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I first met Rev Kuruvilla Pandikattu SJ  more than fifteen years ago, in academic settings where ideas are tested not only for their cleverness but for their moral weight. Over the years I have watched him return, again and again, to a simple question that is surprisingly hard to live: How should we remain human when systems, incentives, and anxieties push us towards something smaller? The question runs through his teaching, his writing, and—most importantly—his way of being with people.

This book, Hope, Peace, Joy, In Spite of: A Field Guide to Living When Life Refuses to Cooperate, is not a manual for optimism. It does not offer slogans, shortcuts, or spiritual décor for difficult days. Instead, it speaks to readers who have discovered what most adults eventually learn: that life can be unfair, exhausting, and uncooperative; that grief arrives without permission; that institutions can be blunt instruments; and that even the best intentions can be eroded by constant pressure. In such a world, “hope” can sound like denial, “peace” like withdrawal, and “joy” like an offence against suffering.

Prof Pandikattu   refuses those misunderstandings. He writes with what I would call tragic realism: a clear-eyed honesty about the world as it is, without slipping into cynicism or numbness. That honesty matters. It is easy to produce lofty language about virtue; it is harder to speak truthfully about disappointment, moral injury, fatigue, and the quieter forms of despair that appear in professional life and private life alike. Yet this book insists that realism is not the enemy of hope. In fact, realism is what makes hope credible—because it names the cost, the stakes, and the limits.

What I have long appreciated in Prof Pnadikattu is the integrity of his attention. He is committed and conscientious in the plain, demanding sense of the words: he does his work thoroughly; he listens without rushing to conclusions; he resists the temptation to turn people into cases or opponents; and he remains willing to revise his own claims when evidence or conscience requires it. These habits—more than any single argument—are what make him a person of hope, peace, and joy. The virtues he commends here are not decorative; they are practised.

Readers will also notice a second strength: this is a “field guide” in the best sense. The chapters are not arranged merely to impress, but to accompany. They move from diagnosis to practice, from the inner life to the public world, from personal resilience to collective responsibility. The book does not pretend that one person can fix everything. Yet it also refuses the opposite fantasy—that nothing can be done. It offers a disciplined middle path: small, repeatable practices; careful language; honest solidarity; and forms of courage that do not require heroics.

If you are looking for certainty, you may find this book unsettling. Prof  Pandikatu does not promise control. But if you are looking for a way to live with greater steadiness—to hold sorrow and meaning in the same hands—you will find in these pages a companion that is both demanding and kind.

May this book help you keep your nerve, keep your tenderness, and keep your faith in the good.

Donald Frohlich
Professor Emeritus, University of St. Thomas, 
Houston, Texas

General Introduction: 
Living Well in Spite of 

“The wound is the place where the Light enters you.” 
-  Jalāl ad-Dīn Rūmī (Nicholson, 1926, p. 112)
Every generation believes it has seen the worst of times. Yet the twenty-first century tests that belief with unprecedented force. Forests burn at a rate that satellites can barely track. Nations arm themselves not to protect but to threaten. Screens pour a ceaseless stream of distraction and outrage into our minds. People are lonely even in company, exhausted even when idle. The rich live behind gates; the poor live behind statistics. And millions - born and unborn, free and enslaved, privileged and oppressed - carry silent pain that the news never reports.

To live now is to stand at the crossroads of promise and peril. Humanity’s knowledge has expanded beyond the wildest dreams of earlier centuries, yet our wisdom has lagged behind. Artificial intelligence grows daily in power; yet love, empathy, and patience seem to shrink. The Gini index, that cold measure of inequality, keeps climbing. The earth itself groans, with the hottest years in recorded history following one after another. In such a moment, many ask: What does it mean to live well?

This book begins from honesty, not optimism. To deny that pain is to live in illusion. The path forward lies between those extremes: to accept the reality of suffering, to work within it, and finally, to surrender to a joy that does not depend on circumstances. This is not positive thinking; it is truthful living.

The Age of Noise and Masks

[image: ]Our time is strangely shallow. We scroll through tragedies and advertisements in the same minute. Many feel pressured to appear happy rather than to be real. We look up to those who seem happy - politicians, influencers, celebrities - yet they too confess to emptiness. There is no shame in our longing; only in our refusal to face it.

Beneath the surface, human beings hunger for authenticity. Our institutions reward speed, scale, and profit more than honesty, slowness, or service. In boardrooms and classrooms alike, success is often measured by numbers detached from meaning. Still, in quiet corners of the world, teachers, nurses, farmers, and volunteers continue to live differently. Their kindness may never trend online, but it keeps humanity alive.

Facing Pain without Absolutizing It

Pain must be faced, not worshipped. The victims of war, slavery, caste oppression, and genocide remind us that pain is not abstract - it is historical, collective, and unjust. Goodness is often quiet: a mother sharing her last bread, a neighbor helping rebuild after a flood, a stranger listening without judgment. These small mercies are not sentimental; they are survival strategies for the soul.

Boethius, writing from prison in the sixth century, found consolation not by escaping tragedy but by thinking through it. Centuries later, Viktor Frankl said something similar after surviving the concentration camps: even when every external liberty is gone, one liberty remains - the liberty to choose one’s response. Between stimulus and response lies the space where hope begins.

Beyond Pleasure and Positivity

Many modern movements equate happiness with pleasure or personal success. Flow, as Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi described it, is a beautiful state - being fully immersed in what one does - but life is not always flow. The task is not to stay high but to stay human.

Deep religions - when stripped of dogma and used as wells of wisdom - teach this balance. We are all, in some mysterious sense, saved together - or not at all.

Hope, Peace, and Joy as Capacities

Hope is not optimism; it is the steady conviction that meaning can be made even in the dark. Joy is not cheerfulness; it is the quiet certainty that life, however broken, is still worth loving. These are not emotions but disciplines, cultivated slowly through honesty, gratitude, and community.

The chapters ahead explore these three capacities - hope, peace, and joy - as they unfold through real situations: environmental collapse and renewal, inequality and solidarity, grief and consolation, technology and temptation, silence and community, mortality and meaning. Each chapter ends with four movements:

(a) a true story, because theory without flesh is hollow;

(b) a practice, because insight must be lived;

(c) a reflection question, because conscience grows in conversation; and

(d) a collective action, because no transformation is complete until it becomes shared.

Personal and Collective Transformation

Much of modern self-help emphasises personal change without community or social change without inner renewal. Not this book. The farmer who plants trees, the CEO who chooses fairness over quick profit, the student who listens across faith lines, they participate in the same quiet revolution.

The African idea of ubuntu expresses it beautifully: “I am because we are.” Pope Francis echoes it in Fratelli Tutti: we are brothers and sisters all, or we are nothing. Martin Luther King Jr. put it starkly: “We must learn to live together as brothers or perish together as fools.” These are not metaphors but survival instructions for a fragile planet.

The Goodness That Endures

When cynicism tempts us to despair, history offers another witness. Even the cruelest century cannot erase the small daily acts that make civilization possible.

Our task, then, is simple but not easy: to live well in spite of everything. To find silence amid noise, authenticity amid pretense, hope amid ruins. Together, we will face the tragic, affirm the real, and choose to live as though goodness still matters - because it does.

Hope, Peace, Joy, In Spite of  
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PART I 
TRAGIC REALISM: 
SEEING CLEARLY HERE AND NOW

Chapter 1
The World Burns and Breathes
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“We are not God. The earth was here before us, and it has been given to us.”  -  Pope Francis (Laudato Si’, 2015, §. 67)

The first truth is simple and heavy: the planet is running a fever. The year 2024 was the warmest ever recorded - about 1.55 °C hotter than the pre-industrial average - and each year from 2015 to 2024 ranks among the ten hottest (World Meteorological Organization [WMO], 2025). because the night itself feels like a stove.

Scientists estimate that human activity has already warmed the planet by roughly 1.1 °C since 1850 (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021). It means fishers who used to read the wind now face storms that do not keep to old patterns. The language of “averages” hides the real story: lives stretched thinner, bodies more tired, tempers shorter, savings emptied by repairs and hospital bills.

This chapter begins where all healing begins - with seeing. We will not deny what is in front of us, and we will not let it drown us either. The earth is burning, yet it still breathes through the quiet work of people who keep choosing care over convenience.

A True Story: Kitchens of Care during the Floods

In August 2018, floods hit Kerala hard. Rivers climbed stairways they had never climbed, roads vanished und water, and familiar houses turned into floating shapes. They cooked rice and dal in large iron pots, rolled them into packets, and ewith poles, calling out house numbers and names as if the water had simply erased the streets without erasing the people.

When the water went down, the volunteers did not disappear. They checked on pregnant women and the elderly who had missed their medicine. No photograph can capture the smell of wet clothes hanging in a corridor or the warmth of a shared plate after 18 hours without a proper meal. It is a lesson in how communities carry one another across a line that data alone cannot cross.

The flood story shows the core rhythm of this book: accept the wound, do the next good thing, and let love have the last word. That rhythm will guide us again and again.

Integral Ecology in Daily Life

Laudato Si’ uses the phrase “integral ecology.” The words may sound lofty, but the meaning is practical: the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor are one cry (Pope Francis, 2015). A city that builds a gleaming riverfront while its waste burns in nearby slums has not made progress; it has only shifted the pain. A company that reports record output while draining groundwater faster than it refills may please a spreadsheet and injure a district.

Integral ecology offers a simple test for policies and personal habits alike: does this action reduce harm for people and planet together? A school that adds trees along its sun-baked wall is not beautifying the campus; it is lowering heat stress for children and staff. A shop that moves its heavy delivery hour from afternoon to evening is not choosing inconvenience; it is choosing to spare two loaders from heat illness.

What the numbers mean for us

Numbers Do Not Feel. People Do. Still, We Need Numbers to Steer:

1.55 °C  -  Global average temperature rise in 2024 (WMO, 2025).

[image: ]1.1 °C  -  Human-caused warming since 1850 (IPCC, 2021).

On the ground  -  More days of extreme heat; more intense downpours when rain finally arrives; shorter growing seasons in some areas; higher risks for infants, elders, pregnant women, and outdoor workers; bigger electricity bills from cooling; more frequent blackouts when grids strain.

These numbers are not there to frighten us. They are there to focus us. They remind us that the future is not a distant place where someone else will act. It is the lane outside our home, the bus stop where our children wait, the field where our food begins.

Greed and Goodness, Both Real

We should be honest about greed. There are families - ours, sometimes - who prefer quick comfort to careful change. The woman who plants two saplings each monsoon and waters them through the summer. The small factory that shifts its afternoon shift to evening so workers avoid peak heat. The bus driver who keeps a crate of water cups near the front door. But goodness lasts.

Our task is to grow the good without romanticizing the struggle. We accept pain, but we do not celebrate it. We do not tell the poor to endure more while we change little. We change our habits and our budgets as a matter of justice, not charity.

The Burden is Not Equal

Climate change does not hit everyone the same way. Those with less money, weaker roofs, and fewer rights suffer earlier and more deeply. Dalit sanitation workers and waste pickers stand longer in toxic air and dirty water. The first step is to notice who pays the highest price and to put them at the center of our plans.

What a Neighborhood can Change

People often ask, “What difference can our locality make?” More than you think. A small market can put up shade cloths and shared water taps and cut heat stress on sellers by a third. A school can plant a row of fast-growing trees and drop surface temperature along a wall by several degrees in one summer. When done in many places at once, they add up.

Practice  -  the “place Audit” (20 Minutes, Once a Week)

Goal: See your daily place - home, lane, office - as a living system you can improve.

Air: Stand outside at the hour your lane is most active. Where do smells or smoke gather - near a generator, a pile of burning leaves, a tea stall? Choose one source you control and remove it this week: stop burning, service the generator, add a simple hood to vent smoke higher.

Water: Trace one path: where does your water come from, and where does it go? Fix one leak. Add one low-flow aerator. Keep a bucket in the sink to catch rinse water for plants.

Waste: Keep wet and dry apart. Compost if possible. Rinse recyclable plastic and keep it dry. Refuse one type of single-use item for the whole month.

Energy: Switch off at the wall. Unplug a device you almost never use. Shift any heavy use (such as ironing) to off-peak hours. Try using a fan instead of an AC for one hour each day.

Travel: Look at this week’s trips. Combine two errands. Share a ride once. Walk the last 500 meters if safe.

Shade and green: Find the hottest spot on your lane. Plant or protect two trees there this season. If planting is not possible, create a simple shade with cloth until trees grow.

Write one next step you will finish in the next seven days. Keep it small enough that you cannot fail. Next week, add one more.

Reflection: Questions for a Quiet Evening

When did the weather last disrupt my day? Did I adapt with care for others or with irritation?

Which of my comforts increases someone else’s burden - far away, poorer, younger?

Who protects my air and water without recognition? have i thanked or learned from them?

What change would I accept in my budget or routine if I imagined my child, or a neighbor’s child, breathing my air?

Collective Action: A Community Covenant for the Earth

Choose one small territory you share - a housing lane, an apartment block, a ward - and make a written covenant of care. Agree on three promises for the next 90 days: (1) manage wet waste properly on two blocks with clear bins and a compost corner; (2) plant and protect a first row of shade trees at the hottest bus stop or wall; (3) clear and maintain one trouble drain before the monsoon. Keep one notebook with names and phone numbers of the people who said “yes” to each task.

Meet again every month for 30 minutes. Name the quiet workers aloud - the gardener, the driver who hauled saplings, the student who kept the compost moist. The changes will be small at first: fewer flies, a cooler patch of pavement, drains that do not vomit back in the first rain. People who plant trees together can argue about budgets without hatred. When we mend one corner of the earth together, we begin to mend ourselves. The world still burns, but in these acts it also breathes.
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Chapter 2
Climate Crises, People and Planet as One Fabric
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“So as to hear both the cry of the earth and the cry of the poor.”  -  Pope Francis (2015, §. 49)

The climate crisis is not only about melting ice or distant islands. It is about mothers walking farther to find safe water, street vendors who breathe hot air on long afternoons, and children who study under dim bulbs when power cuts stretch through the evening. They are the shared body of our common life.

Integral ecology is a simple idea that changes everything. Laudato Si’ asks us to see the connections that our habits and budgets often hide, and to act as if people and planet form one fabric that tears and heals together (Pope Francis, 2015).

What This Looks like Close to Home

Consider a typical city day. Trucks idle at a market and push black smoke toward fruit sellers who have no masks. A gated community waters lawns at noon, while the next lane receives water for one hour at dawn. The same pattern repeats in rural areas when borewells drop and the closest fields lose crops, or when diesel pumps run all night to save one harvest that will still not break even.

Integral ecology tells us to ask a different kind of question. Rather, what lowers harm for the neighbor and for the place we share. The test sounds small, but it is a deep change in how we think. It respects science and it respects conscience.

Why the Climate Data Matters for Compassion

Science is clear that humans have already warmed the planet by a little over one degree since the late nineteenth century. That shift makes heat waves hotter, heavy rain heavier, and dry seasons drier in many regions (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2021). These patterns repeat across countries and are visible in health statistics and school attendance as well as in power demand charts.

Data should never replace compassion. For example, knowing which bus stops are unshaded helps a ward choose tree planting sites that cut heat stress for hundreds of daily commuters. Knowing which schools close often due to heat helps a district plan earlier start times and shaded corridors. Lives are the point.

A True Story, a Faith Community Solarizes Its Campus

A large gurudwara in a North Indian city decided to power its langar hall and classrooms with the sun. The kitchen ran longer hours on sunshine without the hum of the generator, classrooms stayed cooler because ventilation fans could run even during grid outages, and the monthly savings covered scholarships for several children who had been on a waiting list. They simply called it seva that honored the city as well as the sangat.

[image: ]Our time is strangely shallow. We scroll through tragedies and advertisements in the same minute. Many feel pressured to appear happy rather than to be real. We look up to those who seem happy - politicians, influencers, celebrities - yet they too confess to emptiness. There is no shame in our longing; only in our refusal to face it.

This story is not unique, yet it carries an important lesson. The team cleaned panels after dust storms, scheduled heavy electric use in the sunniest hours, and taught children to read the output meter. These small steps built a culture of care that spread beyond the campus.

Greed and Goodness, Telling the Truth about Both

We need to tell the truth. Some leaders approve projects that cut trees faster than they can regrow. A neighborhood that keeps wet waste separate can compost enough to cool its soil. A shopkeeper who installs an induction stove in place of a smoky burner reduces the cough of the worker who stands beside it. A school that shades its yard lowers the risk of fainting for students who run and play at noon. They last because they help.

Practice, the Carbon Diary

Keep a simple carbon diary for thirty days. You do not need a special app. Use a school notebook or a notes file on your phone. Each evening list five lines.

Electricity. What did I do to reduce peak use today? For example, a fan instead of AC for one room per hour, or switching off standby loads at the wall.

Travel. Did I walk a short errand, share a ride, combine trips, or avoid idling?

Food. Did I reduce food waste or choose a local, seasonal item?

Waste. Did I keep wet and dry apart? Did I refuse a single-use item?

Water. Did I fix one small leak, or reuse rinse water for plants?

Do not judge yourself. Observe and improve one small thing each week. At the end of the month, circle the three actions that felt easy and useful. Share your notes with one friend who is willing to try the same experiment. Encourage each other with practical tips rather than slogans.

Reflection, One Searching Question

Which daily habit of mine lowers a neighbor’s burden, and which one raises it. Name one of each. Keep the helpful habit and replace the harmful one with the smallest workable alternative this week.

Collective Action, an Institutional Energy Pledge

Invite one institution you know well to make a public energy pledge. Second, change use patterns so that heavy appliances run in sun hours wherever possible, and create a weekly checklist that a real person signs, so that promises become habits. Third, publish a one page monthly update on a public board and on the website that shows units generated, units saved, outages handled without diesel, and one story of how the change helped people on the campus, such as longer library hours during exams or a cooler clinic waiting room.

Begin with a listening circle before writing the pledge. Ask maintenance staff, security guards, kitchen workers, teachers, and students where energy is wasted and where outages hurt most. If funds are tight, start with a pilot on one roof, or try a pay as you save model with a local partner who recovers costs over time from a share of the bill reductions. The aim is to make courage contagious.

Why This Chapter Matters in the Whole Book

The climate crisis can feel like a wall. When a faith community solarizes a kitchen, when a school plants shade where children wait for rides, when a street agrees to stop burning leaves and to compost wet waste, these are not crumbs. Pain is real, yet it does not have the last word. We also name the goodness that keeps showing up, and we join it.

The idea of people and planet as one fabric is not poetry. It welcomes believers and atheists, because everyone can understand clean air, safe water, cooler shade and fairer bills. Let us walk it with clear eyes and steady hands.
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Chapter 3
Tipping Points and Everyday Courage
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“In nature nothing exists alone.”  -  Rachel Carson (Silent Spring, 1962)

The world often changes slowly, like a pot that warms one degree at a time. Forests that once soaked up carbon turn, under heat and drought, into sources of smoke and ash. They are the places where small pushes add up until the system moves into a new state. Once the shift happens, it is hard to pull back.

Scientists warn that several parts of Earth’s system may be close to such thresholds. Warming between one and two degrees has already stressed coral reefs, Arctic sea ice, and parts of the Amazon. A schoolyard loses one more tree and then the play hour becomes a health risk. A city loses a thousand small chances to cool roofs, save water, and respect shade, and then the first heat wave feels like a force we cannot escape.

Seeing tipping points clearly does not mean surrender. It tells us where small, steady actions can make real differences before the line is crossed. It reminds us that every choice is a small vote for the future. It invites us to use everyday courage.

The Shape of a Tipping Point in Daily Life

Think of a staircase. Then you look up, and the staircase has taken you to a place you did not mean to go. One open field becomes a parking lot. One old tree comes down and is never replaced. Each step feels too small to matter. Together they raise the temperature on your lane by three degrees. Street vendors breathe air that sticks to their lungs. The hospital nearby runs one more diesel generator to keep medicine cool.

The good news is that tipping points can also work for the better. One lane stops burning leaves and starts composting. One bus stop gets shade and clean drinking water, and a second follows within the month. Our aim is to make solutions contagious.

A True Story, Cool Roofs in a Hot City

Ahmedabad has been a leader in planning for heat. Over the last decade, the city’s Heat Action Plan has included a simple idea with real impact. Scale up year by year with a clear target set by the city and its partners (Amdavad Municipal Corporation, Indian Institute of Public Health, and NRDC). Many families reported cooler rooms, better sleep, and lower use of fans in the hottest hours. It reduced pain for those who had the least room to escape it (NRDC, 2018; HeatHealth, 2019).

[image: ]Our time is strangely shallow. We scroll through tragedies and advertisements in the same minute. Many feel pressured to appear happy rather than to be real. We look up to those who seem happy - politicians, influencers, celebrities - yet they too confess to emptiness. There is no shame in our longing; only in our refusal to face it.

This is not a slogan. The city used data to locate heat risk. It created a plan that could be traced year to year. Most of all, it respected the knowledge of people who live under those roofs. The method traveled to other places because it worked.

Why Science about Tipping Points Matters for Ethics

Researchers describe climate tipping points as thresholds beyond which changes speed up and become hard to reverse. Betting that tipping points will not trigger is an unwise gamble when the stakes are the stability of ice sheets, forests, monsoons, and currents that support billions of lives (Lenton et al., 2019). Tipping point science tells us to act early, at human scale, and with others.

There is also a moral tipping point inside each person. It is the moment we stop saying, “Someone should fix this,” and start saying, “We will take the first step here.” Responsibility grows through small acts. Think of the shopkeeper who places a clay matka of drinking water by the door each summer. They are seeds that grow into new norms.

Greed and Goodness at the Edge

Greed pushes systems toward bad tipping points. It looks like cutting one more corner, taking one more tree, pushing one more delay in maintenance, and telling one more comforting lie. Greed is real in corporate decisions when boards ignore repair bills and social costs. They do it by showing up, by inviting their neighbors, and by proving that a cooler, kinder lane is not only possible but practical.

Practice, the Five by Five

Use the five by five method for the next five weeks. Choose one action for each of five domains. Keep it simple enough that you will not fail. Write each action on a single card and tape it where you will see it.

Roof. Keep it light. If you cannot coat it now, clean it and plan the work. Ask one neighbor to consider the same.

Shade. Plant or protect one tree outside your building. If planting is not possible, create temporary shade with cloth where children or elders wait.

Water. Fix one leak and keep a simple log of daily use for one week. Reuse one bucket of rinse water for plants.

Waste. Stop burning leaves. Keep wet and dry waste separate. Try a compost corner with two families.

Heat hours. Move heavy chores out of peak afternoon. Encourage one friend to do the same.

Each week, note a small result. Cooler room. Fewer flies. Shorter fan time. Share the results with two people without preaching. Invite them to try one line from your card and to show you their card next week. Small acts multiply when they are seen.

Reflection, One Question That Cuts through Noise

Which of my daily choices is one step toward a bad tipping point, and which is one step back from it. Name one of each. Change the first within seven days. Grow the second by inviting one other person to join you.

Collective Action, a Ward Tipping Point Map

Choose one ward that you know, even if you do not live there. These include roofs that are easy to coat, walls where fast growing trees can go in the coming monsoon, community kitchens with predictable daytime loads that can shift to solar first, and market corners where shared shade would reduce risk for vendors. These include a shaded bus stop that stays clean, a school that has changed its schedule and planted trees, and a building that has reduced diesel hours through solar or better maintenance.

After the walk, meet for two hours in a school hall. Choose one red site and two yellow sites as a 90 day target. For the red site, assign a named team to fix or reduce the risk with the smallest workable step. Set one public board in a visible place with three columns: target, date, done. Post before and after photos with a one line note about who helped. When a target is done, hold a short tea under the new shade or on the cooler roof. It is a living list of places that can tip toward health when enough hands touch them together.

Why This Chapter Matters Now

Tipping points can scare us into silence. The story from Ahmedabad shows that clear, small steps can help the most exposed first. The reflection question asks us to start where our power is real. The collective action reminds us that we do not live alone. As Rachel Carson wrote, in nature nothing exists alone. It spreads person to person, lane to lane, ward to ward, until what looked like a wall becomes a staircase we can climb together.

Pain is real. We accept it without celebrating it. Greed is noisy. We refuse to let it set the agenda. Goodness is quiet and stubborn. We choose it and we multiply it. That is how we step back from the edge.
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Chapter 4
Nuclear, Chemical, Biological Risk
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“Shall we put an end to the human race, or shall mankind renounce war”  -  Russell (1955)

We live with tools that can erase us. Nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons were built in the name of security. In practice they create a world where one mistake, one lie, or one proud decision could end cities and poison generations. People grow tired and press the wrong button. History shows how often near misses have happened. Some forms of security place all of us in permanent danger.

How We Came Here

Nuclear weapons promise to deter war by threatening ruin. Even a “limited” nuclear exchange could cause firestorms, smoke in the upper atmosphere, failed harvests, and mass starvation far from the blast sites. There are more than twelve thousand nuclear warheads in the world today, spread across several states with different doctrines and rivalries (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute [SIPRI], 2024). The risk does not sleep.

Chemical weapons were used in the trenches of the First World War and in later conflicts and atrocities. The Chemical Weapons Convention has pushed states to destroy declared stockpiles, and most have been eliminated. Dual-use chemicals and weak enforcement can bring the danger back in new forms. A single attack can break trust in hospitals and schools for years.

Biological risk is more complex. Human beings now have tools that can edit genes and synthesize sequences with growing ease. The same tools, in the wrong hands or with the wrong safety culture, could release a pathogen with the power to spread fast and kill many. A world that has seen a pandemic knows this in its bones.

The Existential Question

The possibility of our extinction is not science fiction. Thinkers who study long-term risk warn that a single century can carry outsized danger when new technologies race ahead of wisdom and norms. Any policy that increases that chance, even by a small amount, should face the hardest scrutiny we can give it (Ord, 2020).

This is not a call to fear. It is a call to wakefulness. We should name the risk with steady voices. We should reduce it with clear actions, here and now.

Real Safety, Not the Appearance of Safety

Real safety is not the loud promise to strike harder than an enemy. It is the courage to adopt no first use policies and to stick to them. It is serious investment in public health, transparent outbreak reporting, and lab safety. It is national pride that grows from protecting children, not from parades of weapons.

Real safety also includes culture. What leaders praise, people copy. If leaders praise restraint, verification, and de-escalation, those values spread. If leaders admire brinkmanship and secrecy, those habits spread instead. The choice is ours.

A True Story, Doctors for Nuclear Abolition

A medical college and a city hospital hosted a town hall titled Doctors for nuclear abolition. There is no triage plan that can cope with a nuclear detonation in a dense city. Burns, trauma, radiation sickness, and infrastructure collapse would overwhelm any system within hours. The best way to treat nuclear casualties is to prevent them.
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The town hall stayed practical. Another described how radiation burns present over days and how long-term cancer risk rises. A pediatrician spoke about children who absorb higher doses and cannot consent to the world we make for them. The group proposed a city resolution urging national leaders to adopt a clear no first use policy and to support verifiable risk reduction steps. The hospital posted the town hall slides online and invited other cities to copy the format. The event did not trend on social media. It did not need to. It taught a city to measure security by lives saved, not by megatons.

Greed and Goodness

Greed plays a role in arms races and poor safety. It is true in politics that treats every concession as a loss of face. At the same time, goodness works in quieter ways. Scientists who share safety checklists, publish negative results, and create open protocols for secure research. Diplomats who keep back channels open during tense hours. Citizens who refuse to be numbed and who keep asking for real safety in plain words. They hold the line.

Practice, Your Proximity Map to Harm

Draw a simple map of your connections to these risks. Use one sheet of paper. Put yourself at the center. Around you, draw five circles and label them money, work, vote, knowledge, and neighbors.

Money. Where do your savings sit. Do any funds invest in weapons production without strict controls. If you run an institution, can you ask for an ethical screen. Move one account if needed.

Work. Does your workplace buy goods or services from companies tied to poor safety or to weapons that raise existential risk. Ask for alternatives. If you work in a lab, review safety culture this month. Check training, access, and incident reporting. Fix one weak spot now.

Vote. Learn your representatives’ positions on arms control, no first use, outbreak reporting, and lab biosafety. Write once and ask for a clear stance.

Knowledge. Read one trustworthy brief on nuclear winter, one on biodefense, and one on the Chemical Weapons Convention. Share key points with a friend. Avoid rumor.

Neighbors. List three people you could call in a city emergency. Make sure they have your number too. Safety begins in community.

Pick two items from your map and act this week. Small steps count. Move money. Ask for a policy. Share one page. Update a training. The goal is not purity. It is movement away from harm.

Reflection, One Hard Question

What is real safety for the people I love. Name three features. Do my habits, my votes, and my workplace decisions move us toward that kind of safety, or away from it.

Collective Action, a No First Use Resolution Drive

Form a small, broad coalition in your city to support a national no first use policy. No first use means a state pledges not to use nuclear weapons first in any conflict. Such a pledge lowers the chance of miscalculation, reduces the pressure to launch on warning, and creates space for verification and dialogue. Hold one public meeting to explain the case using clear language and real scenarios. If you do not, publish the draft and the vote count, thank those who supported it, and try again with a larger circle.

Keep the tone respectful. The aim is to make real safety a shared value across parties and professions. Pair the resolution with a public education plan. Run a Doctors for nuclear abolition town hall. Post a simple Q and A that explains why no first use matters to hospitals, schools, markets, and households. Contagion can work for good.

Why This Chapter Matters

Existential risk is a sober phrase for a basic truth. We have built tools that can end us. We can lower alert levels, make doctrines safer, strengthen treaties, improve lab safety, and train public health systems. We can ask for policies that match the value we place on our children’s lives. We can measure security not by the size of our missiles but by the strength of our hospitals and the trust between neighbors.

The choice is still open. To keep it open, we must act.
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Chapter 5
War, Genocide, and Ungrieved Lives
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“It happened, therefore it can happen again.”  -  Levi (1986, p. 199)

War strips away names and leaves numbers. The first task of conscience is to say the names, to let grief speak, and to refuse every story that tries to make an innocent death look reasonable. No cause can justify deliberate cruelty toward civilians. The violence may be loud, but our answer must be clear. Every person is a person before they are a member of a group.

Some lives are mourned publicly. Others are left outside the circle of care. Philosophers have called this the politics of grievability. A society often decides which faces are shown, which bodies are counted, and which deaths are allowed to vanish. Grief that is honest does not rank the dead. It gathers them.

The Work of Naming

Soldiers carry trauma long after a ceasefire. Families keep a chair at the table for someone who will never return. Women carry the weight of sexual violence that war uses to break communities. Children learn to sleep through sirens and still wake choking from smoke. They are the daily life of many people right now.

Naming is moral work. We speak the names of those who were killed, not to reopen wounds but to keep the truth from being buried. This person loved music, that person sold tea, this mother walked two miles to a clinic, that son repaired bicycles. We do not allow a life to be hidden behind a label.

Refusing Justification

There are many ways to excuse violence. None of these lines can make the murder of civilians right. We can defend a people and still protect the rights of their neighbors. We can condemn a regime and still grieve its citizens. Ethics does not ask us to like everyone. It asks us to love the truth enough to protect the innocent.

This is hard in the noise of propaganda and the heat of anger. That is why we need practices that steady the heart. Grief can do that when we let it. To mourn well is to become strong enough to act justly.

A True Story, Two Parents and One Small Memorial

In a town scarred by conflict, two families lived on opposite sides of a checkpoint. Each had lost a child in separate incidents months apart. For a long time they avoided the same markets and festivals. At a clinic waiting room, the mothers noticed each other’s bracelets and recognized the same date engraved there. They realized that the details that mattered most were not politics. One loved a certain green kite. One scratched the dog behind its left ear.
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With the help of a teacher and the clinic staff, the families set a simple stone near a bus stop used by both sides. The stone held two names, the dates, and a line from a local poem about rain. Some wrote their own losses on folded paper and left them under a small flat rock. The police did not remove the memorial because it did not attack anyone. Not much, but enough to say that something good had started.

This is not a solution to a conflict. It is a beginning. It shows what happens when people choose to hold grief together rather than to weaponize it.

Why Mourning Matters for Peace

Grief is not weakness. Public mourning teaches us to reject stories that ask us to accept harm to strangers as normal. A society that mourns its own dead and refuses to see the deaths of others is not yet a just society. A society that mourns across borders, across religions, across caste, across race, begins to heal the very wound that war tries to keep open.

Hannah Arendt wrote about the danger of thoughtless action and the terrible ease with which people can drift into participating in harm when they accept ready-made phrases in place of judgment (Arendt, 1963, pp. 287–289). It gives names to people whom policy would rather treat as units.

Greed, Fear, and the Quiet Good

War pays some people well. Those who profit from violence tell us that peace is naive. They use fear to keep power and grievance to recruit the young. At the same time, we must not forget how much quiet good keeps the world from breaking. Field medics who
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