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Preface

This is an incomplete book. There are many places, peoples and
griefs that are not recorded here, and the balance of contributors
is not reflective of either global populations or where this grief
falls hardest. This is as much a result of my own limitations as
it is the product of publishing in the UK, in English, in a finite
amount of time. And, of course, it is a product of the bleak reality
that a book representing the grief of the Church over the whole
world could never be completed, would never be big enough.
That is a work that belongs to all of us, and this is my first step.
The process of gathering the following stories emerged out of
my desire to see a shift in the dominant theological approaches to
climate change and ecological collapse. Our churches are becoming increasingly adept at proposing good things Christians should
do in response to these crises: personal and structural changes to
energy use, signing petitions, ‘nature’ spirituality, and so on – all
are worthy of our time and attention. But perhaps out of guilt or
fear we still struggle to articulate what it means to acknowledge
that which is already lost, and that which it is too late to save.
Our failure to acknowledge these things does not make them go
away. The blood of our siblings still cries out from the ground.
I am of the belief that unless we find the courage to uplift voices
of grief and anger both within the Church and without, we will
continue to fall short of our call to participate in God’s reconciling work. Reconciliation will begin in truly understanding its
necessity; its backdrop of irrevocable loss.
This is my first attempt at editing a collection, and I naively
decided that we would put the whole thing together in a little
over a year. When those discussions began in 2019, there was
no pandemic, no serious push for ‘green recovery’ plans from
xxvii

WordsforaDyingWorld.indd 27

03/11/2020 16:32

words for a dying world
g overnments or corporations, and nowhere near the same
far-reaching support for the Black Lives Matter movement. Somehow this project has emerged in 2020 anyway, perhaps in part
because changing our narratives concerning climate and local
ecologies feels more urgent than ever. I am immensely grateful to
everyone who trusted me with their stories, graciously received
my edits and suggestions, and offered contributions even in the
midst of so much unexpected turmoil and trauma across the
globe. Many of the stories and essays within this collection speak
to immense courage, and no small part of that courage has been
in the willingness to share them here.
As you read, you’ll discover a range of different approaches,
perspectives and styles. It includes people who write for a living
and people who are being published for the first time. It includes
poetry and song, eye-witness accounts, readings of Scripture, the
experience of activists, and the histories of people and places. So,
I offer you an incomplete book. Its beauty is at least in part by
virtue of its incompleteness. My hope is that it both wounds and
heals. My hope is that you feel invited to participate in a much
wider conversation about what it means to express Christian
faith in a time of loss – even the loss of the world itself. My
hope is that you will both agree and disagree with its contents,
and that you will be provoked to ask searching questions about
your own grief, or perhaps the lack of it. Finally, my hope is that
you will be provoked into solidarity, and that you might find the
courage to answer the call of God to the people of God in the
days ahead.

xxviii
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Introduction:
The End of the World?

Depending on who you ask, the world began to end 10 years
ago, or 50 years ago, or 250 years ago, or 400 years ago.
Depending on who you ask.
Some have described this world-ending as the ‘Anthropocene’,
a term defining a new geological epoch, dominated by human
influence on climate and ecosystems. The precise beginning of
the Anthropocene (and the ending of the ‘natural’ world) is up
for debate. Was it the early seventeenth century, when European
settlers killed so many Native Americans that global carbon
dioxide levels hit a sudden low? Was it the Industrial Revolution,
propelled by the labour of slaves, and super-charging our
greenhouse fate? Perhaps it is signified by our mega predatory
slaughter of other species, and the frightening acceleration of
those institutions over the last 50 years. Philosopher Timothy
Morton will tell you that the end of the world is an event that has
already occurred twice; first in April 1784, with the invention of
the steam engine, and again in 1945 when the first atom bomb
was tested.1 Perhaps it is still ahead of us – don’t the headlines
say we have ten years left?
This is a book about our relationships to these endings: what
they signify, and how we talk about them.
The last ten years has seen a sudden and rapidly growing interest in naming our experiences of climate breakdown, ecological
collapse and animal extinction. There has been an explosion
in the number of people reporting grief, anxiety and traumatic
1 Timothy Morton, 2013, Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the
End of the World, Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.
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stress as a result of increased extreme weather events, the loss
of flora and fauna, or a growing awareness of the existential
threat that climate breakdown represents. These responses have
been given various names, including but not limited to solastalgia, tierratrauma,2 environmental melancholia,3 and climate or
ecological grief, mourning and anxiety. The diversity of termin
ology reflects the complexity of what we try to name. We are
navigating the relationship between two constantly shifting concepts – human nature and non-human nature – and attempting
to articulate a great trauma, where that relationship does not
simply shift, but ruptures, breaks, disintegrates. And descriptions
of this trauma have only recently emerged in English, though
they have a longer human history. Still, we try to talk about
it. Of course, we must. But attempts to describe this relationship in light of climate and ecological breakdown tend either
to romanticize the non-human (‘we need to learn from Mother
Nature’), flatten the obvious differences between humans and
other creatures in order to emphasize similarities (‘we are nature
defending itself’), or demonize all human activity (‘humans
are the virus’). These approaches aren’t necessarily all equally
damaging, but they do share a common problem: they expand
personal or cultural interpretations of the relationship between
humans and other creatures into universal and universalizing
claims: Mother Nature is comfortably claimed as a teacher
when we do not live in fear of smallpox. We say that we are
‘nature defending itself’ to decry littering while also promoting
the nature-transcending ethics of veganism. And it is very easy to
claim that ‘humans are the virus’ when no one is threatening to
wipe out your particular group. Our grief about a dying world
– however all-consuming it might feel – is not about death in
abstraction. We grieve the death of particular things, whether
creatures or places, and, until we understand this, our relationship between others and ourselves, we will continue to flounder
in slogans and simplifications.
2 Glenn Albrecht, 2019, Earth Emotions: New Words for a New World,
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
3 Renee Lertzman, 2016, Environmental Melancholia: Psychoanalytic
Dimensions of Engagement, Abingdon: Routledge.
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introduction: the end of the world?
To put it another way: if grief is an expression of love, our
grief takes on the shape of the places and creatures to whom
we intimately belong. We mourn the death of the world because
it is where we come from. But we do not come from the same
places. We cannot emphasize our creatureliness without understanding our locality. We are finite, belonging to a particular
community, and that finitude is not a barrier to our flourishing,
but a gift. When we talk about a dying world – a whole biosphere
diminishing in its stability and diversity – we are not describing a homogenous death event. Our sites of loss are particular
– creatures, seasons and rhythms, futures, forests that we know.
And grief is always expressed by particular individuals. It is to
the loss of the particular that this book turns. And turning to the
particular reveals that the weight of death has fallen unevenly.
To say that all humans are and will be wounded by these losses is
not equivalent to saying that all humans are wounded in the same
way or to the same extent. If the sources of grief are diverse, our
attempts to express it should be no less rooted in the variegated
meanings of our contexts and experiences. And so any theological assessment of a dying world must likewise anticipate the
myriad sources and expressions of climate and ecological grief.
But we must be wary. Grief is not only or always an expression of love but can also be wielded as power. We are beginning
to acknowledge that the grief of some humans is heard, makes
headlines and provokes response more readily than others – but
we have yet to fully appreciate the ways power also manifests
in the content of the grief itself. For example, despairing language about climate collapse in the minority world often reflects
a kind of hubris: this despair rests on the assumption that the
future is known and nothing can be done. The dominant culture I inhabit is a post-colonial one, founded on the assumption
of a superior capacity for rule, seized through violence against
land and people. In the West, we have imagined ourselves as
the great problem-solvers and architects of the earth. Perhaps
we are now pricked by guilt at the cost of our position, but we
still assume that our position is the one from which improvement, or even salvation, will emerge – that is, if it is to emerge
at all. It should not surprise us that when we fail to prevent the
xxxi
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c ontinued assault on our fellow creatures, we struggle to imagine
that an alternative other than destruction is possible. The growing dominance of despair narratives is a warning to us that our
grief both reflects our power and wields it. As I sit in the heart
of global wealth accumulation, I can choose to express grief as
the resigned acceptance of what I assume is inevitable, and yet
rest assured that I am not and will not be the first to die in our
morbid apocalyptic fantasies.
The orientation and content of our grief is a moral problem. If
grief can wield dangerous power, it is not good enough to treat
all of our feelings as simply rooted in our ‘natural’ relationship to
the rest of creation, and therefore innately worthy of expression.
The question of who grieves, and how, and what, is potent. If a
particular and minority perspective continues to perform climate
or ecological grief in ways that treat it as ultimate, or universal,
we will begin to believe that our version of grief can be trusted
as innately and universally true. That is the route to despair. And
despair – especially when it is deliberately inculcated in others –
is selfish, and cruel. Grief should be neither of those things.
I began this project with the conviction that rooting a theo
logical response to climate grief in particular places really
mattered. But what has emerged are stories that emphasize that
this grief not only belongs in place, but in time. These are not
just grief locations – spontaneous eruptions of sorrow from a
wounded earth – but grief histories. The earth remembers, even
when the people have forgotten. Perhaps that is what is really
meant by an Anthropocene; a period in time when the earth
can no longer forget our deeds. ‘As far as the East is from the
West, so far has God removed our sins from us’, the Psalmist
promised. But what if our sin has infiltrated every corner of the
earth? Where will our sins go now? This book tries to reflect that
spatial-temporal reality – we offer you portraits of grief from
six continents, roughly split into three ‘times’. The divisions
are not intended as definitive, either in summarizing the themes
explored in each piece, or in prescribing the order you should
read them. But they do represent a rough flow: from the places
and people we’ve been, to the groaning of the world around us,
to the futures – longed for or imagined with dread – that await
xxxii
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us. As you read, you’ll find that these categories of time and
space repeatedly break down, question each other, wrestle for
attention: many of us no longer belong to just one place, sometimes through choice and increasingly through necessity. We are
forced to bear the griefs of multiple places. Histories clash and
compete. And grief over a dying world also disorients allegiance
to a particular present: grieving for a history you are forced to
carry and grieving for a future that may or may not come to pass.
Nevertheless, our grief belongs to times and places, and this is
how we will begin to understand what it means to lose the whole:
piece by piece. This book also begins from the assumption that
particular experiences and universal claims about reality are not
mutually exclusive. The ways we talk about our particular lives
in a dying world do not encompass truth in their own right, but
they can and should point to it. And so the language the Church
uses to describe this grief matters; more is demanded of us than
simply trying to mitigate the damage already done. We can begin
to understand the universal task we have been given by listening
to the particular members of the body of Christ. This is not a
new idea. In fact, it is an ancient one. The Spirit does not belong
to just a few of us, and the Church discerns her role by listening to herself, and most importantly by listening to her members
who have been trampled on, silenced or abused. If we are to
practise our grief in ways that are healing, rather than destructive, we will need to learn how. The book you hold invites you
to begin this work.
Honouring grief does not mean honouring suffering – those
who live under the constant and contemporary trauma of ecological collapse do not get to opt in or out of this vulnerability.
Saying that grief can be good and holy is not the same as saying
that suffering is good and holy, or that more reasons to grieve
leads to more sanctification. But if the body of Christ is to orient
ourselves to grief, then we must begin by hearing and defending
those who have no choice in the matter. And if we are to interpret this grief as the vocation of the body of Christ, we must
understand it not as an unbidden or spontaneous reflex, but as
learned behaviour: even more than that, grief is a stance that
the Church must learn to adopt in relation to the whole world,
xxxiii
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with each member oriented to the part they have been given.
The embrace of grief as an ecclesial calling does not mean that
we should only feel sadness, or that sorrow is more holy than
joy. But it affirms that we are disciples of ‘the man of sorrows,
well acquainted with grief’. Let us listen to our teacher. If and
when we do, I am convinced we will find that our grief can be
powerful, not to oppress but to heal. When we choose a grief
orientation that properly reflects our finitude as creatures, we
participate in God’s orientation towards the earth – the One who
takes on flesh to dwell among flesh, in time and space, and tastes
death. This changes our nature and changes the nature of the
things we grieve. They become to us what they already are to
God: beloved.
The essays and stories that follow offer some proposals for
how the body of Christ might talk about these beloved things at
the end of the world: here is what we have lost. Here is how we
have suffered. Here is how we have sinned. The writers in this
book share my conviction that life emerges from death: if one
world is ending, God will continue to breathe life. But that does
not mean that the end is only imagined. The truth is, it could
have been different. And the knowledge of what we might have
done – should have done – is sufficient cause to grieve, even if
we have begun the work of repentance. The Son is reconciling
all creation to himself because he became Jesus of Nazareth –
born to a particular family, friends with particular people, living
alongside particular creatures. We follow him in a willingness to
love the times and places we have been given, even as we prepare
to lose them.
To see the dying as beloved requires courage and is a calling
we often try to avoid. As the numbered dead grow, they become
overwhelming to the point of meaningless. Statistical descriptions of our fellow creatures as objects and investments hardens
us against their loss. We talk about overpopulation and resource
scarcity so that we can imagine human lives as competing goods
and feel relieved when it is our life that is protected. We sanitize
the bloody intimacy of famine and conflict with talk of politics
and economics and regulations. But being willing to accept that
the dying are beloved – and to treat them as beloved, even when
xxxiv
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we cannot save them – will soften us. It will make us vulnerable.
The tenderness of caring for the dying is not a despairing act but
a courageous one. It insists on the goodness of the body even
when it seems that the body has nothing left to give. Adopting an
orientation of grief means choosing to invest in things that are
small, that are temporary, and celebrating them in the broken,
fragile beauty they bear in the eyes of God. It is soft, cruciform
foolishness. I hope that reading this book softens you. It has
softened me.

xxxv
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