, the UNEP honored six inspirational environmental leaders with the Champions of 

the Earth award in Nairobi, Kenya. The Saihanba Afforestation Community from China's 

northern province of Hebei was awarded for transforming degraded land into a forest covering 

92,000 hectares, preserving and purifying huge volumes of water for major cities in northern 

China and spurring green sector growth. 

"The Saihanba Afforestation Community have transformed degraded land into a lush paradise -- 

part of a new Great Wall of vegetation that will play a part in helping protect millions from air 

pollution and preserving precious water supplies," said Erik Solheim, executive director of the 

UNEP. 

The community's work has proved that environmental degradation can be reversed, and that this 

is an investment worth making, Solheim added. 

On the market side, China's bike-sharing company Mobike Technology Co. was awarded for 

exploring market-driven solutions to air pollution and climate change. 

The World Wildlife Fund calculated that as of August 2017, Mobike users alone had collectively 

pedaled some 5.6 billion km, cutting more than 1.26 million tons of carbon dioxide emissions. 

Solheim said the award to Mobike shows the private sector can make a healthy profit while at the 

same time making huge improvements to people's lives and the environment. 

"It proves that environmental challenges are not problems, but opportunities. This work is an 

inspiration to China and the world," he said. 

Mobike has already entered cities in Italy, Britain, Japan, the United States, Malaysia, Singapore, 

Thailand and South Korea, and is venturing out to the Latin American market. 

At the technological front, China has been offering expertise and experience in smart, green 

innovation to the larger world for a harmonious coexistence of nature and mankind. 



Claudia Assmann, deputy program officer of the UNEP, said that after years of efforts, China is 

on a good track of green development, especially in the areas of electric transport, solar energy 

and the "sharing economy." 

Shouldering responsibility for international cooperation 

As an important participant, contributor, and torchbearer, China is taking a driving seat in global 

cooperation to tackle ecological issues. 

China is one of the first countries to have ratified the Paris Agreement, and has more than met its 

carbon emission reduction goals last year, exemplifying a responsible stakeholder's role in global 

efforts to fight against climate change. 

Achim Steiner, administrator of the United Nations Development Program, said the agency and 

China share many common visions in global cooperation. 

Miroslav Lajcak, president of the United Nations General Assembly for the 72nd session, praised 

China's job in establishing an assistance fund for South-South cooperation in support of 

developing countries' efforts to implement the agenda. 

In 2015, China pledged a package of 3.1 billion U.S. dollars to the South-South Cooperation 

Fund on Climate Change for developing countries. 

One country alone cannot address challenges for all. Besides China's endeavors, Xi also called 

for concerted efforts of the world to protect the planet. 

"We call on the people of all countries to work together to build a community with a shared 

future for mankind, to build an open, inclusive, clean, and beautiful world that enjoys lasting 

peace, universal security, and common prosperity," Xi said in the report to the 19th CPC 

National Congress.  

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1080779.shtml 
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Integral Ecology Class Challenges Students from Three Campuses 

 

Holy Cross College 

 

In the fall semester of 2016, Holy Cross College, Saint Mary’s College, and the University of 

Notre Dame launched a collaborative, tri-campus course on integral ecology and sustainability. 

The course, which grants students liberal arts and science credits, provides a framework of 

knowledge of sustainability efforts both locally and nationally. In the spirit of the mission of all 

three institutions, it also focuses on discourse about the role of the Catholic Church in 

environmental concerns, spearheaded by Pope Francis’ encyclical letter, Laudato Si’, On Care 

http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/958199.shtml
http://www.globaltimes.cn/content/1080779.shtml


For Our Common Home. 

 

“In Laudato Si’, Pope Francis underscores ecological education and cooperation as key elements 

in addressing the social and environmental crisis that humanity faces at this moment in history,” 

explains Shawn Storer, professor of theology at Holy Cross College and one of the primary 

professors for the class. “The Holy Father says, ‘A great cultural, spiritual and educational 

challenge stands before us, and it will demand that we set out on the long path of renewal.’ The 

students in this class have set out on this path of renewal and are striving to take the initial steps 

in meeting the great challenge.” 

 

Now in its second year, the integral ecology and sustainability course continues to be notable for 

being the only one of its kind, joining students from all three campuses to convene and interact in 

an academic forum. Students explore the Holy Cross Charism and Catholic Social Doctrine, and 

how these can shape and illumine their imaginations. Ultimately, the goal is for students to 

discern how to live sustainably and put into practice what they encounter in the Church’s 

wisdom and vision in their local places and communities. 

 

The course was taught and facilitated by professors from all three campuses: Rachel Novick, 

Ph.D., and Margaret Pfeil, Ph.D., from the University of Notre Dame; John Slattery and Chris 

Cobb, Ph.D., from Saint Mary’s College; and Shawn Storer, M.Div., and Stephanie Storer, 

M.S.Envr.Eng., from Holy Cross College. The combined academic and practical knowledge of 

these interdisciplinary professors provides students with a multi-dimensional perspective on 

relevant and dynamic issues. Through a combination of readings on theology, agriculture, 

economics, and philosophy, and concise lessons in environmental science and case studies of 

about what other college campuses are doing in relation to these same themes, the course aims to 

teach students how to integrate empirical thinking and problem-solving with a spiritual 

understanding of God’s creation. 

 

“This class is about solidarity with the one human family and with all of creation,” says Rachel 

Novick, assistant professor of the practice in biological sciences and director of Notre Dame’s 

minor in sustainability. “To develop in each of us a greater capacity for solidarity, I believe it is 

important to step outside the boundaries we create for ourselves, including our campuses. I hope 

that the bridges that we build will contribute to a greater sense of community among the three 

campuses and the pursuit of joint sustainability initiatives.” 

 

The location of the class varied from week to week. Students took part in landscape ecology 

tours on each campus and in the Bowman Creek area of South Bend. Other course units explored 

the topics of food and energy with visits to an urban rain garden, tree farms, the Storer family’s 

urban homestead, campus dining halls, and campus facilities engineers. 

 

In the classroom, discussion periods were typically structured around a world café model, 

allowing smaller groups of four to six students to engage in discussion and share their ideas 

about a given topic. The final project, also a group endeavor, required students to apply their 

thoughts and principles to practical, real-world concerns, such as planning campus agricultural 

projects, starting a student food-cooperative, developing tri-campus sustainability club, sourcing 

locally and responsibly raised pastured meat for the campuses, or integrating lessons in 



conservation into campus student orientations. 

Holy Cross students were also able earn their science lab credit through field trips to threatened 

wildlife habitats across northern Indiana and southern Michigan, led by associate biology 

professor Br. Lawrence Unfried, C.S.C. 

 

The tri-campus integral ecology course and the collaboration that brought it about exemplifies 

the Holy Cross mission to educate its students’ hearts and minds. Students learn not only how to 

care for “our common home,” but why it is imperative for the Church to be at the forefront in 

doing so. “It has been a gift to witness the students in this class consider our local and campus 

communities, society, and their own personal lives in light of this crisis, challenge, and call,” 

says Shawn Storer. “What many of these students aspire to do and what they want to call the 

Holy Cross institutions of higher learning to do is really quite striking and hopeful.” 

 

To learn more about Laudato Si’, the text at the core of this class, visit 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-

francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html. 

 

To read the Holy Cross Joint Statement on Climate Change, visit 

http://www.cscsisters.org/aboutus/media/releases/Documents/ClimateChangeStatement.pdf 

 

http://www.hcc-nd.edu/integral-ecology-class-challenges-students-three-campuses/  
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Braiding Science Together with Indigenous Knowledge 

 

It’s the best recipe for preserving a healthy planet 

 

By Gleb Raygorodetsky 

Scientific American 

 

“The significant problems we face cannot be solved at the same level of thinking we were at 

when we created them.” 

                        —Albert Einstein 

As the negative consequences of human-induced environmental and social changes are becoming 

increasingly obvious, there is a growing recognition that “status quo” approaches to resource 

development and management, rooted in the dominant, largely linear, reductionist worldview, 

are failing. 

 

Over the last years, several integrative fields of inquiry—such as systems science, resilience 

science, ecosystem health, ethnoecology, deep ecology Gaia theory, biocultural diversity, among 

others—have been advancing our understanding of the complex non-linear and multi-scale 

relationships between people and nature. To better enable us to tackle the multiple challenges 

facing the planet, our home, many of these fields of inquiry seek to develop respectful and 

equitable ways of generating knowledge about our relationship with the natural world through 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://www.cscsisters.org/aboutus/media/releases/Documents/ClimateChangeStatement.pdf
http://www.hcc-nd.edu/integral-ecology-class-challenges-students-three-campuses/
http://www.scientificamerican.com/author/gleb-raygorodetsky/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reductionism#Reductionism_and_science
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Systems_science
http://rs.resalliance.org/about-2/
http://rs.resalliance.org/about-2/
http://books.google.ca/books?id=opzqx56nBkMC
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnoecology
http://www.gaiatheory.org/synopsis.htm
http://swed.bio/focal-areas/themes/biocultural-diversity/


braiding traditional knowledge systems and conventional “Western” science. 

 

This shift in thinking is particularly significant because of the contributions that traditional 

territories of indigenous peoples make toward sustaining biocultural diversity and the carbon 

stocks. According to the Right and Resources Initiative—an NGO working on land and resource 

rights of Indigenous peoples and local communities—though the world’s indigenous peoples 

make up fewer than 4 percent of the world’s population, their traditional territories support about 

80 percent of the world’s biological diversity. In addition, even without counting the carbon 

stored in the soil, indigenous territories contain close to a quarter of the carbon stored above 

ground in the world’s tropical forests and northern subarctic peatlands and wetlands. 

 

Moreover, around the world, the indigenous territories are also the spaces where millennia-old 

indigenous systems of knowledge generation and practice meet modern technology and scientific 

insights. One of the more positive outcomes is the generation of new knowledge critical for 

developing culturally appropriate and relevant climate change adaptation and mitigation 

responses. 

 

For generations, Indigenous peoples the world over have been monitoring what happens on their 

traditional territories. It was not just an academic exercise for them. It was vital to their way of 

life. When does freeze-up begin? Are there fewer animals today than a few years ago? Are there 

more fires in the forest? Based on these observations, they would adjust their activities on the 

land—move their camp to a new place or stop hunting in a given area. These observations, 

embedded in their cultural practices and worldview, have guided their relationships with the 

living world. 

 

 

To maintain humankind’s resilience in the face of change, we must draw on the best available 

knowledge, regardless of its origins—whether it is indigenous knowledge rooted in a millennia 

of meticulous on-the-land observations of phenology, weather and animal behavior, or 

contemporary scientific methodologies that rely on satellites to remotely capture large-scale 

habitat changes, track animal movements or monitor climate. 

 

We need to move from our past reductive, dualistic conceptualization towards a multiple 

evidence based (MEB) approach—an innovative framework adopted by the UN’s 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES). 

The MEB approach braids indigenous and scientific knowledge systems together to support and 

enhance decision-making and ultimately the resilience of interlinked social and ecological 

systems. The MEB approach preserves the integrity of each knowledge system by recognizing 

that the interpretation and authentication of knowledge takes place primarily within, rather than 

across, different knowledge systems. 

 

The process of braiding knowledge systems creates opportunities to develop a deeper 

understanding of observed events and their consequences. It facilitates joint assessment of 

information, leading to new insights and innovations, and results in better informed actions. 

These opportunities are being realized around the world more and more. In Asia, the Karen 

villagers of Hin Lad Nai in northern Thailand, in partnership with researchers, have 

http://www.nativescience.org/html/traditional_knowledge.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16909660
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16909660
https://rightsandresources.org/en/#.WjmJeSPyuX0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Olg7NubMyrU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Olg7NubMyrU
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13280-014-0501-3
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s13280-014-0501-3
https://www.ipbes.net/
http://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2017-02-27-towards-solving-a-key-puzzle-in-the-ipbes.html
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/03/160303-thailand-farmers-slash-and-burn-forests-climate-environment/


demonstrated that that their millennia-old traditions of swidden agriculture are an invaluable 

resource for sustaining biodiversity and carbon stocks. In Central America, indigenous peoples 

practicing their traditional low-carbon livelihoods on ancestral territories are being recognized by 

the conservation community as the best guardians of the region’s biodiversity. In Australia, 

traditional fire management by aboriginal peoples, braided with scientific research, has led to the 

development of climate change mitigation approaches that decrease greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions from savannah fires, while enhancing biodiversity. And in North America, the 

Environmental Monitoring and Science Division of Alberta Environment and Parks, guided by 

the Indigenous Wisdom Advisory Panel, is developing new approaches to documenting and 

interpreting environmental change based on the knowledge co-creation between indigenous and 

scientific knowledge systems. 

 

The MEB approach requires engagement with indigenous peoples that is empathic, equitable, 

and empowering to support knowledge co-creation. Such process, however, can work only when 

the rights of indigenous peoples to make decisions about land use are acknowledged and 

respected. Though this is formally required by the U.N. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (UNDRIP)—which has been endorsed by 148 countries, including the United States and 

Canada—in reality, indigenous land rights around the world are legally recognized on less than 

20 percent of their traditional areas. And this is despite all the benefits that indigenous territories 

provide to the global community and our planet’s ecological health. 

 

Implementing the multiple evidence based framework to further knowledge co-creation between 

indigenous and scientific knowledge systems is an important way to help advance the 

recognition of the leadership role of indigenous peoples in stewarding their lands and waters. 

This is key if the indigenous territories are to continue to play a fundamental role in conserving 

biocultural diversity, addressing climate change and sustaining health of our shared home—

planet Earth. 

 

https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/braiding-science-together-with-indigenous-

knowledge/  
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The Movement to Divest from Fossil Fuels Gains Momentum 

By Bill McKibben 

The New Yorker  

 

Tuesday should have been a day of unmitigated joy for America’s oil and gas executives. The 

new G.O.P. tax bill treats their companies with great tenderness, reducing even further their 

federal tax burden. And the bill gave them something else they’ve sought for decades: 

permission to go a-drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. But, around four in the 

afternoon, something utterly unexpected began to happen. A news release went out from 

Governor Andrew Cuomo’s office, saying that New York was going to divest its vast pension-

fund investments in fossil fuels. The state, Cuomo said, would be “ceasing all new investments 

http://swed.bio/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/MEB-Pilot-Report-Thailand_2016.pdf
https://www.iucn.org/content/map-shows-indigenous-peoples-guardians-central-american-ecosystems
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https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/observations/braiding-science-together-with-indigenous-knowledge/
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in entities with significant fossil-fuel-related activities,” and he would set up a committee with 

Thomas DiNapoli, the state comptroller, to figure out how to “decarbonize” the existing 

portfolio. Cuomo’s office even provided a handy little Twitter meme of the type that activists 

often create: it showed three smoke-belching stacks and the legend “New York Is Divesting from 

Fossil Fuels.” The pension fund under Albany’s control totals two hundred billion dollars, 

making it one of the twenty largest pools of money on Earth. 

Not to be outdone, half an hour later the comptroller of the city of New York, Scott Stringer, sent 

out a similar statement: he, too, was now actively investigating methods for “ceasing additional 

investments in fossil fuels, divesting current holdings in fossil-fuel companies, and increasing 

investments in clean energy.” Stringer’s pension funds add up to a hundred and ninety billion 

dollars—that’s in the top twenty, too. 

Climate advocates—many of them at 350.org, the nonprofit that I founded—have been working 

for years to spur divestment from fossil-fuel stocks, and this was perhaps the biggest single day 

of that campaign, which in turn is the largest divestment campaign in history. With Tuesday’s 

announcements, the endowments and portfolios engaged in the process collectively manage more 

than six trillion dollars in assets. More important, Cuomo and Stringer sent the signal that, in the 

very center of world finance, sentiment is turning sharply against fossil-fuel investing. Activists 

have urged divestment for what you might call moral reasons: if it’s wrong to wreck the planet, 

it’s wrong to profit from the wreckage. But pension funds are willing to divest because they’ve 

come to believe that the future is not about coal and oil and gas—that these are now on the 

decline. The future lies elsewhere. 

These divestments won’t happen overnight; Cuomo will have to persuade DiNapoli to coöperate, 

and in any event no one wants a fire sale of stocks at depressed prices. But the announcements 

offered an encouraging echo of other recent developments. Norway, for instance, last month 

began work to divest its giant sovereign-wealth fund, which is bigger even than New York’s 

combined pensions. The World Bank, last week, said it would no longer be lending money for 

oil and gas exploration. It’s not that the fossil-fuel industry will go bankrupt overnight; its 

supporters, including Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin, will give it all the love they can. But 

the shift in the Zeitgeist has been dramatic. The same day that Cuomo was pumping out 

divestment memes, the President of France, Emmanuel Macron, sent out a tweet announcing that 

his country would no longer grant any licenses for oil and gas exploration in its various 

territories. He concluded with “#keepitintheground,” a hashtag until now confined to 

campaigners. 

Tuesday’s news is also a reminder that, as thoroughly as Trump and the G.O.P. have captured 

D.C., there are other arenas in which to fight them. New York State is, obviously, smaller than 

the federal government, but it’s not that small. Attorney General Eric Schneiderman, for 

instance, has been using state statutes to bedevil ExxonMobil, investigating the company’s 

sordid coverup of our climate peril. It’s likely that the actions of the pension funds will prove 

contagious to some degree. Other states and cities will begin to wonder whether they’re going to 

be left holding the bag. 

https://www.newyorker.com/tech/elements/theres-a-dangerous-bubble-in-the-fossil-fuel-economy-and-the-trump-administration-is-making-it-worse
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/what-exxon-knew-about-climate-change
https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/what-exxon-knew-about-climate-change


It would make the most sense, of course, to have a concerted global battle against climate 

change—it is, after all, the first truly global problem we’ve ever faced. But this Administration 

will not fight it, as Trump’s recent pullout from the Paris climate accords showed. So if the 

battle, instead, is going to be local, three hundred and ninety billion dollars is a pretty good haul 

for one day. New York may be an empire in name only, but on Tuesday it demonstrated a global 

reach. 

Bill McKibben, a former New Yorker staff writer, is the founder of the grassroots climate 

campaign 350.org and the Schumann Distinguished Scholar in environmental studies at 

Middlebury College. Read more » 

https://www.newyorker.com/news/daily-comment/the-movement-to-divest-from-fossil-fuels-

gains-momentum 
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Dr. King’s Interconnected World 

 

By Drew Dellinger  

New York Times 

 

Fifty years ago Sunday — Christmas Eve 1967 — the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stood in 

his pulpit at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta and told the congregation that in order to 

achieve peace on earth, “we must develop a world perspective,” a vision for the entire planet. 

“Yes,” he said, “as nations and individuals, we are interdependent.” Then, with a sentence that 

could easily have been uttered by John Muir or Rachel Carson, Dr. King stated, “It really boils 

down to this: that all life is interrelated.” 

 

Best remembered for his work and speeches on civil rights, Dr. King on that morning, in his last 

Christmas sermon before his assassination, anticipated much of the ecological consciousness and 

environmental concerns of the next 50 years, and the links between ecology and social justice 

that are vital to our present and future. Dr. King’s work to dismantle white supremacy and 

economic injustice was rooted in his prophetic Christianity, shaped by the black radical tradition, 

the Social Gospel and the black freedom struggle. Less known is his understanding of existence 

as unified and the voice he gave to a cosmology of connection. 

 

In the last years of Dr. King’s life, his holistic vision led him to emphasize the connections 

between racism, militarism and economic injustice, and to see continuities across social 

movements. In a 1966 telegram to the labor leader Cesar Chavez, he wrote, “our separate 

struggles are really one.” Three weeks after his Christmas sermon, Dr. King visited the singer 

Joan Baez in jail, following her arrest after a sit-in at a draft induction center. Stopping to speak 

with Vietnam War protesters gathered outside, he told them, referring to civil rights and antiwar 

activism, “I see these two struggles as one struggle.” 

 

Dr. King was not, as some charged, calling for what he termed a “mechanical fusion” of the 
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peace and civil rights movements. Still, he maintained, the issues were connected, telling his 

staff that racism, militarism and excessive materialism are “inseparable triplets.” In Dr. King’s 

mind, the civil rights movement was part of a broader “revolution of values” that was “forcing 

America to face all its interrelated flaws.” As he put it, what we need is nothing less than “a 

restructuring of the very architecture of American society.” 

 

His Christmas Eve vision took things further, to encompass the intrinsic interconnectedness of 

existence itself. “We are all caught in an inescapable network of mutuality,” he preached in his 

booming voice, “tied into a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one directly” — “Yes, 

sir,” someone in the audience responded — “affects all indirectly. We are made to live together 

because of the interrelated structure of reality.” 

 

Dr. King had been thinking about the environment for years before he addressed it in his sermon. 

Starting in the 1950s, Dr. King expressed concern for “the survival of the world,” and linked 

environmental and civil rights issues: “It is very nice to drink milk at an unsegregated lunch 

counter — but not when there’s strontium 90 in it.” 

 

Exactly one year after his sermon, on Christmas Eve 1968, Col. Frank Borman and his crew 

were on their fourth orbit around the moon when he saw the earth swinging around the left side 

of the lunar horizon. “Oh, my God!” Colonel Borman exclaimed, “Look at that picture over 

there! Here’s the earth coming up. Wow, is that pretty!” 

 

The photographs taken by the Apollo 8 astronauts were the first widely available photos of the 

planet, in its wholeness, taken by human hands. The radiant earth hovering over the cratered gray 

moonscape — alive with clouds and oceans, illuminated against the black cosmos — became an 

instant icon, catalyzing a wave of planetary thinking and ecological awareness. 

 

Dr. King did not live to see those photographs, but his vision presaged their message of 

interconnectedness. Over two years before the first national Earth Day, before “ecology” and 

“the environment” became catchwords of the ’70s, before popular knowledge of “Gaia theory” 

and “systems thinking,” Dr. King was tying his vision of justice and peace to the interrelated 

structure of the universe. 

 

Fifty years later, so many of our challenges represent a failure to understand our 

interconnectedness. White supremacists and neo-Nazis, emboldened in these times, preach a 

timeworn hatred that corrodes community. Corporate capitalism, with its widening gulf between 

the ultrarich and the millions of people living in poverty, strains our social fabric while the 

worsening climate crisis provides unforgiving reminders of the earth’s delicate interrelatedness. 

 

“This is our faith,” Dr. King told his church on that December morning. “As we continue to hope 

for peace on earth,” he went on, “let us know that in the process we have cosmic 

companionship.” 

 

When Dr. King’s last book was published earlier that year, a reviewer wrote that “he has been 

outstripped by his times.” In the coming year, which marks the 50th anniversary of Dr. King’s 

assassination, we will have an opportunity yet again to engage with the deeper dimensions of his 



thought. 

 

We may come to see that Dr. King was, in fact, well ahead of his times. In important ways, he is 

still ahead of ours. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/22/opinion/martin-luther-king-christmas.html  
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Climate change in Lapland: The impact of global warming in the land of Santa Claus 

 

By Josh Gabbatiss  

Independent  

 

Environmental changes in the far north are having disastrous effects on the region's indigenous 

people and tourism industry  

Lapland occupies a happy space in the popular imagination as a winter wonderland, occupied by 

reindeer, elves and Father Christmas. 

The real life Lapland, however, is increasingly facing up to the grim reality of global warming. 

Besides being the name of Swedish and Finnish provinces, Lapland is the English name for a 

region largely above the Arctic Circle that stretches across the north of Norway, Sweden, Finland 

and Russia. 

Research has revealed the disproportionate impact of climate change in the Arctic, where 

temperatures are currently rising at double the rate of the global average. 

The far north is bearing the brunt of global warming, and, as much of Lapland’s population relies 

on its polar climate for their livelihoods, the effects are starting to be felt. 

Rovaniemi, the administrative capital of the Finnish province of Lapland, has done a good job of 

capitalising on the region’s Christmas-themed reputation. It is the self-proclaimed “Official 

Hometown of Santa Claus”, where the man himself can be visited 365 days a year. 

However, with his official residence there only constructed in 1950, Santa Claus is a relative 

newcomer to Lapland. 

The wider region is the ancient home of the indigenous Sami people, who refer to it as Sapmi. 

Owing to its remote location and freezing temperatures, much of Lapland remains relatively 

pristine wilderness, and it is this wilderness that provides the Sami with space to practise their 

ancient tradition of reindeer herding. 
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As temperatures rise and begin to disrupt the unspoiled environment, the future prosperity of all 

Lapland’s inhabitants – from the Sami to Santa Claus – is at risk. 

Shelter - Homeless this Christmas 

Dr Stephanie Lefrere first came to Finnish Lapland 18 years ago to study reindeer behaviour. 

Since then, she has observed dramatic changes in the region’s weather patterns, and subsequent 

effects on its wildlife. 

“In my very first fieldwork, 300km (186 miles) above the Arctic Circle, it was 20°C below zero 

on 31 October – really the Arctic feeling by the end of October,” she said. “We don’t have that 

any more. 

“Recently there have been ‘black Christmases’ with no snow at all in the southern part of 

Finland." 

Decades of work in the region have cemented her view that climate change is having far-

reaching effects on Lapland’s environment, affecting animal migratory routes, habitats and 

behaviour. 

“I became worried as a scientist, and also as an individual who is fascinated by the Arctic,” said 

Dr Lefrere. 

She emphasised that climate change is more about trends over long periods than personal 

observations. However, her experiences are mirrored by figures from the Finnish Meteorological 

Institute, which states Finland’s annual mean temperature has risen by over 2°C since the mid-

19th century. 

“It was my childhood dream to come to Lapland, and to me it has been devastating to see 

changes occurring so rapidly,” said Dr Lefrere. 

These changes are particularly devastating for the people who understand the region better than 

anyone: the Sami.  

“The entire Sami culture circulates around nature and the reindeer,” said Jannie Staffansson, an 

environmental chemist and indigenous rights activist at the Saami Council. “We are herders, 

fishers, gatherers and hunters.” 

Sami society has always revolved around reindeer, but today Ms Staffansson estimates only 10 

per cent of Sami people are still reindeer herders or owners. 

“It’s extremely difficult work to do, both physically and mentally, because you are so challenged 

keeping the reindeer safe and happy, and trying to combat climate change at the same time,” says 

Ms Staffansson. 



Like Dr Lefrere, the reindeer herders have become acutely aware of the impact climate change is 

having on their animals.  

Unpredictable weather patterns and specifically rain replacing snow during the coldest months 

lead to crusts of ice forming on the ground, where normally there would be a soft layer of snow.  

Reindeer, which typically feed by digging into the snow and grazing on lichen, are unable to 

either smell food under the ice or dig to access it. 

“You can have herds starving to death just because they didn’t dig for food,” said Ms 

Staffansson. 

She emphasised the role that reindeer have in shaping everything from the Sami language to their 

handcrafting traditions, which rely on products like reindeer skin and antlers.  

“It’s an entire culture that would disappear with the reindeer,” she said. 

The Sami are not the only people of Lapland affected by climate change. In northern Finland, 

tourism is a cornerstone of the regional economy, but warming temperatures are beginning to 

threaten its “winter wonderland” image. 

“Operators in certain areas are highly concerned,” said Dr Kaarina Tervo-Kankare, a tourism 

geographer at the University of Oulu in central Finland. “My studies have mainly focused on the 

perceptions of tourism stakeholders, and their observations support the view that changes have 

taken place.” 

Commonly reported changes are the late arrival of the permanent layer of snow required for 

winter activities, as well as the increased unpredictability of the weather. Some in the Finnish 

tourism industry are beginning to diversify their offering, developing their summer activities in 

areas that have traditionally been winter destinations. 

Aside from its status as a Christmas destination, the Finnish Environment Institute predicts that 

climate change could affect the country’s attraction for fans of winter sports.  

There are fears in the industry that climate changes could drive people away from places like 

Rovaniemi that have established themselves as go-to Christmas destinations, especially as the 

“black Christmases” described by Dr Lefrere begin to creep northwards. 

A study by Dr Tervo-Kankare and her colleagues found that Christmas tourism businesses were 

already feeling the heat, and that tourists did not react well to their attempts to adapt their 

offering. 

“In the light of climate change projections, maintaining the attractive image of a snow-covered 

winter wonderland may become impossible,” they wrote. 



With Santa Claus Village attracting 300,000 visitors annually, Rovaniemi can ill afford to lose its 

tourism, but according to Dr Tervo-Kankare this is a possibility for popular Lapland tourist 

destinations. 

“Tourists may head further north or east, where snow security is higher,” she said.  

“The image may suffer to the extent where Lapland is no longer recognised as a Christmas 

destination.” 

http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change-lapland-santa-claus-father-

christmas-reindeer-global-warming-a8113041.html 
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Hybrid system can conserve sacred forests 

 

By Maundu Muli  

Daily Nation  

In Summary 

 There is a need to define the appropriate governance of sacred forests through evaluation 

of indigenous and modern systems. 

 Although hard evidence is lacking, it is increasingly clear that the status of many sacred 

forests is changing. 

Sacred forests are the nerve centre of ecological, spiritual and cultural practices and governance 

systems of indigenous people and their sacredness depicts a sustainable pattern in relation to 

ecology, economic and social cultural aspects. 

But indigenous people are, in most cases, denied access to natural resources, leading to 

ineffective governance in the management of the assets with the communities’ contribution to 

governance issues sidelined.  

Though greatly debated, both indigenous and modern governance systems contribute 

significantly to protection of sacred forests. 

There is a growing concern that adoption of modern approaches to governance of sacred forests 

is inadequate.  

KNOWLEDGE 

The same applies to indigenous governance systems — although more focus by stakeholders is 

to incorporate local communities and indigenous peoples in management of sacred forests.  

http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change-lapland-santa-claus-father-christmas-reindeer-global-warming-a8113041.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/environment/climate-change-lapland-santa-claus-father-christmas-reindeer-global-warming-a8113041.html


The indigenous systems are important natural resources that facilitate knowledge for protection 

of the ecosystem in participatory, cost-effective and sustainable ways. 

The systems are unique to a given culture or community and utilise indigenous knowledge for 

environmental governance decisions.  

They are not only useful for the local communities but also scientists and planners. 

EVALUATION OF STRATEGY 

Indigenous knowledge forms a foundation of most social science thinking and development and 

there is a debate on the relative failure of externally introduced systems.  

Though arguably not differentiated, it is said to be significant and introducing a cost-effective, 

participatory and sustainable development process in the governance of sacred forests. 

Changing times, attitudes and practices have necessitated a re-evaluation of both systems.  

Although hard evidence is lacking, it is increasingly clear that the status of many sacred forests is 

changing. 

MANAGEMENT 

There is a need to define the appropriate governance of sacred forests through evaluation of both 

indigenous and modern systems, exploring their opportunities and challenges.  

Recent research by this writer with the Wangari Maathai Institute for Peace and Environmental 

Studies at the University of Nairobi last year established gaps in participatory forest management 

(PFM). 

PFM is the modern form of environmental governance and indigenous governance systems 

represented by taboos, ritual, belief, fines, sacrifices and other indigenous practices that 

supported forest governance.  

INTEGRATION 

The November 2016 report, Opportunities and Challenges of Indigenous and Modern 

Governance Systems for Sacred Forests, proposes a system that integrates indigenous and 

modern systems, adopting a multiscalar action form or pointers of environmental governance.  

These include principles of effective governance, namely: Integration, involvement, 

collaboration and accountability (IICA).  

The hybrid or multiscalar nature of the proposed governance involves the engagement of the four 

levels of authority — supranational, national, sub-national and local — in terms of policy 

development and implementation.  



SUSTAINABILITY 

In advancing principles of good governance, there is a need to bring the four levels in play as 

they allow for interaction and collaboration to promote good governance.  

The new system — The IICA Environmental Conservation Canons — derived from the study 

informs the future of sacred forest governance as it balances economic interest and sustainability 

of sacred forests.  

In pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals, The IICA Environmental Conservation Canons 

is useful in protection of sacred forests.  

Dr Muli has a PhD in Environmental Governance and Management. mulilinus@gmail.com. 

http://www.nation.co.ke/oped/opinion/Hybrid-system-can-conserve-sacred-forests/440808-

4243236-b4xsoy/index.html 
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UN intervention needed to protect indigenous mountain cultures 

By Haares Munir 

Daily Times 

 

‘Food and Agricultural Organisation Pakistan shall gear up and lead a Sustainable Mountain 

Development agenda,’ says Founding Director Pakistan Mountain Festival Munir Ahmed 

Islamabad: “The indigenous mountain cultures are vanishing due to hunger and migration 

caused by lack of livelihood options, fast deteriorating natural habitats and ecosystems. UN 

agencies shall come up with a comprehensive, inclusive and integrated strategic framework for 

action to protect the natural environment, habitats and ecosystems of indigenous mountain 

cultures. If the indigenous mountain people migrate from their native places to the plains for 

their livelihood, mountains would become barren of colourful cultures and folk wisdom would 

be wiped off.” 

Executive Director Development Communications Network (Devcom-Pakistan) and Founding 

Director Pakistan Mountain Festival Munir Ahmed made the above remarks while speaking at 

the closing ceremony of the Seventh Pakistan Mountain Festival. 

He believes that the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, having a 

broader mandate and scope of work, should lead an inclusive Sustainable Mountain 

Development (SMD) agenda in Pakistan. “The Mountain Partnership, established in 2002 by the 

FAO, UN Environment and the governments of Italy and Switzerland, has a clear roadmap for 

mountain conservation and development since its inception but unfortunately lacks 

implementation in developing countries such as Pakistan,” said Munir Ahmed. 

http://www.nation.co.ke/oped/opinion/Hybrid-system-can-conserve-sacred-forests/440808-4243236-b4xsoy/index.html
http://www.nation.co.ke/oped/opinion/Hybrid-system-can-conserve-sacred-forests/440808-4243236-b4xsoy/index.html


He also voiced for a vigorous and integrated Sustainable Mountain Development saying that the 

changing climate impact could only be reduced with enhanced community resilience. Inclusive 

and participatory conservation with ownership of the local communities would be the only 

solution to fast degrading mountain ecosystems and habitats. 

Pakistan Mountain Festival is an annual flagship thematic advocacy festival of Development 

Communications Network (Devcom-Pakistan) that raises awareness on challenges confronting 

our mountains and the communities. The main objectives of the festival include raising 

awareness and mainstreaming the challenges being faced by the mountains of Pakistan, the 

impact of climate change on the communities and the terrain, promoting and mainstreaming eco-

tourism and culture, providing mountain communities market linkages for the promotion of their 

goods and services, giving a push in order to review the process of national and regional policies 

and programs concerning mountain issues, mainstreaming the best practices in the realm of 

biodiversity conservation as well as environment and climate change, and highlighting the 

importance and marketing of the mountain ecosystem services. 

Munir Ahmed says “the vulnerability of Pakistan’s mountains is increasing with every passing 

day; this is making the life and livelihood of the people miserable, leading to migration, hunger 

and poverty. On the other hand, the elected representatives from mountain constituencies are 

sleeping over the fate of fast depleting local resources and the miseries of the mountain 

communities. The sustainable conservation and development of mountains cannot be achieved 

without active participation of the communities. Mountain cultures have already been polluted 

due to the urbanisation of mountain areas that has increased issues of waste management and 

exploitation of natural resources.” 

Munir Ahmed fears that mountain cultures will die out soon if immediate measures are not taken 

to promote and sustain local livelihood that is mostly interlinked with ecosystem goods and 

services, while natural habitats are linked with tourism and trekking. We need to educate the 

mountain communities on how to make tourism and trekking more sustainable for the sustenance 

of their livelihood options, at their doorsteps. This would slow down migration and improve 

poverty conditions. 

This year the festival was launched on the 25th of November with a wall-climbing activity for 

teenagers despite the city being blocked by religious fanatics and finally concluded with a rock-

climbing activity for the youth on December 17th. Other activities included the Mountain Film 

Festival, Youth Forum, Mountain Cultural Fest, painting exhibition for students, live-painting 

competition for art teachers, Margalla Hills National Park Trail 5 clean-up, and tree-plantation 

on the hills. 

Devcom-Pakistan organised several activities and events that spread over a span of three weeks 

with support of its partners including United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Pakistan 

Environment and Energy wing, World Wildlife Fund (WWF-Pakistan), Pakistan National 

Council of the Arts (PNCA), Institute of Environmental Sciences and Engineering (IESE) of the 

National University of Science and Technology (NUST), Islamabad Devcom Centennial Leo 

Club (IDCLC), Ibex Club and the Adventure Club. All partners were given away mementos of 



the festival while some of the participants were also awarded certificates of appreciation for their 

active and productive engagement in the 7th Pakistan Mountain Festival activities and events. 

“Our efforts are being recognised by the mountain communities and their youth through active 

participation, which is why we have especial events to engage communities in our festival which 

promotes their talent and potential in real-time. In recognition of our services and contribution to 

provide market linkages to mountain communities for their products and services and to 

mainstream the challenges confronting the mountains, the UN FAO supported Rome-based 

Mountain Partnership has given us organisational membership two years back. This has led us to 

highlight the plight of mountain communities and the challenges being faced by Pakistan’s 

mountains,” said Munir Ahmed. 

He added that in the Fifth Global Meeting of the Mountain Partnership convened on 11-13 

December 2017 in Rome (Italy), a ‘Framework for Action’ stating the global vision and action 

programme has been developed and agreed by the members and partners present on the occasion 

to ensure Sustainable Mountain Development (SMD) across the globe. FAO Pakistan needs to 

adopt it and take it up energetically to gear up SMD interventions in Pakistan. 

Munir Ahmed urged the FAO Pakistan to establish a national secretariat of the Mountain 

Partnership for integrated interventions and sustainable implementation of the ‘Framework for 

Action’. 

“The UNDP has a long history of investments in mountain environment, conservation of its 

natural resources and the well-being of its communities,” said UNDP Programme Officer Aarish 

Naseem. She further added that the UNDP and partners would continue with the sustainable 

development agenda to ensure Pakistan achieves its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

WWF-Pakistan Programme Officer Muhammad Waseem said “the conservation of nature is very 

important for the sake of wildlife too. The protection of ecosystems and habitats are very 

essential. Local and provincial governments need to act proactively, and initiatives such as the 

Pakistan Mountain Festival play a pivotal role in raising awareness by engaging different 

communities and stakeholders in different activities.” 

Esam Khattak, CEO of the Ibex Club said “engaging the youth in adventure activities helps in 

sensitising them to the unique characteristics of the mountains and their importance.” 

https://dailytimes.com.pk/170670/un-intervention-needed-protect-indigenous-mountain-cultures/ 
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