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Preface


There are mornings on my long commute to work when tufts of fog cling stubbornly to the valleys as the sun rises. The beauty of these fecund rolling hills is beyond words, but not pleasure. This “natural pleasure” is also occasioned when glimpsing a herd of deer, a rare fox or coyote, and other wildlife. And yet, in the midst of these routine pleasures, there is a shadow of anticipatory grief—a grief that is a proleptic foreshadowing of a degraded earth no longer habitable for human and millions of other species.

It is this grief, this sadness that reveals, it seems to me, our collective existential purpose. Franz Fanon (2004/1961) once wrote that “Every generation must discover its mission, fulfill or betray it, in relative opacity” (p.145). Given the stark realities of climate change, this and subsequent generations’ mission is clear, though part of the opacity of the future includes wondering how many generations there will be to fulfill or betray our task. Nevertheless, regardless of how dire the future may be, our existential moral duty is to care not only for human beings and other species that are alive today but also for not yet existent beings.

This is what has impelled me to write a book on pastoral care in the Anthropocene Age. It is written not simply to warn or lament, but to imagine how we and our communities of faith might care in the midst of all our present and future challenges and sufferings. To have set out to write this book requires acknowledging my indebtedness and gratitude for the institutions and people who have assisted me. Saint Meinrad Seminary and School of Theology has provided sabbaticals and funding for this and other projects over the last 26 years. Fordham University invited me to deliver three lectures on climate change in 2020, and Princeton Seminary invited me to give the Neumann Lecture in 2022, where I continued to explore issues and challenges of the Anthropocene Age. Over the past two years, I have also been invited by the National Psychological Association for Psychoanalysis (NPAP) to discuss climate change and psychoanalysis, which has many convergences with pastoral care. My primary intellectual home over the past 30 years has been the Society for Pastoral Theology. I have learned and continue to learn a great deal from my erudite colleagues about care and justice. I am indebted to these institutions, but I am particularly grateful to numerous colleagues who have supported and challenged me on this journey. Robert Dykstra has been a dear friend and an enthusiastic supporter of my forays into pastoral theology and politics. Nancy Ramsay, Bruce Rogers-Vaughn, Susan Kassouf, Jaco Hamman, Phil Helsel, Fulgence Nyengele, and others have brought new scholarly perspectives to the field, enriching my own research. As regards this book, I am grateful for Dr. Trevor Crowell’s shepherding me through the editorial process and for the anonymous reader of the draft of the book. I also deeply appreciate and am indebted to Mary Jeanne Schumacher and Rev. Cindy Geisen who have read and critiqued drafts of this book, as well as other books and articles I have written over the years. Writing a book is paradoxically a solitary task that requires a community of interlocutors and stalwart companions who are patient with the author’s preoccupation. One companion stands out in this and that is Cyn. She challenges me to find concrete ways to live out the mission of this generation, no matter how dire the future is. We need as many good companions as possible to care for human beings, other species, and the earth.


Introduction



The Climate Emergency and Pastoral Care/Theology

In a Star Trek: The Next Generation episode (season 6: episode 6), Q, a nearly omnipotent being, appears on the Enterprise to deal with a young woman, Amanda, who is gradually becoming aware of her powers as a member of Q’s people. Amanda is torn between remaining a limited human being, finishing her internship on the Enterprise, or becoming a being like Q. While on the bridge with Captain Picard, Amanda listens to the distress of Lt. Commander Geordi La Forge, who is on the surface of the planet trying to help engineers keep the planet from an impending climate disaster. The planet’s dominant species had for centuries polluted their world, and the present generation is desperately trying to use science to prevent the total collapse of the global environment. Amanda, it becomes clear, decides to use her powers, and the viewer sees the planet’s atmosphere cleansed and life restored.

Star Trek falls within the genre of science fiction, which means that fiction is often less science and more magic. Q and Amanda have nothing to do with science. Their powers are magical, which reveals the human tendency to turn to fantasies when facing seemingly overwhelming problems. We want the cavalry to show up before the besieged soldiers are overpowered. We hope, more accurately wish, to win the lottery so that we are free of the daily problems of mundane existence. We pray, asking “that the laws of the universe be annulled on behalf of a single petitioner confessedly unworthy.”1 As much as we wish for a benevolent Q, we nevertheless face, like the people of that planet, a dire global problem of climate change. “Who or what will save us?” is a question that leans toward fantasy for an answer.

I am not opposed to fantasy. In fact, I enjoy Star Trek. Yet, I do think fantasies are a problem when it comes to facing and responding to crises. Pastoral caregivers often face situations that evoke hopelessness and helplessness, and these feelings may give rise to fantasies. As a pastoral psychotherapist, there have been many times I have wished for a magic wand to take away someone’s suffering, to heal the wounds from traumatic experiences. Ah, to be a Q. Of course, these fantasies, if not faced and understood, lead to a kind of paralysis that obstructs caring effectively for the other person. The fantasy distracts from difficult feelings (e.g., powerlessness, hopelessness, hatred) and thoughts, distorting practical knowledge and, as a result, leads to ineffective pastoral responses. If the fantasy is shared (that the therapist wishes to be the savior and the client wishes to be saved), then nothing will happen, nothing will change. No work will be done toward addressing a problem. This is true in one-on-one care situations and in macro situations like the current climate emergency. With regard to climate change, fantasies, which can also be joined to abstractions (e.g., geo-engineering solutions), interfere with effectively responding to climate change and are, therefore, dangerous. As Albert Camus (1947/2002) writes in the novel The Plague, “when an abstraction starts to kill you, you have to get to work on it” (p.69).

In this book, I aim to be clear-eyed about the current and future realities of climate change and their implications for pastoral care and pastoral theology. The underlying premise is that all pastoral assessments must understand the context as accurately as possible if we are to devise effective pastoral interventions. The pastoral context includes the caregiver’s subjectivity, the subjectivities of those in need, and the cultural, economic, and political systems implicated in the problem(s) we face. This is not an easy task when considering a pastoral care situation where a congregant is distressed about her divorce. It is even more challenging when the pastoral context is the earth itself and its residents—human and other-than-human beings. Nevertheless, despite how daunting the task is, we (and by “we” I mean all of us) must clearly face our pastoral responsibilities to care given the present and future sufferings of human beings and other species. It is not a Q or God who will save us from the effects of climate change, only human beings can gain the knowledge necessary for effective caring interventions. Whether this will be enough to avoid climate disaster, as was the case of the fictional planet in Star Trek, is a question yet to be answered. In the meantime, we need to work to understand the situation as comprehensively as we can so that we can provide pastoral interventions to address the needs and experiences of particular, proximate human beings (and other species), as well as the needs of those from afar, because we all share the same residence despite our vast and necessary differences.

Climate change is the defining existential event of our age. As will be seen in chapter 1, it impacts areas throughout the world and is linked with numerous systemic human realities (economics, politics, religion, culture, media, human and physical sciences). An implication is that the topic of climate change vis-à-vis pastoral care and theology is beyond the scope of a single or even a dozen books. There are just too many issues to tackle and too much knowledge to be grasped. Yet, the ethical demand to care (Løgstrup, 1997) propels me (and other pastoral theologians) to take up this challenge, hoping more people will engage this issue and cooperate carefully to attend to the needs of all human beings, other species, and the earth. That said, it will be apparent that this is not a how-to book on pastoral care in the Anthropocene Age. To be sure, I offer practical pastoral illustrations, but the main focus is to provide a general framework for particular communities of faith to engage issues associated with climate change from the perspective of pastoral care and pastoral theology. The question is, “how do we respond to the complex realities of climate change at the level of the local community of faith, the neighborhood, the town, the city, etc., all with an eye to how our actions impact the larger world, because, if anything, climate change has shown that we are all neighbors, all residents on this fragile, unique, and amazingly beautiful and fecund planet?”

Since the main topic concerns pastoral care and theology as inflected by climate change, it is important to flesh out these terms before providing an outline of the subsequent chapters. I begin with a general notion of care and it attributes because the concept “care” is a key concept for pastoral ministry and theology, as well as a bridge concept to diverse disciplines, not the least of which is political philosophy (LaMothe, 2017; Fraistat, 2021). Once I have offered some thoughts on “care,” I shift to define and depict the attributes of pastoral care and pastoral theology. This provides readers with a general view of these related disciplines and the complexity related to both. I end this introductory chapter with a brief outline of the coming chapters.

There are a couple of clarifications to be made before beginning. The concepts of care, pastoral care, and pastoral theology are contested. There is no univocal view regarding these concepts, which is expected given the diversity of secular and religious traditions. I take this as positive in the sense that a diversity of views enriches our conversations and disputations regarding these concepts. That said, I will endeavor to clarify my understanding of these concepts, relying on various scholars. My aim is to provide a tent large enough to include other traditions. Another related clarification involves the audience for this book. Embracing philosophical renderings of care and seeking to offer a big tent version of pastoral care/theology are aimed at engaging secular as well as religious persons and communities. This aim is linked to my heartfelt belief that since all human beings (in various degrees of precarity) are facing the threats of global warming, we need to engage in conversations with diverse others so that we can find ways to cooperate in caring for all human beings, other species, and the earth.



Care and Its Attributes

The notion of care has been of interest to scholars and practitioners for millennia. During the last five decades feminist political philosophers (and theologians) and others in the human sciences have challenged traditional notions of care and have sought to define care and depict its varied attributes. One can imagine that this has entailed a lively debate that naturally does not arrive at a definitive definition. This is to be expected. Contestation sharpens our wits as we seek to make clear what “care” means. Let me begin with a relatively simple definition of care. Milton Mayeroff (1971) offered a terse, general definition of caring, writing that care entails helping the other person to grow (p.7), which requires seeing the actual condition of a person and providing the necessary interventions to assist their growth. This definition focuses on the individual and the notion of growth is, as Mayeroff noted, admittedly vague (pp.12–15). It is not simply that this definition is vague. It also is too narrow, because one immediately recognizes that growth is not always the focus or aim of care and the focus of caring actions is not always the individual. For instance, caring for a patient who is dying will not have the aim of growth. Moreover, care will entail the patient’s family and the staff who are charged with caring for the patient. In terms of climate change, caring actions ought not be directed toward the growth of global capitalism, since it is a major culprit in greenhouse gas emissions. And the focus of care is all human beings, other species, and the earth, not simply an individual.

Care theorist Joan Tronto (1993) can help move toward greater clarity. Her definition, while broad, moves from a simple dyadic view of care seen in Mayeroff’s view of care and includes other important aims beyond growing. Caring, she argues, “is a species of activity that includes anything we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. The ‘world’ includes our bodies, ourselves, and our environment” (p.103). Like any general definition, this covers quite a bit of territory, ranging from a chaplain listening to a family deal with the death of a loved one to politicians who craft public policies to ensure that poor residents have access to healthy food and medical care. Building on and critiquing Tronto’s definition, Daniel Engster (2007) suggests that care is “everything we do to help individuals meet their vital biological needs, develop or maintain their basic capabilities, and avoid or alleviate unnecessary or unwanted pain and suffering, so that they can survive, develop, and function in society” (p.28). Engster’s definition, in my view, sharpens Tronto’s view on care by focusing on society. Nevertheless, both scholars view care related to actions that aim to sustain and develop individuals, families, communities, societies, and the environment.

It is important to note that Tronto and Engster acknowledge that the aim of caring activities is not mere functioning within a society. There may be occasions when helping people function within a society is not an act of care, either with regard to the individual or the larger society. It would have hardly been a caring activity for ministers to help people function well during the Nazi era. We would not want the aim of care to entail helping people adapt to a slavocracy or a racist society. We would not want people to function well in a neoliberal capitalist society that is responsible for global warming and serves as an obstacle to climate action.2 In a neoliberal capitalist society, care involves helping people to survive and to resist, as well as calling into accountability those who are supporting and benefiting from the apparatuses of oppression or, in the case of climate change, apparatuses that are obstacles to climate health. Another important feature of Tronto’s and
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