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Introduction

LAURA HOBGOOD AND WHITNEY BAUMAN, EDITORS

“Religion and nature” has and will continue to be a difficult to define field of study, and this is not a bad thing. Casting a broad net allows for multiple voices to weigh in on the intersection of these (at times) contentiously debated terms and their (at times) contentiously debated relationships. There are volumes written about the various definitions of both “religion” and “nature,” so naturally these definitions proliferate exponentially when one begins to look at the relationship between the two areas these terms signify. Sometimes “religion and nature” (also known as “religion and ecology”) focus on the ways that traditionally understood religions, such as Christianity or Hinduism, might delve into their historical and contemporary resources to find support for environmental activism in areas like climate change. Sometimes its focus is on new religious movements within or outside of these same traditions, such as Green Buddhism or Paganism. Still other times “religion and nature” focuses on the negative effects that various religious ideas, rituals, and texts have had upon the rest of the natural world. Some scholars choose to focus on specific traditions, rituals, and figures within religious traditions in a way that constructively examines that ritual, figure, or tradition for its support of a “green” way of living (or lack thereof). Finally, many scholars focus on emerging “ecological” religious ideas and spiritualities that emerge from environmental activism, evolutionary thinking, cosmological thinking or even surfing, fly fishing, hiking, and biking.1

While various chapters in this collection engage with these approaches, we do not limit it to just one of them. This collection takes a somewhat different, elemental, approach but is aimed to be a useful introduction to the field of religion and nature/ecology for both students and scholars. Unlike some handbooks in the field which are based on specific religious traditions, this book will not be geared towards how specific religious traditions address environmental issues and concerns. Unlike other handbooks that address specific topics within “religion and ecology” or “religion and nature,” this text will not focus solely on issues such as climate change, species extinction, biodiversity loss, etc. Finally, unlike some works that focus on new eco-religious practices and traditions, this book will not exclusively focus on these practices either. Though all of these ideas and topics will be addressed throughout this handbook, it is organized around an elemental perspective. Contributors take “earth,” “air,” “fire,” and “water” to be the elemental metaphors around which the reflections in this book revolve. Such an understanding foregrounds our elemental entanglement with the rest of the planetary community and begins to ask questions such as:



•Earth. How do we look at our own embodiments and other bodies, and issues of specific embodiments in an elemental way as ecosystemic and as ecosystems in themselves?

•Air. How do we understand ideas, philosophies, values, theories, and morals as arising up out of the elements and returning to affect the planetary community?

•Fire. How does passion, desire, anger, and advocacy draw from the evolutionary history of our elemental entanglement and what differences can they make for the future planetary community?

•Water. How does creativity, but also despair, confusion, sadness, guilt, and other such emotions, help keep us grounded within the planetary community and what is their role in how we might change our actions in order to be more empathetic with the rest of the planetary community?



We hope this elemental framework provides a better mechanism for understanding the complex, “wicked,”2 eco-social problems we now face as a planetary community than models that take specific religions or specific issues as their focus.

This elemental focus also follows some recent developments in critical theories that tend to focus on the turn to hybridity of processes, events, and flows rather than discrete traditions, problems, and things. These developments reflect an even longer “turn” toward thinking about things such as religion, ideas, and imagination within an immanent (but not necessarily materially reductive) framework. We think it will be helpful for the reader if we take the time here to explain these two “turns” because they ground our reasons for approaching “religion and nature” and “religion and ecology” in this text in an elemental way. This is not to say that all of the authors included in this volume will agree with these ideas or even our methodology. Nevertheless, we the editors have asked the authors to reflect on specific elements for the following two methodological and theoretical reasons.

THE (RE)TURN TO IMMANENCE

Though one can find immanent ways of thinking about the cosmos in many different traditions around the world, including western ones, traditions of human exceptionalism have dominated the modern, globalized world.3 In other words, the idea that humans are somehow apart from the rest of the natural world, and that our ideas and imaginations are somehow not “of” the world, have led to a notion that the human capacity of reason (and in some cases the human soul) transcend the evolving realm of nature in some way. One might think of the Platonic Forms, the Aristotelian teloi which direct individual and collective life, the idea of a Heaven that transcends the physical world and to which our souls (and sometimes bodies) will be resurrected after death into an eternal life. One might think of the Cartesian dualism, which suggests the “thinking thing” is dualistically separated from the material body and found only in the human being, or the Kantian a priori ideas and principles that transcend all embodied, earthly experience yet guide those very embodiments and experiences. Still yet, one can think of the hierarchies that historically meant one must be incarnated as a human male to achieve Enlightenment in Buddhism, or the hierarchy of persons in Hinduism, or the assertion of various heavenly realms in Jainism and other traditions which are thought to be “higher” planes of existence that transcend this earthly realm. Finally, one might think of the history and anthropology of the sciences in which human agents are able to manipulate and change a passive, “dead”, world of particles, plants, and things.4 All of these metaphors, and more, have played into an understanding that a) humans transcend the rest of the natural world in some way, b) and/or that there are higher realms beyond the embodied world where things such as ideas, reason, and souls are from, c) and/or that there is a better place beyond this Earth where we will end up and where there may or may not be some sort of god or gods. These “transcendent” ways of thinking have not been without their problems and criticisms.

The so-called “turn” to immanence, then, emerges in part as a response to the problems of transcendence. Though, again, there have been strong and viable traditions of thinking more immanently throughout many (if not most) of the world’s traditions, the transcendent way of thinking was taken up into colonial and industrial mentalities that quickly became dominant on a global scale throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The eras of exploration, slavery, colonization, industrialization, and globalization, then, spread certain sorts of hierarchical and transcendent ways of thinking about human relationships to one another, other plants and animals, and the Earth itself. Ironically, this transcendent and hierarchical way of thinking, which was taken up by the scientific mentality of domination from prior theological mentalities of domination, contained also some of the very roots of its undoing.

Some might argue that the so-called scientific revolution (which often ignores the contributions from other cultures from all over the world to what we call science, and which should really be called a shift toward scientific ways of thinking and away from merely theological ones)5 itself contained the beginnings of a shift back to (or more exclusively toward) immanent ways of thinking. The Copernican and Galilean “shifts” for example, disrupted the cosmological (natural, philosophical, and theological) worldview because it de-centered the Earth from the universe. This led to a re-thinking of the purpose of humanity and a questioning of the place of “god” or “gods” in the cosmos. Newton would, a bit later, take out the need for a god to actively animate the world with his “billiard ball,” and “mechanical” understanding of physics.6 The only thing something like a God was needed for, was to get everything going, but after that, one could look to immanent causes of material effects. Much later the sciences of evolution and geology challenged the biblical account of the history of the world, it turned out to be older and longer than previously imagined, and challenged the ideas that species were created separately. Placing humans within an evolutionary framework meant too that art, philosophy, technology, and religious ideas all “emerged” from the evolution of life on the planet.7 Such shifts in cosmology, geology, and evolution (among others) lead toward more focus on the causes for events and effects within the material world (rather than transcendent divine causes). This, itself, was necessary for the shifts from natural philosophy to the natural sciences.

The efficacy of these shifts in terms of technology transfer cannot be underestimated. The Industrial Revolution, advances in medicine, agriculture, transportation, and production technologies, are all the legacy of a shift toward looking for “natural” (that is immanent) causes for events and things in the world. However, humans were still seen as the manipulators, and thus as somehow apart from the rest of the natural world. Whereas these shifts towards immanence within the so-called natural sciences may have all but eliminated the notion of a transcendent god or gods from a naturalistic picture, humans filled the place that the gods once did. As is exemplified by one of the most important philosophers of immanence in the nineteenth century, Frederick Nietzsche, the space left by the death of a transcendent, omni-God, is filled by the near deification of the human being.8

Immanent philosophies, again, have been present throughout the history of most cultures in the world. However, the specific problem of the (re)turn to immanence was forced by a western style philosophy cum scientific method that understood humans as separate from the rest of the natural world. Toward this end, well before Nietzsche asserted that “God is dead,” Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano Bruno began countering transcendent theologies with pantheistic or at least panentheistic theologies that suggested that god and the world were one, or at least that the world was within god and god permeated that world.9 Baruch Spinoza would, a bit later, argue for a full-blown pantheistic philosophy in which God and Nature were identical: the natural world (including the cosmos) was God.10 Disgruntled by the rapid changes that were being made during the Industrial Revolution, German Romantics such as Goethe, Alexander von Humboldt, Schelling, and later Ernst Haeckel, not to mention the Romantics in the U.S. like Thoreau and Emerson, drew from these earlier pantheistic ideas to forge a re-vitalized understanding of nature that understood humans as part of the rest of the natural world (to varying degrees).11 If God was Nature, or if the divine was immanent, and humans were embodied creatures, then humans and human reason, thought, emotions, and imaginations do not transcend the world, but are rather of the world. These shifts toward making the human immanent within the rest of the natural world were also met with a shift toward a focus on embodiment.

Along with a focus on embodied reality came a focus on the diversity of bodies and how certain bodies (often male and white) had been defining reality for all other bodies. Feminist movements, civil rights movements, Indigenous Peoples’ movements, LGBTQ movements, and other liberation movements from all over the world began to argue for the de-centering of the patriarchal (white, hetero-, male) perspective and a re-centering of perspectives that included the multiply embodied realities of the human community. In addition, modern environmental and animal rights movements began to challenge the species boundary that made humans superior to the rest of the natural world. As these voices and movements grew, and these turns toward immanent ways of thinking coming out of philosophy and the sciences began to forge new ways of thinking about reality and the human places within that reality, new ways of thinking about the embodied reality and processes of everyday life began to emerge. Here, we want to discuss one of those thought threads that plays into the shaping of the methodological and theoretical underpinnings of this text: viz., the new materialisms.

THE NEW MATERIALISMS

There are a whole host of philosophies and theories which have sprung up in the twentieth to twenty-first centuries to re-think humans, animals, and the Earth in a more immanent framework. The process philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead is one good example.12 According to this way of thinking, everything is made up of events/processes that are interrelated. There are no stable “things,” but rather multiple events make up any given “thing” that we humans see, and all “things” are interrelated in this ongoing process of interaction. The French theorists Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari drew from process thought and other theories to formulate their understanding of all life (ideas, thoughts, matter, energy, bodies, etc.) as existing on a single plane of being: there is no outside space of transcendence, in other words.13 Still other thinkers, such as Michel Foucault, began to understand history, identities, and ideas in an evolutionary perspective where there are no solid foundations in reality for male/female, gay/straight, sane/insane, etc., but rather these are all categories that are constructed over millennia of bio-cultural evolution.14 As such societal norms, whether couched in the discourse of “religion” or “science,” are never merely given and a priori, but are a posteriori and can be (and will be) changed over time and differently so in different places. Still other theories, such as emergence theory, suggest that everything—ideas, imaginations, values, aesthetics, bodies, brains, trees, etc.—emerges into existence in creative moments of autopoesies from “lower” levels. However, higher levels cannot be reduced to “lower” levels and thus this is not a reductive view of the material world. There are multiple levels of analysis and all are equally real: physical, chemical, biological, psychological, philosophical, cosmological, etc. Emergent theorists, in other words try to tell the story of “something more from nothing but.”15 And finally, there are others who want to tell an immanent story about the whole cosmos through the scientific “big bang” story of cosmology. According to this, we are a part of a 13.7 billion-year-old process in which the universe “becomes conscious of itself.”16

What all of these various theories and philosophies have in common is that they attempt to describe all of reality without reducing things to mere matter or to mere spirit or ideals, without falling into a dualism between body/spirit, matter/ideas, brain/mind. In other words, they want to tell a non-reductive story about the evolving planetary community, of which humans are but a part. These attempts to tell an immanent, non-reductive, non-dualistic, and non-anthropocentric story are at the heart of a theoretical framework that falls under the rubric of “the new materialism.”17

According to the new materialisms, the entire world is agential or vibrant.18 That is, there is some form of “agency” (if you will) “all the way down” to the subatomic level. Causality is diffuse and there are multiple causes for any given event, action, or embodied reality. One might think here of the microbiome of the human being, for instance. According to scientists, humans are more like an ecosystem made of various organisms and bacteria, to the extent that only one in ten of the cells that make up the human body are indeed human.19 Furthermore, we exist in the context of an evolutionary trajectory: we individuals did nothing to create our bipedal stature or our opposable thumbs; we were born into these developments. Similarly, we are born into histories of cultural and linguistic evolution: the language and knowledge in our heads is not our own, but was built up by others over millennia. Finally we are creatures with porous boundaries that open onto other creatures: we breathe the exhalations of plants, we eat transformed sunlight, our bodies and our waste become food for others, bacteria move in and out of our bodies, waters of the skies, rivers, and oceans run through our veins. All of these things mean that we are much less powerful individually and as a species than what previously imagined. From this perspective, the idea of mastery found in both religious and scientific traditions of thought is folly. We should understand our selves as actants among other actants in an entangled world constantly in flux.20

It is for these complex, related reasons that we have decided to take an “elemental” approach to understanding “religion and ecology.” We want to highlight how the flows of earth, air, fire, and water constitute our very existence, are the sources from which we emerge, and are the elements toward which we shall return. This assertion includes our embodied and physical reality as much as it includes our values, ideas, hopes, dreams, emotions, desires, and “spiritual” yearnings. Thus, we organized what follows into the four primal elements identified by many cultures throughout the world: earth, air, fire, and water.

“Earth” examines bodies of many types, forms, sizes, spaces, and iterations—animal bodies, racialized bodies, earthly bodies. Though some traditional religions view bodies as potentially dangerous and polluted, as well as viewing the body of the Earth as a place to escape, environmental (and ecofeminist) approaches to thinking about embodiment challenge dualistic assumptions in complex ways. These essays analyze how the very materiality of life shapes and informs religious sensibilities while reemphasizing and, to a certain extent, embracing varied embodiments.

Christopher Carter delves into the complicated history of gardening, slavery, racism, and racist dimensions of environmentalism and, also, of religion. His examination of how blood marks the soil and thus marks gardening for African Americans is a powerful critique of how much of the environmental and religion and nature movements ignore racism. Elonda Clay also digs into gardening from a multi-faceted perspective, but most specifically from Africana women’s ecoperspective. Her essay focuses as well on how backyard gardens are spaces for memory making. Laura Hobgood bases her contribution on the ways that certain engagement with activities in nature, in this case bicycling, tie human bodies to the Earth in unique and powerful ways. She asks: can bicycling be considered a type of nature religion? Bobbi Patterson examines the poetics of the body and the ways that bodies perform sacral work in the world. In her piece, not only human bodies, but the bodies of trees and other animals are also considered. Finally, Ernst Conradie looks at bodies as eaters and as the eaten. Is food fuel or ritual? How does consumption of bodies and an understanding of our own bodies as being consumed impact religious outlooks?

“Air” deals metaphorically and literally with air. Metaphorically we analyze how things we can’t see or feel—ideas, ethics, values, morals, philosophies, theories—emerge from planetary contexts and return to affect those contexts. Literally, we look at issues of air: the connections of tree transpiration and the oxygen needed to fuel our lives; the pollution of the air and how this hampers our ability to think and imagine creatively together; the loss of bird species as a result of air pollution and how such species loss impoverishes our ability to use our every breathing moment to imagine new ways of becoming in the world; and the importance of breath in religious traditions. Air and spirit, of course are tightly connected in religious and literary imagery. We explore the connection between clean air, breath, and the capacity for life to continue on the planet.

Forrest Clingerman asks how religions can connect thinking, doing, and feeling. He asks: How can religion and ecology integrate a conceptual relationship between humans and the environment with a perceptual one? Samsul Maarif examines the Ammatoans’ perception of air. This indigenous community in Indonesia focuses on the interconnectedness and interdependence of humans with the environment as a whole. Heup Young Kim delves into a theology of Dao, an overarching East Asian concept. This ecotheology, according to Kim, goes beyond cognitive and verbal expressions to be realized in bodily experiences, particularly in breathing. Lisa Sideris considers the spiritual elements of wind energy by looking at the complicated aesthetics of the technologies of wind energy. She argues that the assertive visibility of wind energy, its very presence on the landscape, forces humans to encounter sources of energy rather than keep them in hiding. Considering the connections between conspiring, respirating, and environmental justice, Laurel Kearns examines air pollution and interfaith work on addressing climate change and, specifically, clean air.

Fire asks how passion, desire, anger, and advocacy draw from the evolutionary history of our elemental entanglement and what differences can they make for the future planetary community? This section examines the intersections between religion and direct action on behalf of ecosystems and on the bodies in those ecosystems. Specific foci include environmental justice/racism, activisms in the global South, responses to climate change and more. While directly focused on actions, these essays will also include the theoretical or theological bases for those actions.

Sarah Pike looks at extremist environmental groups, particularly the Earth Liberation Front, and their movement to become feral in order to reintegrate with the Earth. She examines their temporary communal efforts connected to activisms, such as fighting pipelines and halting construction. Isabel Mukonyara looks directly at fire as it connects Shona women to specific cultural and religious roles. In addition, she describes two other ways that fire becomes sacred in Africa, with the Heroes Acre, Harare who use the fire of guns to build Zimbabwe and with the Masowe Apostles, a Christian group with a high percentage of female leaders and healers. Paul Waldau moves into the realm of other animal bodies and humanity’s shared animality with these bodies. He argues for bringing together various paths to approaching the destructive human-animal dichotomy and poses the question “are we smart enough to know how smart animals are?” Siv Ellen Kraft and Greg Johnson present a very contemporary activist issue, the Dakota Access pipeline and the Standing Rock camps, with all of its connections to climate change. They also show the intersections of activism as indigenous people from many other places in the world gathered in solidarity at Standing Rock. Finally, Marion Grau presents an elemental theology, focusing on sacramental fires in relationship to the “fire” of petroleum. Activists fighting the local and global impacts of the petroleum industry are included as participants in the fire of this battle.

Water is connected to the watery chaos in the beginning of Genesis, and many stories of the origins of life begin with water. Even the contemporary scientific narratives suggest that all life begins in deep ocean vents. Water represents, then, the continuing natality of the planetary process. It also, however, represents chaos, confusion, despair, and change. “Rough waters,” “the calm before the storm,” and many other metaphors and religious stories involve the sea as the locus of chaos and despair. How are creative and destructive processes connected within the planetary community and how might we use guilt, despair, and fear in ways that re-connect human beings with the wider planetary community? This section looks, literally, at contemporary eco-social issues of water, but also at how such problems affect humans emotionally and how the degradation of waters are yet another way that we distance ourselves from the despair that we need to face in order to bring about a different planetary future.

Elizabeth McAnally explores the water ethic in Mahayana Buddhism through the image of the compassionate bodhisattva. Included in this exploration are examples of contemporary actions and activisms performed and embraced by some Buddhists in South Asia. Sigurd Bergmann follows four different paths to ponder water as an element of human self-understanding. Visual arts, Christian Trinitarian cosmology, commodification, and architecture come together in the analysis. Glaciers as sacred and symbolic beings provide the window through which Elizabeth Allison ponders water. She contends that glaciers hold collective memory and that, as they melt due to climate change, this memory is dis-membered. Catherine Newell compares and contrasts the Sinai as described biblically in the time of Moses with Los Angeles today. Whereas God gives water in the Sinai, humans take water from the Colorado River in ways that are potentially devastating.

The concluding chapter by Jay McDaniel urges us to consider several factors of what taking religion elementally might mean. Those in “traditional” world religions, those that consider themselves to be of “no” religion at all, and those who consider themselves as “spiritual but not religious,” can take part in an elemental religion that recognizes humans are beings among other beings in a planet that is alive. Rather than understanding ourselves as individuals doing things to one another and the Earth, we might begin rather to understand ourselves as comprised of and compelled by the various elements of the planet: all that is possible with human beings is made possible by the elements that make us up and enable the continuing process of life.

This combination of ideas, eclectic but rich globally and thoughtfully, offers the reader the elements of nature and religion from unique perspectives. Our hope is that the essays can be used individually or as a whole to reveal the possibilities of looking at the intersections of religion, nature, and ecology.

As with any volume, this volume would not have been possible without many contributions. First and foremost, we would like to thank the individual contributors to this volume. It has been a long journey and we are thankful to all of them for making this the wonderful volume it has become. Second, we would like to thank Lalle Pursglove, our editor and champion at Bloomsbury. Without her support and encouragement over the past three years, this project would have never come to fruition. We would also like to thank our institutions and intellectual communities that have supported this work, especially: Southwestern University; Florida International University; the Forum on Religion and Ecology; The International Society for the Study of Religion, Nature and Culture; the Religion and Ecology Group of the American Academy of Religion; and the Animals and Religion Group of the American Academy of Religion. Without these institutions, and the friends and colleagues that make them up, we would not be in the position to write such a volume today. On a personal note, Laura Hobgood would like to acknowledge the contributions of Dr. Jimmy Smith to her current work on cycling as religion and to the editing of this volume as a whole. Finally, we would like to thank the planetary community and the life therein, without which nothing would exist.
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CHAPTER ONE



Backyard Gardens as Sacred Spaces: An Ecowomanist Spiritual Ecology

ELONDA CLAY

This chapter focuses on backyard gardens as sacred spaces for the spiritual praxis of connecting and caring for the Earth. Using the framework of spiritual ecology, this work explores the spiritual and environmental understandings of women of African descent within the United States. I situate the long-standing practice of making backyard gardens within the frameworks of space/place and African American ecological heritage, attending to the intergenerational connections and ecological criticisms embodied in Africana women’s eco-narratives and intentional garden cultivation. Gardens and landscapes immerse humans in the cycles of nature; life, death, and rebirth, growing seasons, the rising sun and the waning moon, planting seeds, growth, and harvest. These cycles give rhythm to the reciprocal relationships of care for the earth by humans and life-giving abundance for humans by the earth.

Backyard gardens are places of cultural memory, everyday gardening spaces overlaid with memories of food grown and enjoyed, backs hunched over and knees bending, dirty hands and setting suns. Places where our parents and grandparents look back at us and smile. Intergenerational memories also contribute to the embedding of backyard gardens as romanticized and/or nostalgic spaces. Backyard gardens are also expressions of earth care, self-sufficiency, and community in the forms of food, flower, and seed gifting as well as the sharing of gardening knowledge.

What do stories from and about Africana women gardeners and the African American ecological heritage tell us about their relationships and interactions with the natural world? My interest is in exploring US African American gardening heritage, memories about African American women gardeners, and the implications of heritage and memory on the spacing of nature as sacred, located in larger frameworks of gender, race, space/place, and spiritual ecology. Garden stories offer slices of the lives of women who may never have written about their gardens or nature experiences, opening up to readers vibrant portraits of women who have traditionally been rendered invisible.

TRACES OF BEAUTY AND BARE HANDS: MEMORIES OF GRANDMOTHER’S SMILE, ROSES, AND NEIGHBORS

My interest in backyard gardens begins with the food, culture, and sustainability practices that are inextricably interwoven with the relationships I had with gardening women in my life. I would accompany my grandmother into her backyard garden during my visits at her house.

Gardeners like my grandmother, Vorie “Moma” Clay, a woman of African and Native American heritage, were traditional knowledge bearers and folk herbalists. This project began with a memory of my grandmother standing amidst the corn, tomatoes, peppers, wild greens, and even wilder herbs in the simmering summer sun. She planted most of the garden in rows, each with its designated crop, but one corner looked like it was just totally untamed. This was the section where she had her medicinal plants. Her long, coal-black hair framed her face as she told me how dandelion greens help your eyes and polk salad is good for digestion. Moma Clay told me stories of how her grandmother (my great-great grandmother), a full Cherokee (Native American), had taught her everything she knew about the land and the earth, including the place of humans in it. “Sometimes,” she would say, “I talk with her here in the garden.”

I cherish the recollection of an unnamed gardener that impacted my life as a child. For almost two years during my childhood, my family was homeless. During this time we lived in La Puente, California (near Los Angeles) as squatters in an abandoned house. My father managed to siphon electricity from the lines outside to provide some power for a small space heater and an electric hot plate. It was during this time that I met my first floral gardener, a white-haired Irish women well into her sixties, who maintained an amazingly beautiful rose garden in her front yard. After school, I would bob my little afro puffs past her yard, stopping to ask her questions and keeping her company while she pulled weeds, pruned, and fertilized the roses. We became fast friends. Often I would ask her for a rose for my mother, and she would send me home with lavish floral arrangements of Dream Come True yellow roses or Love’s Promise red roses, baby’s breath, and ferns. She shared with me the gift of momentary beauty amidst hardship.

Another memorable gardener from my past was our neighbor, Ms. Alleen Wilson. I met her at eleven years old, when, after moving nine times in eleven years, my family moved into our first house. Ms. Wilson was a feisty little woman from the plains of Kansas. One of the joys of her life was her prolific backyard garden. From spring to summer she would grow okra, corn, collard greens, green beans, strawberries, carrots, peas, you name it. She no doubt had survived the Great Depression. She was the kind of neighbor that frightened you into coming over to see her garden. She used to yell across the fence like, “Girl, you better come over here and learn how to grow some food so you can go to the bathroom” … and “If I catch anybody in my house trying to get somethin’, I’m just goin’ introduce them to Pearl!” Pearl, by the way, was her 38 caliber pearl-handled gun.

Ms. Wilson would always give most of her leftover harvest to families in the neighborhood, so after a couple of summers we were ready to take on the tasks involved in growing our own backyard garden. She showed us how to dig the hole, put in a tablespoon of Epsom salt, cover and water the plant, then move on to the next row. We would work in our gardens as the sun fell over the city sky, sharing stories, jokes, and news about the goings-on of our block.

SPIRITUAL ECOLOGY

Spiritual ecology has been defined as “scientific and scholarly studies of the dynamic arena at the interfaces of religions and spiritualities on the one hand, and on the other environments, ecologies, and environmentalisms.”1 Sarah McFarland Taylor, in her discussion of spiritual ecology, calls for scholars to examine the interfaces between religious forms, spiritual expressions, cultural
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