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Spirituality and Religion 
In a 

Climate Changing World. 
 

Introduction 
 
Many of the readers of these chronicles know that I am a former Roman 
Catholic monk and priest. Today I practice my Christian faith in a Unitarian 
Fellowship. Though some parts of this chronicle will reflect my Christian 
background, I believe the whole thing will apply to most major religions. 

 
Spirituality is an internal awareness that there is something sacred within 
each person and beyond all of us. As more and more people become 
aware of this spiritual reality, a religion emerges. Over time an institutional 
structure develops to facilitate and support the spirituality. But, as we shall 
see in this chronicle, things don’t always work out the way they were 
intended. Time and the human desire to retain power can make the 
spirituality less accessible. 

 

This chronicle has three parts: 
 
First, comes the historical clash between spirituality and religions. The 
latter has often interfered with the former over the centuries. 

 

Second, in an effort to re-discover role of spirituality in our climate changing 
world I will borrow an approach from, of all things, modern architecture. 

 
Third, I will indicate the changes that are already taking place by naming 
some of the spiritual/religious leaders who are or have been at the forefront 
of this transition. I will also provide links to some of their writings. 



Part One: Spirituality and Religion 
 
I’ll begin with a quotation from well-known Catholic monk and spiritual 
writer, Brother David Steindl-Rast. His words speak about the relationship 
between spirituality (also referred to as mysticism) and religion. 

 
"The religions start from mysticism. There is no other way to start a religion. 
But, I compare this to a volcano that gushes forth ...and then ...the magma 
flows down the sides of the mountain and cools off. And when it reaches 
the bottom, it's just rocks. You'd never guess that there was fire in it. 
So after a couple of hundred years, or two thousand years or more, what 
was once alive is dead rock. Doctrine becomes doctrinaire. Morals become 
moralistic. Ritual becomes ritualistic. 

 

What do we do with it? We have to push through this crust and go to the 
fire that's within it." 
~ David Steindl-Rast, OSB 

 

 
Several decades after the death of Jesus his followers developed a 
spirituality that reflected his teachings. Thirty or forty years after his death 
they began to create a written account of who he was and what he was 
teaching. This was the New Testament, which together with the Old 
Testament makes up the Bible. 

 
To help people understand this spirituality, an organizational structure –a 
religion- emerged. Its purpose was to help interpret Jesus’ teachings and 
pass them on to future generations. 

 
The first several centuries were difficult ones. First came the persecution 
of early Christians and then came the battle of the “heresies”. But, by the 
Fourth Century, the Roman emperor had declared Christianity to be the 
official religion of the Empire. This change in the status of the Christian 
religion gave its leaders a place in the power structure. 

 

In the following centuries through official Church decisions as to how the 
Bible should be interpreted, the Earth and its creatures (including humans) 
came to be considered as “sinful”. 



The Middle Ages (from 500 to 1500) saw the development of monasteries 
and religious communities committed to the Christian spirituality and 
engaged in public involvement—most noticeably with the creation of 
religious organizations. They founded universities and developed programs 
for the poor. 

 
But there were many other Church led or supported movements that were 
not beneficial. Two examples were the Crusades (1096-1291), and the 
persecution and execution of Jews. Because there was no knowledge of 
viruses, the Black Plague (1346 -53 and beyond) that wiped out more than 
a third of Europe gave Church and civic leaders an excuse for more 
blaming and persecutions. This pandemic also reinforced the belief that 
nature was evil. 

 
During the centuries of exploration in the Americas, the Doctrine of 
Discovery gave Church sanction to the killing of native peoples who 
refused to convert to Christianity. 

 
Finally, came the only major persecution in my time: the residential school 
system for indigenous children between 1890 and the 1960s. The schools 
were run by Christian groups. Again religious and civil authorities took it 
upon themselves to wipe out whole cultures that were seen as an obstacle 
to the development of good citizens of church and country. 

 
So our Christian history, as that of other major religions, is a mixed bag. 
How can we discover and promote the way forward for spirituality in this 
climate changing world? I think the solution is to rediscover an Earth 
spirituality that has managed to survive in spite of all the obstacles our 
religions have provided. 

 
Part Two: Form Follows Function 

 
As I was thinking about all of this, I happened to come across an 
approach—a first principle—from the world of architecture. 

 
In the first half of the last century the architect Frank Lloyd Wright said to 
many young architects he was mentoring “Here is the first thing you need 
to know and understand: “Form Follows Function.” 



He meant that before you get into the business of taking out your design 
tools—the form—you must be very clear about the purpose of the 
building—its function. What is the purpose of the building? What is it 
supposed to do? Who is it supposed to serve and how is it supposed to 
serve them? 

 
Just as Wright’s students were anxious to use their tools to design a new 
building, we are anxious to use our existing systems—the economic, 
political, judicial and religious systems--to deal with a radically climate 
changing world. This in spite of the fact that our systems have caused 
many of the problems we are facing. 

 
Our function is not to construct a new building. It is it about responding to a 
new world—a world our scientists call the Anthropocene. It got its start in 
the late Eighteen Century and is replacing the Cenozoic Era that reaches 
back 65 million years ago to the time of the death of the dinosaurs. Though 
we must use some of our systems to transition to this new world we need 
new tools as well. And how do we discover these new tools? 

 

I think we must first discover new internal “tools” before new systems can 
emerge. How? The same way early Christians discovered them—through a 
deepening of our own spirituality. 

 
And what is the nature of this spirituality? It is a Creation Spirituality, an 
awareness that our spirituality is directly related to nature—to the living 
Earth and Universe. We are ‘earthlings. We and all of our ancestors have 
come from Earth and, like them, we will return to Earth. 

 

In order to re-discover the “fire” that Brother Steindl-Rast refers to, do we 
need to abandon our current religious practices? Some may wish to do so 
but many others will decide to help widen and deepen their existing 
religions through the adoption of a Creation Spirituality. As Thomas Berry, 
who was a Catholic priest, noted, “There are two great books—Book One, 
the “book” of the Earth and Universe and Book Two, the Bible. 

 
Part Three: The Way Forward—Some Resources. 

 
If you wish to pursue this concept of a Creation Spirituality here are some 
of the resources you may find helpful. 



Saint Francis of Assisi (1181-1226), the founder of the Franciscan Order 
fully understood his relationship with God’s gift of all of creation. 

 

When Jorge Mario Bergio, an Argentinian, was chosen as Pope, he took 
the name ‘Francis” after St. Francis of Assisi. Like St. Francis he loves the 
Earth. Traditionally popes write encyclicals to tell the Church how to deal 
with the world. His encyclical Laudato Si is different. It describes what is 
happening to the living Earth and gives direction to individuals, 
governments and churches. Here is the link. 

 

Then comes the New Cosmology. It was developed by three people: Thomas 
Berry, a priest in the Passionist Order and a cultural historian, Brian Thomas 
Swimme a mathematical cosmologist. Both were influenced  by Pierre 
Teilhard de Chardin a Jesuit priest and paleontologist. Two students of 
Berry, Mary Evelyn Tucker and John Grim, professors at Yale University 
have developed a website on Thomas Berry and the New Cosmology. 
https://thomasberry.org/thomas-berry-foundation/ 
 

Finally, by way of a conclusion, we come to the recently deceased Zen 
Master Thich Nhat Hahn. One of his gifts to all of us is his beautiful 
piece“Ten Love Letters to the Earth”. You can find them here. 

 

Mike Bell 
www.comoxvalleyclimatechangenetwork.ca 
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