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CLIMATOLOGISTS, THEOLOGIANS, AND 
PROPHETS: TOWARD AN ECOTHEOLOGY OF 
CRITICAL HOPE 

Cherice Bock 

s people of faith begin to recogi1ize in larger nun1bers tl1at our rela
tionship with creation is one of the n1ost in1portant cl1alle11ges facing 

us today, I find n1yself pondering what we have to offer tl1e enviro11-
n1ental n1ove111ent. The Christian scriptt1res begin and end with stories of 

God and creation: the oft-n1entioned creation stories of Genesis 1- 2, and 
the eschatological reflections on the new heaven and earth, and the river 

and tree of life in Revelation 21- 22. 1 In between are the stories of the 
people of faith, and how we interact with God in the n1idst of creatio11. 
These stories place us in the larger picture and give us n1etaphorical con
cepts of where we con1e from, where we are going, and who we are in 
relation to all that is created. Within this transcendent story, each of us 

comes fron1 a particular context, a place and tin1e, an individual journey 

of relational co1111ection to God and to others atten1pti11g to follow God's 

way. In this tin1e and context, our stories are necessarily bound up with 
tl1e ways that we treat one another and the rest of the natt1ral world, but 

hope and purpose often feel elusive in religious and nonreligious settings 

alike. 

I an1 a Christian and a Quaker, with traiI1iI1g i11 the social sciences, 
theology, and enviroru11ental studies and working in the religious acad

emy. As such, I often ask n1yself what theologians and others involved in 
the interpretation and praxis of the Christian faith can contribute to car

ing for the environment in a more holistic way. My particular 
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denon1inational history includes the connection of spiritual conten1pla
tion with social justice activisn1: a prophetic role in the n1idst of difficult 

situations. The biblical prophets held together both critique of tl1eir pre

sent tin1e and hope for the larger n1eaning and purposes of God, and I 

wonder if this is the path for ecotheologians in the twe11ty-first century. 

Tying all of these strands together, the idea of an ecotheology of critical 

hope forn1ed in n1y n1ind. I suspect that ecotheologians n1ust not sin1ply 
critique, but we nlust be willing to e11act hope in the midst of the despair 

that has paralyzed so n1any regarding issues of environn1ental in1port. 
This paper will show how I got to the idea of an ecotheology of critical 

hope, and what a lived ecotheology of critical hope could look like. 

Theologians as interpreters, not prophets? 

People of faith througl1out history have often played tl1e role of prophet, 

calling their cultures to nlore ethical treatn1ent of one a11other, but it is 
not people of faith who are 111ost often leading the prophetic call in the 

instance of clin1ate change. In fact, there is a striking sin1ilarity between 

the prophetic and apocaly1)tic language in the Bible and the rhetoric of 
climatologists, econon1ists. and even politicians.2 Therefore. when I read 

Forrest Clingern1an's article in the journal of the An1e1ican Acade1ny of 
Religion last sun1mer, "Theologians as Interpreters- Not Prophets- in a 

Cha11ging Climate," I found n1uch tl1at resonated with nle, including his 
jibe at theologians: We are "a pretty helpless bunch" when it con1es to 

fixing environn1ental problen1s.3 We are not the ones with the technical 
knowledge to solve the engineering problen1s that are happening as a 

result of clin1ate change, or the ones who can create scientific 111odels to 
help us anticipate the con1ing changes, or the ones to forn1ulate holistic 
nlitigation plans. We are good thinkers and we can be helpful advocates, 
and perhaps vve can help shift our constin1ents' worldviews, but we are 

not the ones who can solve the clin1ate change problen1s we face as a 
global con11nunity if all we are doing is theological theorizing. 

Clingern1an suggests that the role of theologians in tl1e clin1ate 

change conversation is to be mediators and interpreters of climate 

change, and in nlany ways. this 111akes good sense. Given the generally 

accepted definition of tl1eology as "faith seeking understanding," to seek 

to understand the issues of ultin1acy surrounding clin1ate change and 
interpret these issues in light of faith traditions a11d in language 
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understandable to the general public is an in1portant role.4 It is in1por
tant for theologians to help sort out the "social fran1es of nieaning" our 
cul tures give to the clin1ate debate.5 This n1ay well be the role of the the
ologian in issues of climate change, I thought to n1yself. 

And yet, something felt like it was missing. If Clingern1an is right. 
and "the theologian is not a lone prophetic voice crying against tl1e dan
gers of clin1ate change," but instead "the theologian is ... a researcher in 
the niidst of a dialogue. reflecting on an iI1terdisciplina1y enterprise 
through its particular niethods and outlooks," who are the actors in t his 
system? It is not the climatologists, who Clingerman shows to be pro
phets of doom but without the agency to move us away from the dreaded 
apocalyptic outcon1e. If this is so, who actually carries out the changes 
required to heal our planet fron1 environn1ental degradalion? To quote 
Karl Marx's critique, "The philosophers" (and. we might add, the theolo
gians) "have only interpreted the world in various ways: the point, how
ever, is to change it."6 Who will change the world if clin1atologists and 
theologians are sin1ply presenting and interpreting data? 

Role of the ecotheoloqian: a hermeneutic of prophetic hope 

What I realized was niissing was a full account of the prophetic role. In 
the Judeo-CJu·istian tradition, the prophet is not only an apocalyptic 
doomsayer, but also a hope-giver.7 Though the traditional theologia11 of 
the last several centuries, like the traditional scientist, has felt the need 
to be "objective," stating theory and expecting others to live it out, the 
issue of clin1ate change has brought many in botl1 fields out into the civic 
realn1 with passionate and alam1ist cries of warni11g.8 These cries, how
ever, have more often than not engendered fear and inertia in the atti
tudes of the public. or con1111unicated a sense of inevitability of the 
apocalyptic conclusion. 

It is hope. 11owever, which gives people courage to act faithfully, even 
in the face of oppression and suffering. Tl1e biblical prophet encourages 
the comn1unity of faith to niove forward into a hoped-for future world by 
enabling then1 to nlake n1eaning of the situation. He or she does this by 
engaging people's in1aginations so they can zoo1n out fro1n present exis
tence to a bigger picture that transcends their suffering. as we do when 
we invoke the inclusion of the creation niotif at the beginning a11d end 
of the Christian Bible mentioned at the begin11ing of this paper.9 
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Clingern1an n1oves in the direction of this conversation when he 

states, "theological reflection is well equipped to uncover narratives that 
advance our critical powers and offer us hope." He ide11tifies the itnpor
tance of the location "bel1veen hope and fear," which I see as the location 

of the biblical prophet. 10 It is curious that the role of theologian as we 

think of it is not really present in the Christian Bible. 11 There are priests 

to keep the rituals going, there are scribes to write and re-write the 

sacred texts, and there are prophets to help the con1munity in1agine itself 
into its present and fun.ire context. In tl1e modern An1erican church, are 

theologians si1nply the scribes, recordi11g and reiterati11g long ago histo

ries of God's interaction with creation? In n1y view, the role of theologian 

is the same as the role of the biblical prophet: interpreting in light of cur
rent events, leading with one's life and actions, and holding together 

hope and fear, critique and n1eaning-n1aking. 

Based on Jtirge11 Molt1nann's idea that her1neneutic is not "a simple 
matter of understanding but is itself perforn1ative, an action which is 

directed toward the transformation of the world," 12 I posit that if the role 

of the theologian within the context of clin1ate change is in fact interpre
tation, it is this expanded version of interpretation: a hern1eneutic of 

transformative practice. It is an interpretation that, tl1rough critiquing 
tl1e world as it is and invoking a vision for the world as it can be, trans

forms our everyday choices i11to struggles tl1at have meaning. Tl1is critical 
hope grounds the con1n1unity in a broader view of histo1y, allowing it to 
n1ove forward in hope, acknowledging fear but not becoming paralyzed 

by it. 
To be transformative. a critique n1ust. however, be en1bodied: 

enacted. It speaks against the current systen1 and has the audacity to not 

just envision but to also move toward liberation of the e11tire con1n1unity 
of creation. If one accepts this version of the theologian's expanded 
hern1eneutical role, then the theologian beco1nes indistinguishable fron1 

the prophet, expounding and enacting critical 11ope and, in our particular 

context, an in1portant focus is ecotheology. 

Why critical hope? 

The term "critical hope" is based on Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of Hope, in 

which he updates his fa1nous Pedagogy of the Oppressed with a n1ore speci
fic focus on hope. 13 C1itical hope is defined as "an action-oriented 
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response to conten1porary despair" 14 and is discussed in extant literature 

in the fields of higher education classroon1s, 15 psychological settings, 16 

and participato1y action research in con1n1unity organizations, 17 but this 

concept has thus far not been explored in depth in t he theological or 

environ1nental literature. 18 

W1iile I do not plan to expou11d a full ecotl1eology of critical 11ope 

here. what I hope is to show the need for theologians and clin1atologists 

to n1ove fron1 a space of critical alienation to one of critical hope. and for 

n1any pastors and people of faith to 111ove fi·o111 a space of uncritical 

hopefulness into critical hope. To do this. I will first describe what hope 

is and does. and how the n1eaning-n1aking process of actively hoping 

alongside suffering and struggle can serve as a catalyst in tl1e agential 

process of 1noving toward a hoped-for world. Then I will explain four cat

egories of individuals within the fi·amework of critical/uncritical and 

hopeful/alienated. Finally. I will show how. through an ecotheology of 

critical hope. theologians can participate in a co11tinual. con1n1unal. inter

pretive dialectic between hope and suffering, fac ing fear by niaking 

n1eaning together through shared experience and stories of struggle and 

pron11se. 

Critical hope 
Based on Pau lo Freire's libe ration pedagogy. critical hope is an area peda

gogy scholars and practitioners are defining in order to give hope to 

those working to break che cycle of oppression pinpointed by Freire. 19 

His liberation pedagogy explains the struggle between oppressor and 

oppressed, the fact tl1at we all are bound up in this stn1ggle and dehu

n1anized by it. and that n10St of us play botl1 roles at different points in 

our lives and relationships. To break this cycle requires risking acts of 

love. seeing one another as human beings, and becon1ing conscious of 

the parts played by ourselves and others in this systen1 of oppression, a 

process he calls "conscientization.":lO Since Freire "avoided separating ped

agogy fi·on1 theology or philosophy," his work has influenced or can be 

read alongside a variety of disciplines, including theology. and arguably is 
in itself a kind of contextual theology fo r educators, or at least a "peda

gogical spirituality."2 1 

For theologians. n1any of whom are also educators. Freire's liberation 

pedagogy provides helpful and convicting food for thought regarding the 
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process of theological education. ·rhe systen1 of don1ination tl1at the 

church and theological educators often help to perpetuate is expressed in 

what Freire calls the "banking 1nodel of education," where an expert 

bestows inforn1ation on students (or parishioners). a transaction rather 

than a process where critical consciousness occurs. Though this don1ina

tion systen1 is in direct opposition to the freedon1 and liberation offered 

by God in the biblical witness, its oppressive structures infiltrate our 

church polity and relationships so that the church is always in need of 

renewal. 

For ecotheologians, Freire's framework is doubly helpful. si11ce the 

anthropogenic problen1s facing our planet are present because of the 

fear-based systen1 of don1ination and control Freire describes. just as 

portions of hun1anity have enforced luerarchies of don1ination and con

trol on one another in the forn1 of class, race, gender, and nationality, 

we have also atten1pted to don1inate and control the natural world. 

The social struggle Freire defined has the san1e roots as the ecological 

cr1s1s. 

Therefore, for those of us situated within theological education, get

ting at the root of tl1e problen1s in both education and our actions toward 

the environn1ent requires a critical look at our own con1plicity in the 

sociopolitical structt1res of our tin1e. But, as I have sl1own above, 

critiquing is not enough, because critique alone leaves us feeling stuck 

and despairing, without a sense of agency to be able to solve the 

problen1s, leading to a pervasive hopelessness and n1eaninglessness. As 

Freire puts it: 

Hope is an ontological need. Hopelessness is but hope that has lost 

its bearings. and becon1e a distortion of that ontological need. 

When it becon1es a progran1, hopelessness paralyzes us, in11nobi

lizes us. We succu1nb to fatalisn1, and then it becon1es irnpossible 

to n1uster the strength we absolutely need for a fierce struggle that 

vvill re-create the \VOrld. 1 a1n hopeful, not out of n1ere stubborn

ness, but out of an existential, concrete iinperative.22 

ln other words, theology or clin1atology that stays witl1in the walls of 

an academy based on the banl<ing model becon1es in1111obilizing and 

fata listic. Critical 11ope provides an alternative: a "tension between fatal

isn1 and utopianisn1 ... [that! is partially resolved in action."23 Jn order for 
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the inforn1ation on clin1ate change to nieet ow· OW11 and our world's 

needs, it n1ust be enacted, and the nan1e for this action is critical hope. 

Hope as a process 

It is i111portant to furtl1er explore the nieaning of the word "hope." Often 

confused with the n1ore passive experiences of wishing. desiring. or opti-

1nisn1, hope refers to son1ething deeper: a choice, a practice. an orienta

tion toward the future while grounded in stories from one's personal and 

con1n1unal past. giving meanings to actions in the present that impact 
the future. Though one niay feel va1;ous levels of hopefulness depending 

on the day, hope itself is not an en1otion. It is a process of facing one's 

fears with courage and within a network of social support and n1eaning

making. Hope is both the object hoped for and the feeling one gets as 
one works to get tl1ere.24 We can only hope for things that are possible. 

Othe1wise we are either wishing (if the outcome is impossible) or we are 

certain (if the outcon1e is inevitable).25 

Psychological research over recent decades provides a helpful fran1e
work for understanding hope. According to hope theorist C. R. Snyder, 
hope is based on our belief in our ability to reach a goal. We base our 
understanding of our ability on our past histo1y, perception of our OW11 

skill level (self-efficacy). and the a1nount of n1otivation or agency we 
tl1ink we have. We decide how much value we place on that goal. a11d 
whether or not we see a pathway that could get us there. So the impor

ta11t pieces are: setting a realistic goal. our perceptio11s of our history. imag
ining path\vays. and believing ourselves to have agency. Hope, in Snyder's 
view. is the cognitive process of nioving through these actions toward 

one's goal.26 

Also in1portant, finds Snyder, is one's response to failure. wl1ich can 

con1e in the forn1 of an obstacle or a feeling of loss of hope. He and other 

psychologists distinguish between hope and optin1isn1 in the way one 
deals with failure or n1istakes. Optin1ists tend to distance then1selves 

fron1 failure so it does not negatively in1pact their identity. Tl1ose who 

hope are willing to adn1it nlistakes and failures, and incorporate these 
into their identity as opportunities for learning and growth. They see 

these as n1inor pitfalls on the way to a larger goal.27 

Though this psychological fran1ework is helpful. one still wonders: 
W11at can n1otivate us to 1T1ake that step of courage and vulnerability? 
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Excepting the n1ost talented and successful individuals, n1ost of us 
would probably find our agential reserves tapped fairly quickly if our 

own past and future were all that was involved in the process of hope, 
and indeed, this see111s to be what l1as l1appened to n1any working on 
issues surrounding clin1ate change. This form of hope, lin1ited to our 

own lifetin1es and achieven1ents, is inadequate to the task of sustained 

mobilization and transforn1ation that is required to con1bat clin1ate 

change. Even in the case of those exceptionally talented and successful 
individuals just nlentioned, we probably all recognize the sense of disap

pointn1ent and dissatisfaction individuals son1etin1es feel upon achieving 

a personal goal such as a job pron1otion or an acquisition of a particular 

possession. The goal 1nay have been achieved, but this is not equal to a 
sense of hope. Missing is the interpretation of the goal con1pletion as 

having meaning. 

W11at is needed is a hope that is deeper than desire, broader than the 
individual, and that contains the transforn1ative power to change suffer

ing, injustice, evil, and apathy into meaning. This is the interpretive role 

that theologians can play, if we are willing to fuse hope and fear, and 

even suffering, into the courage to live out both sides of the prophetic 
role of active hope. 

Grounding in faith tradition 

In the biblical books, especially tl1ose of prophecy and wisdo1n, one finds 
two nlajor types of hope: (1) the relatively easy hope of Proverbs, which 
is the hope for living faithfully within one's ow11 lifetin1e and providing a 

safe and livable future for one's children. a11d (2) a long-tern1 hope of par
ticipating in the con1111unity of pron1ise. Wl1ile the forn1er requires son1e 

sacrifice, including living righteously rather than receiving all the com
forts one sees others receiving, the latter kind of hope requires a n1uch 

broader sto1y in which to make sense of one's life. If one lived during the 

tin1e of the Israelites' exile from the Pron1ised Land, for exarnple, one 
would endure exile witl1 the knowledge of a deeper n1eaning, with the 

hope of God's pron1ise of faithfulness to tl1e con1munity. If one lives. as 

we do, in the time after Jesus, one can hope in the story of suffering, 

redemption. and liberation God enacted through hi1n, and participate in 
that sto1y. n1akjng meaning of one's life through the lens of that past, 
present, and future hope. 
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Con1n1u11ities of faith have a deep resource of hope in our sl1ared sto

ries, and the infusion of n1eaning that comes with passing tl1ese stories 

fi·on1 generation to generatio11. Not only do we have our own personal 

stories on which to base our hope, but we also have a vast repository of 

stories of ancestors and spirit11al forebears. 

Meaning 

Holding the tension between acknowledging what is wrong in the world 

and continuing to hope is what Moltn1ann called the "dialectic of recon

ciliation," sin1ilar to the dialectic of "conscientization" delineated by 

Freire.28 Arguably, it is our ability to hope that n1akes us human. and 

equally as hu1nan is the experience of suffering.29 Juxtaposing tl1ese two 

seen1ingly paradoxical experiences a11d intentionally creating n1eaning 

fron1 the con1bi11ation forn1s the heart of our hun1anity, as is evidenced 

by the theology of hope and psychology of n1eaning tl1at en1erged out of 

World War Il.30 As Moltn1ann put it, "Tl1e tl1eology of 11ope was born in a 

prisoner of war canip."3 1 The process of hope is not easy or comfortable, 

but it is essential it is bound up in the essence of what it n1eans to be 

human. 

Viktor Frankl continued to do what was right even when he had very 
little agency as he Jived through World War II concentration ca1nps, and 

this ability to cl1oose to live with a sense of n1ea11i11g sustained his hope. 
He could not control his fate, but he could continue to serve his fellows 
by volunteering to care for typhus patients. for example, and by refusing 

to atten1pt escape when it meant leaving a patient for who111 he repre

se11ted a last shred of hope. He expressed feeling a sense of rightness 

witl1in hin1self when he n1ade these choices that ain1ed toward a broader 

goal than his ow11 life, a deeper nieaning. It poi11ted toward his participa

tion in hun1anity. He can1e to see unavoidable suffering as an aspect of 

an individual's unique work in the world. and discussed the courage it 

took to face suffering with hope: with the willingness to still find n1ean
i11g.32 

Moltn1ann shares about his experience after the war that 11e and his 
fellow sen1inarians would not have accepted a "liberal, bourgeois theol
ogy," but they 11eeded a full Christian theology that could handle the suf

fering and liberation of .Jesus.33 Though perhaps one generally in1agines 
suffering and l1ope at opposite ends of a spect11.1n1 of experiences, 
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Moltn1ann's need for a theology of suffering brought hin1 to a theology of 

hope. 

Relationship between sufferinq and hope 

I would venture to guess that most of us today who fancy ourselves 
ecotheologians have not experienced a11ything close to the physical and 

en1otional suffering of Europe during World War II, and so we may won

der if we can yet experience hope fully. Frankl gives us a helpful n1eta

phor. He likens suffering to a gas that is released in a jar. If there is a 
sn1all an1ount of this gas. it will still becon1e distributed throughout the 

jar, though in a sn1aller concentTation than it 1night if n1ore gas were 

placed in the jar.34 So it is with suffering. Though we rnay not have expe

rienced the degree of suffering of those who went through concentration 
can1ps. we have experienced suffering and know its ability to in1pact our 

full selves. These authors, along with Freire and others. note that it is not 
the an1ount of suffe1ing we endure that n1atters. What n1atters is our 

consciousness of it, and what we do with it.35 We all experience suffer

ing. Those who en1erged fron1 World War II with hope had learned to 

transforn1 those experiences through facing reality and n1aking meaning. 
This n1eaning is hope's catalyst. 

Importance of community 

One other point needs to be brought forward regarding hope before I 
n1ove into an explanation of an ecotheology of critical 11ope, and that is 
the in1portance of relationships and con1munity in finding and n1aintain

ing hope. In addition to hope and suffering, our need for relationships 
and co1nn1unity is an in1portant aspect of what it n1eans to be hu111an.36 

Psychological studies show that involvement in com1nunities may be 

essential to the act of hoping. Zin1111erman found that individuals can 

learn hopefulness and that this happens n1ainly within the context of 
comn1unity organizations. He found that participation in these con1n1uni

ties helped individuals develop psychological en1powern1ent or self

efficacy outside the therapeutic setting. In addition to helping people 

develop skills. con11nunities also encourage collective n1otivation that 

provides agency toward a shared goal. 37 Although his study did not go so 
far as to interpret the reasons for a11 increase in psychological en1power

n1ent, 1ny interpretation is that con1munal, successful goal con1pletion 
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provides a reposito1y of stories fi"om which individuals can draw sustain

ing power as tl1ey atte1npt a 11ew goal. Individuals joining such a co1nn1u

nity have not experienced tl1e previous successes, but can still draw on 

their agential power as they 11ear stories from their peers. 

Philosopher Victoria McGeer talks about the concept of "peer scaf

folding" as an important step in hun1an develop1nent leading to hopeful 

individuals. As infants and children, we need "parental scaffolding": We 

need our parents or other adults to set tasks for us that are just beyond 

our reach so that we can learn new skills and understand ourselves as 

individuals who can accomplish difficult tasks. As adults, it is important 

to learn to be a "self-scaffolder," to be able to motivate oneself toward a 

goal and in so doing to build up one's self-esteem and self-efficacy, but 

this is not enough.38 Of vital in1portance is peer scaffolding, or relation

sh ips where we encourage one another to stay n1otivated, 111ake n1eaning 

together through sharing our stories, and become a con1n1unity that cele

brates successes and urges us to try again in the face of failure.39 We 

need the support of others in order to continue to hope: We need an 

interdependent network of care. Peer scaffolding works because we recog

nize others as agents in their own right, with meaningful hopes and 

goals, and in so doing we care for tl1ose others. Wl1en we care for others. 

they are better able to respond in kind. We open up an expansive space 

where they, too. can respond to the world n1ore expansively.40 Through 

acting as an agent who encourages others to hope, we learn our agential 

power. and this gives n1eaning to our own life and offers purpose and 

efficacy to our own actions . 

Christens et al.'s (2 013) study on crit ical hope 

Building on the necessity of strong con1munities and peer relationships 

that n1otivate one another toward hope, the framework of critical hope 

helps elucidate the role of the theologian, prophet, and others in under

standing how to move fron1 critique into hope-filled action. A study by 

Christens et al. identified four types of civic engagen1ent in the United 

States based on individuals' perceptions of their ability to effect change 

(self-efficacy) and their knowledge and understanding of the sources of 

social issues (degree of critique of social systems): critical but alienated, 

uncritical but hopeful, uncritical and alienated, and critical and hopeful 

(see Table 1).41 
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Table 1. Findings of Christens et al. (2013) rating individuals' social critique and 
level of hopefulness that their actions can effect change 

Self-efficacy: perception of ability to effect change 

Alienated Hopeful 

Social Critical Critical but alienated (48.4%): 
critique high level of social critique 

but feels a lack of ability to 
influence the system. More 
likely to be low SES 

Uncritical Uncritical and alienated 
(20%): neither critical of 
social systems or ce1tain of 
abilities to effect change 

Critical and hopeful (7.5%): 
high levels of both social 
critique and perception of 
ability to effect change. 
tended to be younger 

Uncritical and hopeful 
(23.4%): uncritical of social 
systen1s. but hopeful that 
they •vould be able to 
effect changes if necessa1y. 
More likely to be high SES 
and educated 

While both "hopeful" groups had stronger con1n1unity connections 

and both "critical" groups had better overall 1nental health, the con1bina

tion of "critical" and "hopeful" generated the hig hest social capital, in 

addition to the benefits of n1ental health and con1n1unity participation. 

Those who were critical a11d alienated did not have strong connections to 

comn1unity groups. but both Christens et al. and Zin1n1ern1an sl1owed 

that as people became involved in such groups, they were able to move 

toward the "critical and hopeful" category.42 These types of con11nunities 

are "settings that pron1ote critical reflection on action, but do so in the 

context of enduring relationships. social support. shared 1neaning, and 

sense of comn1unity."43 

Developing groups that are able to be critical of curre11t systen1s 

(where appropriate) as well as have the self-efficacy and social capital to 

effect cha11ge is an in1portant aspect of a democratic society. That over 

half of the people in the study expressed feelings of alienation, of not 

having an in1pact on the way society \.VOrks, while only 7.5% were able to 

critique the social order while simultaneously feeling enough en1power

n1ent to be hopeful about their ability to change the situation, shows a 

crisis of hope in A111erican den1ocracy. and American life in general. As 

Christens et al. conclude, it is important, therefore. to involve more indi

viduals in the kind of con1munity organizations that foster both social 

critique and hopefulness about one's level of agency.44 Th e church and 
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otl1er religious organizations are well situated to enact this form of con1-
n1unity. 

The theologians' choice 

It is here that the would-be ecotheologian n1ust n1ake a choice: Presum

ing tl1at he or she sees the reality of the environmental proble111s facing 

our planet today and holds a vision of a better world, will the theologian 

seek on ly to understand the situation in light of faitl1 and beliefs, or wi ll 

tl1e theologian risk practicing hope as a true prophet, interpreting tl1e data 

into transforn1ative practice, and building community and solidarity 

through an ecotheology of critical hope? Are we willing to take the step 

that goes beyond fear of the fl1ture, beyond denouncing fossil fuel compa

nies, beyond despairing that we have no ability to effect change, beyond 
feeling that our personal choices cannot n1ake a difference, and stand 

against the system that currently enslaves us as both oppressor and 

oppressed? If we are ready to n1ake tl1at leap into an ecotheology that 

fuses the two sides of the prophetic role of critique and l1ope, how do we 
begin? 

The cat egories of Christ ens et al. applied t o c limate change and ecotheology 

To unpack the Christens et al. study in light of this discussion, I suggest 

that clin1atologists are n1ainly in the "critical a11d alienated" category (see 
Table 2). They a re critical of tl1e situation facing the planet, but as the 

years have gone by with n1ore and more people sounding the alarn1 and 

the world continuing to go in the same direction toward ever-worsening 

anthropogenic clin1ate cha11ge, t hey do not have a high degree of hope 

that they can i1npact tl1e systen1. They fear that the world will not change 

a11d will run out of tin1e if they ever do decide to change, so they utilize 

the prophetic n1otif of apocalyptic warning. They can in1agine the world 
for which they hope and long, but they despair of reaching it. In son1e 

ways this is good news: T11ey are still, in a sense, 11oping. Despair shows 

tl1e presence of an underlying hope, the "hope that has lost its bearings" 

mentioned by Freire above.45 Apathy indicates a loss of hope, but fear 

and despair show that one is still hoping.46 To be sure. it is a dorn1ant 

hope without a sense of self-efficacy, agency, or a pathway to reach one's 

goal. W11e11 theologians follow this li ne of tl1inl<ing, they end up in the 

same place of despair as their clin1atologist colleagues. Virtue ethicists 
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Table 2. Christens et al. categories applied to cli1nate change and theology 

Self-efficacy: perception of ability to effect change 

Alienated 

Social Critical Critical but alienated: vi1tue 
critique ethics; clin1atologists. 

theologians; focus on right 
belief and personal virtue 

Uncritical Uncritical and alienated: 
hedonisn1. egoisn1; 
rejection of clin1ate 
change policies based on 
personal right, little 
recognition of in1pact on 
others 

Hopeful 

Critical and hopen1I: 
liberation theology: 
prophets; focus on social 
transforn1ation 

Uncritical and hopen.11: 
altruistic; priests/pastors. 
religious people 
co1nfortable with the stan1s 
quo; focus on responsibility 
and one-size-firs-all equality 

often fall into this category, en1phasizing personal virtue but not neces

sarily translating this into a social critique that looks at root causes of 

social problen1s. Virtue ethics atten1pts to address the syn1pton1s of pov

erty, climate cl1ange, and so forth, but has a difficult tin1e catalyzing this 

into n1eaningful action in solidarity with otl1ers. 

The feeling of being "uncritical and alienated" is what drives the 

don1ination systen1 described by Freire. These individuals focus on per

so11al rights fron1 a Hedonistic and Egoistic perspective, with little or no 

awareness of how this affects others around them. They do not particu

larly want to change the social systen1, except perhaps to reduce it as far 

as possible so that individuals are free to n1ake their own choices. 

Although these people feel alienated in ter1ns of ni.aking changes to the 

system as a whole, t11ey seen1 to have a fairly high degree of agency for 

ni.aking changes within their ow11 lives, for getting the things that they 

want and need for themselves. 

Unfortunately, for this reason. n1any of us feel forced to act in this 

way, too- hence the "tragedy of the con1mons," where everyone anx

iously grabs for as n1any resources as possible since othe1wise son1eone 

else will get tl1en1 and vve fear we will not have enough.47 This perspec

tive is the fuel for an individualist rather than a collectivist perspective, 

and n1any of us participate in this systen1 not because we want to or 

believe in it, but because without a strong social network to trust to col

lectively provide for the needs of all in the group. we see no other choice 

than fending for ourselves. 
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Tl1e "uncritical but hopeful" group is characterized by altruistic peo

ple who really do want what is best for the wl1ole, but are generally satis
fied with the way things are. Tl1ese n1ay be pastors or priests within 

religious settings, individuals who want to offer con1fort and support and 
who do not see tl1eology or prophecy as their calling. Many people of 

faith fall into this category as well. They are regular church-goers, respon

sible n1e1nbers of society, and though they n1ay 11ave to worl< 11ard, tl1ey 
are n1aking it, and tl1ey think others can work hard and 1nake it, too. 

These individuals often have a vague vision of a Utopia, but passively 

anticipate its appearance in their lives (or after death). They believe in 

equal rigl1ts, that each person should be treated the san1e way. This is the 

justice as fair11ess approach of Rawlsian justice, without attention to his
torical disparity that still influences tl1e ability for "equal opportunity" to 

be n1eted out equally.48 They believe eve1yone will have an equal voice in 
a democratic systen1, and therefore, they are 11opeful about their own 
ability to in1pact the systen1. Tl1ey are probably right that they could 

impact the systen1 if they so cl1ose, because tl1ey 11ave tl1e education and 

the n1eans to do so, but they do not have 111ajor critiques of the social sys
ten1 because they are part of the group that is benefitting from that sys

te111. It is this group of people about wl1om Marx said tl1at religion is the 
opiate of the people. 

In tl1e United States, 1nany Christians fit this "uncritical and hopeful" 

description, and practice son1ething n1ore like a civil religion than any
thing resembling what Jesus taught. The current systen1 provides con1fort 
and justification for their belief that hard work is rewarded, and they see 
no need to reflect on the centuries of racial and other l<inds of power 

in1balances placil1g the1n i11 a situation of privilege. Regarding clin1ate 

change, if they believe it, they believe it will be solved by a vague idea of 
technical fixes and 11uman ingenuity. "We have always solved our prob

lems in the past. right?" the tl1inking goes. "Son1eone will solve this one, 
too." Others disbelieve cli1nate change because tl1e i11creasingly shrill 

1nessagi11g of its propone11ts is much less reassuri11g than the call11 expla

nations of fossil fuel con1panies, who n1ake their lives n1ore con1fortable 
and wl10 explain away clin1atologists' clain1s with infor1nation that cer

tainly looks like authentic science.49 

The final group is "critical a11d 11opeful." Tl1ese individuals are able to 
realistically see and critique the world's social systen1s, and to ren1ain 
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hopeful that their actions \.Viii make a difference. even if that difference 
is sin1ply struggling for so1nething n1eaningful rather than living a life of 

1neaningless con1placency or despair. l 'he studies by Zin11nern1an and 

Christens et al. show that these individuals are generally supported by 
strong social networks through their involven1ent in con1111unity organi

zations. Although they may not co1ne fron1 politically powerful den10-

graphic categories, critical hopers can mobilize and n1ake a big 
difference. such as the fan1ous exan1ples of the Civil Rights Moven1ent 

and Gandhi's nonviolent resistance movement for Indian independence. 
These individuals are motivated by being part of son1ething greater than 

then1selvcs. and through involven1ent in con1111unity organizations, they 

are able to gain skills and selt:confidence. leading to selt:efficacy. which 

provides further fuel for their hope. Critical hopers a re generally thinking 

in a broad titne scale, such as the in1age used by Martin Luther King, Jr.: 
"the arc of the n1oral universe is long, but it bends toward justice."50 

Within theological fran1eworks, liberation theology fits into this cate

gory. It strives to enact a praxis-oriented faithfulness based on critical 
hope. Placing themselves within a larger story, everyday actions and 

stn1ggles gain deeper n1eaning and significance. and hope derives fron1 
experiential knowledge of an intin1ate God at work within struggle and 

suffering, as well as tra11scending the present n1on1ent with view to a lar

ger goal.5 1 

Shift ing categories 

The bad news. for those of us who want to live in and encourage the idea 
of critical hope. is that Christens et al. shov.red that only 7.5% of their 
study population expressed the characteristics of critical hopefulness.52 

The good news is that the categories are not static. Psychological studies 
show that individuals can learn how to practice hope and engage n1ean
ing in their lives, often through involven1ent in con11nunity organiza

tions. 53 Unfortunately, faith co111n1unities can operate fron1 an "uncritical 

and hopeful" perspective, fostering a civil religion that sanctions the 

actions of the state rather than critiquing then1 and making governn1en

tal policies 1nore just. And scholars in the religious academy tend to oper

ate within the "critical but alienated" catego1y. seeing the changes that 
need to occur and calling thcn1 out but not feeling the agency to change 
the systen1. raith comn1unities and theologians yet hold unique potential 
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for tl1e cultivation of critical hope. They are part of already-established 

con1n1unity orga11izations, a11d tl1eir constituents generally espouse either 

hope or social critique. 

Those in the "uncritical and hopeful" category nlay nlove toward 
social critique if their sitt1ation begins to becon1e uncon1fortable. They 

nlay begin to question the certainty with whicl1 tl1ey hold their low level 
of social critique. For those wl10 grew up in the nliddle class but see their 

children struggling to find jobs that will pay tl1eir bills, they can see with 

their own eyes that hard work does not necessarily end in social rewards 

of a living wage. For those wl10 have a natural gas fracking faci lity built 

near their hon1e, the environmental in1pact becon1es painfully obvious. 

These individuals can be fairly easily 1nobilized to work on a particular 

issue once the issue con1es to their attention. They 11ave son1e power in 
the sociopolitical systen1, so they are already son1ewhat hopeful (or at 

least optimistic). If they see the problen1, they n1ay work on it. For exam
ple, n1a11y in tl1e n1iddle-class An1erican churcl1 11ave becon1e aware of 

the problen1 of hun1an sex trafficking in the United States and have 
nlobilized to work against this problen1 in the last decade. 

The difficulty is sustaining this group's interest for long enough to 
ensure that a problem is fully worked out. Once they no longer see it, it 

is easy to go back to con1fortable passivity. Another danger is that these 
individuals can n1ove to the "alienated" category if they are not able to 
see the effects of their actions. At tl1is point, they can choose tl1e "critical 
and alienated" category if they have becon1e sufficiently conscious of the 

social problen1s facing the world, or they nlay give up and ignore social 
critiques, becon1ing apathetic a11d letti11g go of hope for cl1ange. 

Those who are critical but alienated can also be n1oved iI1to a critical, 

hopeful perspective if they begin to perceive then1selves as having self

efficacy: if their actions begin to have n1eaning and purpose, and/or if 

they see some forward progress in n1oving toward their goal. For exan1-

ple, nlany seen1 to be gaini11g cautious hope after tl1e Paris clin1ate talks 

in Decen1ber 2015, COP21. Since the presence of despair shows tl1at a 

spark of 11ope still exists in this group, igniting hope in these individuals 
can occur through encouraging participation in relationships and con1n1u
nities of critical hope. Encouraging individuals to see tl1en1selves within 
the context of a broader story with a depth of meaning can give these 

individuals a sense of agency tl1ey do not feel when focused only on their 
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personal stories of success and failure. The con1bination of a sense of 
n1eaning that fits into a larger story plus the sy11ergistically agential 
power of involven1ent in con1n1unity organizations can provide activate 
l1ope in those who are despairing. 

The group that is neither critical nor hopeful is nlore difficult. Since 
tl1ey exhibit apatl1y, they no longer have a desire for hope that can easily 
be catalyzed. It is possible that if enough people get on board with a criti
cal and hopeful perspective and begin making changes, those within the 
uncritical and alienated group n1ay begin to take note. and n1ay change 
their perspective. They nlay nlove into the "critical" category, becoming 
aware of social problen1s and why they are important. At the ve1y least, 
enacting critical l1ope can disarn1 the power of the uncritical a11d alien
ated group. If their power lies in the fear that there will not be enough 
to go around. that there is son1eone who will always grab for a larger 
piece of the pie, the best way to combat this is not by taking one's own 
large piece of pie, but by sharing what one has so that others do not have 
to fear not having enough. As more individuals authentically care for one 
another, the need for acting in an uncritical and alienated way disap
pears. and n1ore people can realistically choose the option of c1itical 
hope. AJ1d it is encouraging to note that this group con1prises only 20% of 
the people studied, so if the other groups are catalyzed in the direction 
of critical hope, this group beco1nes only a s1nall, fearful voice. 

This n1ay sound u1u·ealistic and Utopian, and perhaps it is. But there 
is good evidence that those living within strong networks of con1n1unities 
who hold critical hope are psychologically healthier. have better overall 
life satisfaction, and even exhibit better physical health.54 Those with 
critical hope recognize that there will always be suffering; it is an 
unavoidable part of the human condition. But through the process of 
n1aking 1neaning fi·on1 suffering together and choosing to practice hope. 
strong comrnunities form that can effect positive change in the world. 

Toward an ecotlieology of critical hope 
The important difference between critical alienation and critical hope is 
an epistemic one: fi·on1 01thocloxy (right belief) to orthopraxy (right 
action). 55 In other words, the inoven1ent is fron1 a theology that only 
talks to one that also acts. It is living by the spirit of tl1e law. rather than 
the letter of the law: living out love relationally through our actions, 
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rather than legalistically holding onto "orthodox" beliefs sin1ply because 
those are the words that have been passed dowi1 to us. Utilizi11g 

orthopraxy, we see tl1e theological task as knowing God through lived 

experience ratl1er tl1an sin1ply understanding things about God. We learn 
to identify right living relationally, in in1n1anent context, and with an 

episten1ology that is intensely personal as well as universally connecting. 

Here is wl1ere the idea of critical hope and the in1portance of enact
ing both sides of the prophetic role co1ne into play regardi11g environ

n1ental concerns. If theologians sin1ply engage in orthodox beliefs and 
interpret scientifically orthodox inforn1ation about clin1ate change but go 

about our ordinary lives, considering our job finished, whose job is it to 

e11act the changes necessary to niitigate climate change, to e11gage in 

orthopraxy? Housed safely within the academy, how do we know about 

the hun1an experiences of suffering that our lifestyle engenders? Writing 

at a desk, when do we experience the wonder of creation and the intense 
groaning of a degraded landscape? 

The n1uch-quotecl ecotheology passage, Ron1ans 8:18-25 (NRSV), is 
illustrative here: 

I consider that the sufferings of this present tin1e are not worth 

con1paring with the gloty about to be revealed to us. For the cre

ation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of 

God; for the creation was subjected to futi li ty, not of its OW11 will 

but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the cre

ation itself will be set free fron1 its bondage to decay and will 

obtain the freedon1 of the glory of the children of Goel. We know 

that the whole creation has been groaning in labor pains until 

now; and not only the creation. but we ourselves. who have the 

first fi:uits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, 

the reden1ption of our bodies. For in hope we were saved. Now 

hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen? But 

if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience. 

In this passage, it is clear that the world is not as it should be: There 

is a critique. ·r11ings need to change. Suffering and hope are juxtaposed 
here. as in Moltn1ann and Frankl. We are suffering fron1 a systen1 tl1at 
causes us anxiety and fear. but we also have hope because we can envi

sion the world as it should be. The whole creation participates, groaning 
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in this lan1ent. simultaneously critiquing. suffering, and hoping. The 
words translated "waits with eager longing" have a n1eaning of continu

ous, active, expectant hoping. The word for "waiting," :xrceKoexo~1a1, is in 
the n1idclle n1oocl. i11eaning it is a reflexive action in which the creation 

is acting and receiving the benefit of tl1e action. Wl1en we participate in 

creation's groaning and longing, we receive the benefit of this action. 

Our act of hoping engenders hope. By participating in the process with 

the wl1ole of creation, by becon1ing conscious of our place in this process, 

we can receive the benefits of this eager longing and hoping. 
Theologians and other people of faith are situated in an ideal location 

for enacting this ecotheology of critical hope. The key is forn1ing comn1u
nities capable of critical hope, and so, even for n1any theologians and 

people of faith, forn1ing a con1n1unity or finding one that is already show
ing signs of critical hope is an in1portant first step. As ecotheologian Jen

nifer Butler puts it, "Discon1fort with isolation becan1e n1y catalyst. I 

realized the only a11tidote to n1y growing sense of displacen1ent was 

replacing alienatio11 with rootedness."56 She intuitively realized that she 

needed the agency that con1es with participating in a critically hopeful 

co1nn1u1lity, rooted in her faith tradition. Con1bining hope theo1y with 
liberation pedagogy and political theology, in this next section I will show 

how co1nn1unities of faith can interpret the warnings of climatologists 
into actions of critical hope that can transforn1 our planet in a positive 
direction. 

Praxis: combininq hope theory, critical hope, and theoloqy into reflexive action 

Bozalek et al. calls the process of enacting critical hope "goal-directed 
social praxis."57 Witl1i11 the context of our larger hope of participating in 

creation in a way tl1at allows creation to be "set free fron1 its bondage to 
decay" in order that it n1ay "obtain the freedorn of the glory of the chil
dren of God" (Ro 8:21). it is in1po1tant to set sn1aller, realistic goals that 

en1body steps in the direction of our overall hope. Therefore, the first 

step for theologians who would like to interpret clin1atological inforn1a

tion into action is to decide on a preliminary, feasible goal. If one does 

not already have a community with whon1 to journey in this process, 

developing or joining such a com1nunity could be an important first goal. 
Inherent in this goal forn1ation process is a critique: We n1ust recog

nize a problen1 that is occurring that we n1ay be able to address with our 
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actions. In order to do this, we engage critical thinking, and we also n1ust 

be willing to be personally transforn1ed. For academics. this n1ight look 
like letting go of the banking n1odel of education and being willing to 

allow others to be or becon1e experts. Part of tl1is process n1ay evoke a 

sense of personal conviction about one's role in the unjust system that 

has brought about this situation, leading to confession and repentance. 
In order not to beco111e stuck in the critical and alienated category, 

here \Ve must practice the full action of repentance, including actively 
turning around and going in another direction to orient fully toward the 

hoped-for world. Since theologians and cli1natologists are often professors 

within an academic setting that very n1uch abides by the culture of domi
nation, this is another reason that acaden1ics can feel stuck and despair

ing. Their very livelihood and ability to co11tinue doing the research that 

co11tributes to our understand ing of clin1ate cl1ange is contingent on 

upholding a systen1 of domination, and yet that systen1 is the san1e one 

which is causing anthropogenic clin1ate change. True repentance niay be 
extremely costly and takes great courage. 

It can be helpful to engage our in1aginations, to in1agine the world as 
it would look in thirty years. and then to work backward fron1 there.58 

This helps us create at least one possible pathway fron1 our present state 

to where we want to be. We are enacti11g '"lived' critical pedagogy and 
curiosity about wl1at is possible."59 As McGeer puts it, "hun1an agency is 

about i1naginatively exploring our own powers, as n1uch as it is about 
using then1. "60 

l'o find the agency to take this step, we can reflect on our personal 
histo1y: Are there ways we have already been engagi11g in pro-environ

n1ental behavior that can encourage us to continue in that direction? Are 

there stories from our larger con1n1unity of faith or from our sacred 
scriptures that provide a solid foundation from which our chosen action 

can flow? By engaging our personal and con1munal histories, we make 

n1eaning of the action we plan to perforn1. Therefore, even if it is difficult 

or uncon1fortable, even if we feel afraid. the meaning with which our sto

ries infuse the action propels us forward with courageous hope. 
Thus, agency for hope comes through transcending ti1ne. Our reflec

tion on our faith tradition's past is n1eaningful "only if hope in the future 

takes root in the present."61 Through this action of stepping outside of 
tilne, we are able to see a broader vision of the meanings of our actions, 
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living fully in the present in light of this eschatological perspective. To 

enter into this space, prayer, n1editation, and time spent in natl1re are all 
ways that conservation psychologists are finding that individuals gain 
agency to do environn1ental work.62 Faith con1n1unities have long found 

power and courage in these practices, and prayer, n1editation. and tin1e 

in narure should not be forgotten or neglected as spirirual practices and 

catalysts for action. 
Finally, it is in1portant to notice what we have accon1plished. After 

we attempt each step, we can give our con1n1unities and ourselves tin1e 

to celebrate the action and n1ake n1eaning of it. If it was not as successful 

as hoped, transforn1ing that clisappointn1ent into a learning opportunity 
can yet catalyze the next step. Acknowledging the good work that has 
occun·ed and 111aking it part of tl1e collective identity of the group can 

add another story to the repertoire of n1eaning-filled agency that can pro

vide support for taking the next step. Enacting this recursive process of 
reflection and critique leading to actio11 within a con1munity can provide 

a space where critical thinking is developed and valued, and individuals 

learn new skills tl1at engender a sense of self-efficacy. enabling then1 to 

realistically atten1pt ever n1ore ambitious goals within the context of a 

con1n1unal support network. 

Hope for (eco)theology? 

Theologians are faced with an epistemic choice when it con1es to our 
interpretive role: Do we choose a theology of orthodoxy. where we are 
paralyzed in critical alienation by the system in which we are both privi

leged and oppressed? Or do we choose a prophetic tl1eology of ortho
praxy, recognizing that lmowledge con1es fron1 tl1e both/and of reflection 
and action. the already and the not yet. poverty and con1munity. in1n1a

nence and transcendence. self-efficacy and radical interconnectedness?63 

Can we fuse futility and utopia into a n1eaningful. en1bodied hope for 

this day?64 

Making this courageous choice, we propel ourselves into a n1essy. 

uncertain world in which we n1ay not be as con1fortable as we used to 
be. but neither 1nust we feel paralyzed in existential despair. Instead, our 

lives will be filled with purpose. relationships. con1n1unity, and hope. Our 

actions will be n1ultiplied as we t1ust one another and open up a space 
for others to not have to fear being crushed by a systen1 of do1nination 
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and oppression. Participating in the act of critical hope. we receive the 

benefit of tl1at action. living out the 1nost hun1a11 of all en1otions. and in 

the process becon1ing n1ost fully ourselves within an ever-renewing con

text of inte1woven creation. 
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