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EDITOR’S COLUMN

Need for an Environmental Spirituality Going Forward

Anthony Le Duc, SVD

As the world was trying to pull itself out of the coronavirus
pandemic and while Russia and Ukraine were engaging in a war that
holds enormous ramifications for global peace, on 14-15 September
2022, dozens of religious leaders gathered in Kazakhstan for the Seventh
Congress of the Leaders of World and Traditional Religions. The theme
of the gathering appropriately focused on “the role of leaders of world
and traditional religions in the spiritual and social development
of mankind in the post-pandemic period.” In his welcome speech,
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev set the agenda for discussions
and reflections by remarking that “as we face an increasingly turbulent
geopolitical post-pandemic world, it becomes more crucial to develop
new approaches to strengthening inter-civilizational dialogue and trust
at the global level.”!

The declaration released at the conclusion of the two-day event
affirms the essential role of religions in helping to address contemporary
global dilemmas. One of the major concerns which the leaders paid
attention to was caring for our common home, which in his speech in the
first plenary session, Pope Francis mentioned as one of four important
tasks that needed to be carried out post-pandemic. The others were
becoming artisans of communion, addressing the challenge of peace, and
promoting fraternal acceptance. This multi-pronged agenda is reflected
in the final declaration which states, “We appeal to all people of faith
and goodwill to unite in this difficult time and contribute to ensuring
security and harmony in our common home — planet Earth.” Indeed,
human and environmental flourishing comprises multiple intertwining
facets — social, political, economic, environmental, and spiritual — all

! Remarks by President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev. Retrieved from
https://religions-congress.org/en/news/novosti/1679

2 Declaration of the VII Congress of the Leaders of World and Traditional
Religions. Retrieved from https://religions-congress.org/en/page/deklaraciya-
uchastnikov-VII
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serving to impact each other either negatively or positively. Thus, the
participants declared “that in the conditions of post-pandemic world
development and the globalization of processes and security threats,
the Congress of the Leaders of World and Traditional Religions plays
an important role in the implementation of joint efforts to strengthen
dialogue in the name of peace and cooperation, as well as the promotion
of spiritual and moral values.”

The Asian Research Center for Religion and Social
Communication shares the sentiments stated above and has allocated
most of the pages of this issue of Religion and Social Communication to
the theme of “Religion and Environmental Flourishing: Reflections from
the Pandemic Experience.” The contributions in the form of research
articles and essays come from a variety of religious perspectives —
Buddhist, Catholic, Muslim, Jain, Hindu, Protestant, Eastern Orthodox.
Despite coming from different religious worldviews, the underlying
message fundamentally affirms that promoting ecological flourishing
requires an approach that centers on both praxis and spirituality in order
to prevent the task of caring for our common home to become simply
a series of dry mechanical calculations, purely theoretical propositions,
or clever policy enactments. Religions at their best inspire and infuse
external acts that are consistent with authentic interior virtues ordered
to the wellbeing of both humanity and the natural environment. In this
respect, religions must undergo its own self-examination in order to
adequately speak to the present context. As the Buddhist scholar monk
Bhikkhu Bodhi (1994) asserts:

If any great religion is to acquire a new relevance it must
negotiate some very delicate, very difficult balances. It
must strike a happy balance between remaining faithful to
the seminal insights of its Founder and ancient masters and
acquiring the skill and flexibility to formulate these insights
in ways that directly link up with the pressing existential
demands of old-age. It is only too easy to veer towards one
of these extremes at the expense of the other: either to adhere
tenaciously to ancient formulas at the expense of present
relevance, or to bend fundamental principles so freely that
one drains them of their deep spiritual vitality. Above all, I
think any religion today must bear in mind an important
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lesson impressed on us so painfully by past history: the task
of religion is to liberate, not to enslave. Its purpose should be
to enable its adherents to move towards the realization of the
Ultimate Good and to bring the power of this realization to
bear upon life in the world.

This sentiment adequately encapsulates the task that religious
traditions must undertake to contribute to addressing contemporary issues
plaguing society, especially that of the environmental crisis. Although
there have been countless books, academic articles, and conferences
on the topic of religion and the environment, there is still a need for
ongoing voices for multiple reasons. First, as long as the environmental
crisis continues to threaten human and ecological flourishing, there can
never be silence even if what 1s now said has already been said before.
The environmental crisis did not develop overnight, and it would not be
resolved in a short time. Persistence on the part of those who recognize
the problem and tirelessly address it is essential to its mitigation and,
hopefully, eventual remedy. In addition, old voices can be renewed,
reinvigorated, and re-presented in new social contexts where both the
speaker and the listener approach the issue with different understanding
and sensibilities. Thus, even if the content of the message is not new,
how and in what circumstances it is presented may help it to gain new
import. As religion and the environment can impact each other, at the
same time be impacted by technological and social developments,
ongoing engagement in the discourse in an interdisciplinary and
interreligious manner promises to be beneficial to the ultimate goal
of achieving flourishing and wellbeing for both nature and humanity.
Therefore, ongoing work in environmental spirituality must explore the
following questions:

e How can an adherent of a religion develop a spirituality that
is conducive to promoting environmental wellbeing?

e What elements of one’s religious tradition are able to inform
such an environmental spirituality?

e How can particular religious traditions motivate and sustain
an environmental spirituality that does not derail from its
tradition, yet at the same time, is able to respond to the
present situation?

e Howdoesareligious environmental spirituality manifest itself
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in ethical actions and activities relating to the environment?

e How can religious systems make a unique contribution to the
overall global discourse on environmentalism itself?

e How can a religious environmental spirituality enrich and
inform purely secular environmental ethics?

Scientific surveys and empirical experience confirm that religion
continues to play a prominent role in the life of people around the world,
which makes it wise to encourage an environmental spirituality founded
upon scientific facts and positively informed and motivated by their faith.
In this context, the term ‘spirituality’ is applied to all religious systems,
including nontheistic traditions like Buddhism and Confucianism. One
might find the term ‘spirituality’ applied to a religion like Buddhism to
be an oxymoron because Buddhism denies the existence of a ‘spirit’ or
a ‘self.” However, ‘spirituality’ in its modern academic usage does not
necessarily connote the presence of a ‘spirit’ or a ‘soul’ as understood in
Western Christianity but can also refer to a more general state or experience
of inner wellbeing and transformation. Because of this, spirituality as
a discipline can be applied to a variety of religious systems as well as
non-religious contexts. The Dalai Lama (1999) says that spirituality goes
beyond religion, which is “concerned with faith in the claims to salvation
of one faith tradition or another, an aspect of which is acceptance of some
form of metaphysical or supernatural reality, including perhaps an idea
of heaven or nirvana.” On the other hand, spirituality is “concerned with
those qualities of the human spirit —such as love and compassion, patience,
tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense of responsibility, a sense of
harmony — which brings happiness to both self and others.” Therefore, the
Dalai Lama asserts that what is needed is not a ‘religious revolution,’ but
a ‘spiritual revolution’ where there is a “radical reorientation away from
our habitual preoccupation with self” and a turning “toward the wider
community of beings with whom we are connected, and for conduct which
recognizes other’s interests alongside our own.” Having said that, the
Dalai Lama does not deny that spiritual “qualities, or virtues, are fruits of
genuine religious endeavour and that religion therefore has everything to
do with developing them and with what may be called spiritual practice.”

What religions continually emphasize is that the dilemmas
plaguing humanity today are not just social issues. As His Eminence
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Dr. Ahmed Al-Tayeb, the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar and Chairman of
the Muslim Council of Elders remarked in his speech at the Congress in
Kazakhstan, the issues of concern to global religious leaders “is the topic
of the hour at the spiritual and social levels.” Therefore, when it comes to
such complex dilemmas as the environmental crisis, changes must start
from within the human spirit. Otherwise, remedies are only superficial,
temporary, and inadequate. The COVID-19 pandemic experience has
revealed this lack of and need for deeper spiritual transformation from
humanity. During the first year of the pandemic, in which the virus was
wreaking havoc on nations and peoples, causing lockdowns on a massive
scale, there was hope that the pandemic would somehow serve as a reset
for the environment. Skies were clearer, more wild animals appeared
in public places, and certain natural places, bereft of human footprints
revitalized. But all this was not much more than a temporary respite
because environmentally positive actions were carried out due to force,
not from an awakening of conscience. In fact, there were many signs
that humans were just as willing to disregard the wellbeing of nature to
protect their own health (at least in the short term). All plans for reusable
cups at cafes and restaurants were put on hold. Discarded masks and
COVID-19 test kits became one of the most common forms of garbage.
As people did not leave the house, most opted for ordering things online
that were delivered in layers of wrappings that would be discarded as
trash. When restaurants were opened, utensils came individually wrapped
in plastic bags to ensure proper sanitation. And once travel restrictions
were removed, demand for airline tickets surged to pre-pandemic levels.
Since 2021, the term ‘revenge travel” has become a buzzword to describe
the pent-up demand for travel to make up for lost trips during pandemic
restrictions. Thus, even when petrol prices doubled and airline ticket
prices sky-rocketed due to higher demands, people still organized big
trips by air and by land with little hesitance.

All the signs indicate that as people put the pandemic behind them
(at least mentally), things will return to the way it always was with not
much change in their way of traveling, of consuming, and of carrying
out their daily activities. The dangers that climate scientists warned
pre-pandemic remain no less serious after nearly three years of the
health crisis. Thus, the need for interreligious and interdisciplinary
collaboration in order to address the environmental crisis is still an
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urgency that cannot be ignored as we dig ourselves out of one of the
most terrible calamities in modern history.

REFERENCES

Bhikkhu Bodhi. “A Buddhist Response to Contemporary Dilemmas of Human
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ARTICLE

(Re)Discovering the Sacredness of Mount Pulag:
A Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Eco-Spiritual Grounding

Rico C. Jacoba’
Brigido Dubao’

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the spiritual dimension of human ecology at
Mount Pulag. To achieve this, the researchers gleaned themes on
the sacredness of Mount Pulag from available literature and field
interviews with members of the indigenous groups living around
the sacred mountain at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The elements in the sacred mountains of the Judeo-Christian
tradition are made to dialogue and interplay with the themes
relative to Mount Pulag. The dialogue among the elements leads
to the realization that the sacred Mount Pulag of Kabayan is
physically distant from but very akin to the sacred mountains
of theophany in biblical Israel. In similar ways, both mountains
are sacred mountains of God's presence. Sustained by His (and
spirits’) presence, Mount Pulag contributes to the well-being
of human beings and creation. Thus, God s sustaining presence
makes sacred Mount Pulag a source of spirituality at the height
of the COVID-19 pandemic. If recognized and made to influence
practice, this rediscovered eco-spiritual bond between humankind
and Mount Pulag could lead to a transformed way of being in the
world, with humanity interrelating with all creation as subjects,

'Rico C. Jacoba, PhD is presently a faculty member of Saint Louis
University, Baguio City, Philippines. He holds a BA in Philosophy, MA in Religious
Education, MA in Special Education, a PhD in Educational Management, and PhD
in Applied Theology. Currently, he is a member of the Board of Directors of the
Religious Educators Association of The Philippines (REAP) and serves as the Data
Privacy Officer and Website Administrator. His research interests include Applied
Theology, Systematic Theology, and Empirical Theology.

2 Brigido Dubao is a member of the Ibaloi indigenous community of
Kabayan, Benguet, Philippines. He holds a Bachelor of Arts Major in Philosophy
and Sociology from the San Pablo Regional Seminary. He finished Systematic
Theological formation at the Immaculate Conception School of Theology in Vigan
City, llocos Sur. Currently, he is the Executive Officer of St. Louis College of
Bulanao, Tabuk, Kalinga, Philippines.
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not objects, in the post-COVID-19 pandemic era.

Keywords: sacred mountains, human ecology, eco-spirituality,
post-COVID-19, indigenous people.

1. Introduction

In our current health crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic has led many
religious adherents to display their devotion to God through prayer and love
for their brethren through service. Many religious congregations, churches,
and Christian members provided religious interventions and assistance
to people in dire need. Some provided online spiritual guidance, initiated
feeding programs, and offered protective gear for healthcare workers (Del
Castillo 2022). Some tried to find ways to save their lucidity and spiritual
uplifting through nature appreciation. Some tried to reconnect to Mother
Nature, like mountain hiking. For this reason, this paper wants to explore
and understand how a mountain like Mount Pulag of Kabayan Benguet in
the Philippines became significant to many during the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.1 The popularity of Mount Pulag

Mount Pulag is popular with foreign and local tourists and mountain
trekkers who usually post their impressions of this sacred mountain on social
media blogs, newspapers, and magazines. The popular view of Mount Pulag
seems rooted in visitors’ impressions. Though visitors are oriented briefly
at the DENR Office at Ambangeg, Bokod, about Mount Pulag and how to
behave at the sacred ground before the start of the climb, the 30-minute
orientation, however, does not fully present what Mount Pulag is all about,
especially about the understanding of the Indigenous people around the
sacred mountain.

Since the researchers are not strangers to the municipality where
Mount Pulag rises, they prefer to use an unstructured interview guided by
the theme of sacredness. For a grounded and wider range of perspectives on
how the indigenous people of Kabayan view Mount Pulag, the researcher
reached out to informants from different communities around the sacred
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mountain, including Ibaloi and Kalanguya ethnolinguistic groups,® young
people, tour guides/porters, and some tourists/visitors. The stratification of
informants is meant to get a broader range of views about Mount Pulag as
a sacred space based on the informants’ knowledge and experiences. All
interviews were confidential; the names of interviewees were withheld by
mutual oral agreement. Each informant/interviewee is herein labeled as
Respondents “A,” “B,” “C,” and so on.

To focus more on this space’s sacredness, the researchers treated
the subject thematically. The themes are chosen from the salient and
significant points brought out by the informants in their narratives, personal
experiences, and stories shared with them by older folks. As the themes
intertwine, some information/data in one theme is necessarily included in
another. Every theme is anchored in Mount Pulag.

1.2 The name “Pulag”

The name “Pulag” originated from the Kalanguya term napul-agan
(bare, or bald), also called epu-dagan in the Ibaloi language. This term
refers mainly to the grassland zone of the Mount Pulag summit, where only
dwarf bamboos thrive. The peak looks bald and bare, devoid of trees from
a distance. In the past, wild deer used to play and roll around like kids in
this area. Somewhere at the side below the peak was a body of water where
the deer used to gather to drink. From napul-agan came the name Pulag.*
According to early hunters, it was in this napul-agan area, the grassland
zone where wild deer used to congregate at early sunrise. For this reason,
the early sunrise at around 5:00 A.M. was described by the hunters as “/egit
ni makawas” or “sekit ni makebas” (sunrise of the wild deer).’

When the tri-boundary of Benguet, Ifugao, and Nueva Vizcaya
provinces were not yet delineated around Mount Pulag, the initial name

3 Ibaloi and Kalanguya Ethno linguistic groups are two Indigenous groups
in Kabayan (residing on the western and eastern part, respectively) aside from
the Kankanaey group on the northern part of the municipality. The term for their
language is also the term for their group.

* Informant “G” (70 yrs. old), Interview by Researcher, Ballay, Kabayan,
Benguet, February 09, 2021.

3 Informant “K” (56 yrs. Old — IP Representative of Lusod, Kabayan), Interview by
Researcher, Babadak, Bashoy, Kabayan, April 11, 2021.
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of the highest peak in Luzon was “Mount Pulog,” a name registered in
Lagawe, Ifugao, by a particular educator from Kiangan or Lagawe. The
American regime then picked up the name Mount Pulog in the early
turn of the twentieth century. However, to the Kalanguya and Ibaloi
indigenous communities around the sacred place, it has always been
known as Mount Pulag. Since the 1980s, until it became a National
Park in 1987, the highest peak in Luzon is better known as Mount Pulag
(Informant “K”).

Mount Pulag, after all, is not that bare or bald. Aside from the
conspicuous wild deer and ducks that used to roam the area, there are
unseen spirits whose presence was experienced by people around the
sacred mountain now and then.

2. Mount Pulag as Home of the Spirits

Sacred natural sites worldwide are believed to be “the abode of
deities and natural spirits and ancestors” and “can be important places of
reference for cultural identity” (R.Wild et al. 2009). If Mount Olympus
in Greek mythology is the home of the God Zeus; in Babylonian
mythology, great gods are born on the mountains; in Hindu, Buddhist,
and Tibetan mythologies, Mount Peru is the palace of the supreme God,
Sakra Devanorn Indra (Bassler 1989), for the Ibalois and Kalanguyas of
Benguet, Mount Pulag is the home of the Spirits. The Supreme Spirit,
Biyaw, is in charge of this holy mountain. From the informants’ stories,
one of the overriding themes that come to the fore is the presence of
spirits (biyaw/bfiaw, kaapuan, amapasit) in Mount Pulag. Mount Pulag
is the home of the biyaw/bfiaw as distinguished from the Kaapuan
(the spirits of the dead) and the ampasit (spirits living in trees/timbers)
(C.R. Moss 1920). Severino Oblas’ (2013) paper about W. Sacla (1987)
speaks of the hierarchy of spirits: the highest and most powerful Spirit is
Mengos-oschong followed by Kabunyan, then the Kaapuan, and other
lesser spirits. However, never was the Spirit Biyaw/Bfiyaw mentioned.

The generic term for these spirits is the egmaun-an (unseen
spirits). However, the term egmaun-an more appropriately refers to
biyaw/bfiaw. The biyaw of Mount Pulag is the highest biyaw as each
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mountain, by the way, has its biyaw. With its presence at Mount Pulag,
the sacred space has to remain clean, in order, peaceful, and calm.® The
sacredness of this mountain is highlighted even more by the stories of
some trekkers who had experiences of the power of these spirits. The
atmosphere of peace in the whole mountain area, according to informant
“J,” was usually noticed by trekkers. However, after informant “N” and
his group inappropriately played gongs at the peak, they experienced a
sudden downpour amidst a sunny sky. They might have disturbed the
serenity of that sacred space. Otherwise, his broad experience at the
summit was so relieving, accompanied by a feeling of being free just
being there. Overall, informant “N’s” experience of God’s presence in
nature at the summit seemed to sum up his trek.

Every creature living at the sacred mountain is taken care of by
this Biyaw. It is forbidden (pi-jew) to get anything (plants and animals)
at the Mount Pulag area without asking permission from the spirits or
performing a ritual for them to participate in. This kind of spirituality
of reverential fear (inayan) will guide a person’s behavior once he/she
sets foot in any sacred space. At times, according to informant “A,”
it is unwise even to mention the names of people when visiting the
peak because it is easier for the spirits to hide people whose names are
mentioned in case they misbehave within the area. In acknowledgment
of the supremacy of biyaw, the emambunong (indigenous priest) always
invokes their presence whenever and wherever he performs a ritual.’

The Buddhists in the Himalayas have associated the mountains
with the dead; mountains facilitate the rise of the spirit of the dead to
the other world (Bassler 1989). Similarly, Mount Pulag is where all
the spirits of the dead (kaapuan) go. At the top, these spirits count the
opo, the offering for the dead during the wake. This belief in the spirit
of the dead going up Mount Pulag was also affirmed by Respondent
“D” saying that the mountain is where the spirit of the dead ascends
after death so much that in the prayer over the remains of the dead the

¢ Merino, 14; Informant “A” (79 yrs. old), Interview by Researcher, Adereg,
Gusaran, Kabayan, December 02, 2021; Respondent “M” (73 yrs. old — Former Tour
Guide, Tour Guide Adviser), Interview by Researcher, Babadak, Bashoy, Kabayan,
August 11, 2022.

" Informant “A”, Interview; Respondent “K”, Interview.
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emambunong at times says, “Niman man dinmaw ka la, panchiwes ka
ngo da’d Pulag, kara ka ngo da masibat” (Now that you are gone, go
straight to Pulag, avoid wandering around).

According to Respondent “K.,” however, there is a popular belief
among the Kalanguya group that Mount Pulag is not the destination
or the home of the spirit of the dead (kaapuan). Instead, it is the home
of the Biyaw, the Supreme Unseen Spirit, who takes care of the whole
mountain and everything in it. The biyaw is in charge of Mount Pulag
and other lesser spirits like the ampasit (informant K). With this belief,
elder folks who visit the mountain usually invite the spirits to join them
during meals by performing a simple symbolic gesture called peltic.®
Going by this belief, Respondent “M” usually reminds the trekkers that
Mount Pulag is sacred for the indigenous people of Kabayan and that
spirits are ever-present in the mountain, so much so that some trekkers,
while going up the forested and grassy pathways, utter words like “fabi-
tabi po” (a Tagalog polite expression asking permission from the spirits
to let them pass through).

Several incidents of simeng (losing one’s way), singew (always
going back to where one came from), and na’ebit (being hidden by
spirits) were experienced by trekkers as a result of not living or behaving
according to the moral standards at the Home of the Spirits. Informant
“I” mentioned that the ampasit (as distinguished from the spirit of the
dead kaapuan) was responsible for hiding the engineer down Akiki Trail
in December 1999 for suspected misbehavior.® Additionally, informant
“J” related an incident involving some group members who could not
make it to the top as they only reached Camp 2, which is only over an
hour to the top. Since the group had only one guide who accompanied
those who pursued the journey up to the peak, the two decided to go
back by themselves instead. Reaching just past Camp 1, they caught up
with a tall guy they thought was also going down in the same direction.
They asked if they could join him downhill. All of a sudden, however,

8 “Peltic” is a gesture of spilling a small amount of liquid (wine, water,
coffee, juice) to the ground with accompanying prayer of permission and invitation.

? Informant “T” (60 yrs. old-Park Ranger), Interview by Researcher,
Abucot, Bashoy, Kabayan, February 10, 2022; Informant “F” (68 yrs. old), Interview
by Researcher, Lusod, Kabayan, February 08, 2022; Respondent “D”, Interview;
Informant “M”, Interview.
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their surroundings darkened and turned unfamiliar. They could no longer
trace their way down. In the meantime, the man disappeared from the
area. They cried in confusion, not knowing what to do since they had no
guide. After composing themselves, they acted according to what they
learned from old folks back home: to reverse their clothes and hang
them only cooked eggs they got at that time on the branch of a tree. Only
then did their surroundings begin to clear up.'’

Informant “I,” moreover, related the experience of his
grandfather, Sumakey Bangonan (deceased), who went hunting with two
companions around Mount Pulag. After lunch, one of them defecated
somewhere allegedly without informing or asking permission from the
spirits. While going down for home, they always ended up in a place
where one of them defecated. So, Sumakey reprimanded his companion
for defecating without permission from the unseen spirits (egmaun-
an). Realizing that they could not proceed further, one or some decided
to smoke his/their pipe(s). Only then were they able to move forward
(informant I). Similar punishments for offending spirits in the forested
mountains in northern Thailand are also discussed by David and Jaruan
Engel (2010) in their book, Tort, Custom, and Karma: Globalization
and Legal Consciousness in Thailand.

The same incident happened to two tourists, as related by
informant “K.,” who got lost while descending Mount Pulag. Although
the pathway from the peak to Camp 1 was clear, they could not trace
their way back. After several attempts to trace their way back, they
descended the path to Lusod (eastern side) instead of going down to
the Ranger Station at Babadak, Bashoy (southwestern side). It took
them two days to come out from Lusod via Ballay, Kabayan (northern
side). This respondent interpreted the event as a consequence of their
misbehavior while on the sacred mountain. Additionally, the case of an
American tourist who opted to be a sweeper while going down from
the top en route to the Babadak Ranger Station and got lost along the
way was interpreted to have been the work of the spirits. At one point,
he urinated without prior permission from the spirits. His companions
waited for him at the Ranger Station, but he failed to arrive. Some of their
members decided to go back to find him. According to this American, he

10 Informant “J”, Interview.
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could see them but could not talk and could not even be seen by those
who came back for him (informants “K” and “G”).

Informant “A” related another story that he heard from his father-
in-law involving a hunter who was hidden by the spirits (na ’ebit) after
he shot a duck near a pool below the peak of Mount Pulag. Parallel to
this incident is the experience of hunters at Mount Pulag, who prepared
a trap with concealed guns aimed at the deer that usually took the route
within the forested side of the mountain. After having caught nothing
on the spot, they went elsewhere to hunt the large bats (paniki) that
used to hang on the branches of trees. However, all of the bats were
spared from the series of bullets fired to the consternation of the hunters.
Not long after, dark clouds hovered over them, followed by a heavy
rain pouring down, catching them flat-footed and sending them to seek
shelter. They all had to suffer in the cold, particularly the person who
fired the gun. They had to find a place to rest. During the night, the spirit
of the mountain spoke to one of the hunters in a dream. Informant “G”
relates “that they had to suffer in the cold due to their attempts to kill
the animals in the mountain. These animals were being taken care of by
the spirits.”

As a side note, while Mount Pulag is popularly known among
trekkers and on social media as the “playground of the gods,” as it is
usually mentioned during the orientation given by the DENR to trekkers,
Respondent “N” noted, however, that the description does not originate
from the indigenous people of Kabayan. A Mambunong (traditional
medicine man) explains:

It must have been coined by English-speaking foreign tourists
who were told that the mountain is the abode of the spirits and
who have experienced the beauty and wonder of Mount Pulag.
It could have been an English version of their understanding
of the sacred mountain as the home of the spirits. Eventually,
the title or the description was borrowed by the tourism people
of Kabayan and called Mount Pulag the “playground of the
gods,” meaning home of the spirits.

From the characteristic of Mount Pulag as an abode of the spirits
flows the standards of conduct expected of visitors within the sacred
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space. [f Mount Pulag is the home of the spirits (Biyaw/bfivaw, Kaapuan,
Ampasit), then a respectful attitude and behavior are expected from
everyone. Any disrespectful conduct at Mount Pulag has corresponding
immediate consequences per trekkers’ experiences.

3. Mount Pulag as Refuge for Life

Mountains are a hiding place and refuge of the besieged
community. Mountain heights with springs of water were the usual
refuge of people during WWII. As narrated by the leaders of the Ibaloi
tribe, most of the residents of Kabayan fled to the mountains to escape
the pursuit of Japanese soldiers. Similarly, Mount Pulag had been a
point of refuge and continued to sustain life. There is much life, then,
at the sacred mountain. One informant in Lusod shared a myth relating
to Mount Pulag and the survival of the tribes surrounding the mountain
peak. In the early times, a terrible flood came to the Kalahan (mossy
forest) or the Kalanguya area where Mount Pulag is situated. A couple
named Wa-a (husband) and Gomiya (wife) tried to escape the flood by
taking refuge at the mountain’s peak. The more the couple scaled the
top, the more the flood level followed them until they reached a certain
point where the flood level stopped rising. As they had brought nothing
with them, they survived below the peak only with fish that the flood left
after it receded because the deluge wiped out all the plants. Wa-a and
Gomiya, however, were not the only survivors. Aside from the couple,
six other people survived because they were saved by an improvised
wooden boat. Eventually, the couple and the six others increased to
become descendants of the Ibaloi, the Kankanaey, and the Kalanguya
around Mount Pulag (informant “F”).

Mount Pulag, let it be recalled, is the home of the biyaw (Supreme
Spirit), the ampasit (lesser spirits), and also the kaapuan (spirits of the
dead). Biyaw is the one in charge overall of this sacred space. There is
life, therefore, even after death in this sacred place. Informant “A” shares
“the ducks around a pool of water just below the peak of this mountain,”
and for informant “G” “the deer (makawas/makebas), and large bats
(paniki), which were often the targets of hunters, were protected by the
spirits.” Hunters are punished for teaching them lessons whenever they
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touch the creatures under the spirits’ watch. Disrespect, rowdy behavior,
and disorder did not promote life at the sacred mountain and were dealt with
accordingly.

4. Mountains in Biblical Lenses

Similarly, the mountains in the Bible symbolize God’s power
and authority. This was evident, particularly in the case of Mount Sinai,
where the presence of Yahweh through clouds, fire, and lightning caused
fear and trembling among the Israelites at the base of the mountain.
Furthermore, Yahweh, through Moses, delineated the parameter within
which people were allowed to stay within the mountain. Only selected
people were permitted to ascend the sacred mountain because it was a
holy ground touched by God. In this sense, Mount Pulag is a reminder
of the Sinai event. Physically, only those fit to climb are allowed to scale
the mountain.

The theme of power identified with the mountain in the
Old Testament found its way to the New Testament. Jesus, on many
occasions, went up a mountain to commune with His Father, especially
at crucial moments in His ministry. His union with His Father gave Him
the strength to be humble as a servant, the strength to carry the cross
for humanity until the top of Mount of Olives. Mount Pulag is the holy
ground for a serene encounter with the unseen God who reveals Godself
in the wonder and beauty of nature as the Word came upon Mary in
silence during the annunciation (Lk 1:26ff). Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount
in Matthew 5 is a reminiscence of Yahweh at Mount Sinai giving the
Law to Moses for His people down the mountain. As the people listened
to God and Moses, so the people listened to Jesus from that hill.

Visitors scaling Mount Pulag cannot hide their realization
after encountering the wonders of nature that unfolded before them.
The feedback on Facebook blogs posted on travel agency websites
i1s ubiquitous, encouraging, and spirit-renewing positive comments.
However, more of that kind are still unspoken on screens. They usually
contrast the humdrum of city life and the workplace to the serene
and refreshing natural environment of Mount Pulag. Coming from an
environment saturated with noise inside and out, once at the top, they
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become still by the deafening power of silence that something “Divine”
1s present and expressed only in their “Wow” with an attitude of gratitude
for being there (Informant “0”).

This kind of powerful silence at the summit of Mount Pulag
recalls Elijah’s experience at the cave of Mount Sinai, where Elijah
renewed his allegiance to Yahweh and where he encountered God’s
presence not in the furious wind, not in the fire, not in the earthquake,
but a whisper of a voice (1Kings 19). Mount Pulag invites everyone to
imbibe the docile Spirit of Elijah to be able to recognize God’s presence
in its calm environs.

Having experienced the privilege of reaching the summit, having
experienced the wonder and beauty of nature, and having encountered
something of the “Divine” at the highest peak in Luzon give power and
a sense of identity to reflective trekkers. They become proud to sport
a T-shirt printed with “I Survive Mount Pulag.” Behind these printed
words 1s a renewed and broadened perspective on life. With their life-
refreshing experience, most visitors expressed their interest in coming
back time and time again.

This kind of dynamism of every Mount Pulag encounter recalls
the experience of the Israelites after the Sinai event. The theophany and
the Law gave them a renewed sense of being privileged to be God’s
people. It was a momentous event that Scripture writers, especially
the prophets, always reminded the Israelites about, highlighting the
covenant relationship. The individual’s encounter with God’s presence
at Mount Pulag could also lead to a change of heart and a renewal of a
personal covenant with God.

Nevertheless, suppose there were/are people who understood
more, entered fully and communicated better the presence of God and
spirits in sacred mountains. In that case, they are the priests and prophets
of old and the emambunong (indigenous priests) of Kabayan, Benguet,
and other mountains everywhere who act as the intermediaries between
humans and God and the spirits.
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5. Mount Pulag Communicates the Presence of the Sacred

Like Moses on Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:1), those who resides in the
vicinity of Mount Pulag asserts that Mount Pulag is a sacred space where
God communicates with God’s people. From the previous discourse, the
emambunong (indigenous priest/priestess) and priests and prophets, like
in the Judaeo-Christian traditions, play certain parallel vital functions in
the community. They communicate the message of Kabunyan (God). In
the traditional culture of Benguet, particularly in Kabayan, the indigenous
priest, the emambunong, is the person sought after because he/she has
a central role in every sacrificial rite in community celebrations. The
emambuong 1s held in high esteem because only he/she enters the world of
the spirits and communicates their message to the people (Merino 1989).
Whatever he/she says is heard and heeded because the spirits are viewed
to be an integral part of the human community on the same ground, on
the same mountain as Mount Pulag. This role of the emambunong is
evident when ritual sacrifices are offered to spirits to release visitors who
are hidden by the spirits of Mount Pulag for having infringed on specific
standards of behavior at the sacred mountain.

Likewise, in the Judaeo-Christian traditions, the priests and
prophets of Yahweh had an intimate relationship with God. They brought
God the concerns of their people as they, too, came from their people and
brought back to the people the message from God. Such was the case
with Moses at Mount Sinai (Ex 19-34), Elijah at Mount Carmel (1Kings
18), other prophets like Isaiah, etc., and finally, Jesus (life, death, and
resurrection).

Both traditions involved a sacrificial animal whose blood is
laden with a redemptive dimension which ultimately points to the
sacrifice of Jesus at Mount of Olives. Concerning Mount Pulag, while
the emambunong performed the rite in a particular place prepared for the
purpose almost within the periphery of the sacred mountain invoking the
name of the Supreme Spirit (bfiyao), and other spirits of Mount Pulag (as
Elijah invoked the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), the biblical priests/
prophets, too, performed the sacrifice on altars in sacred mountains. The
sacrifice and the presence of priests made the ground sacred.
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In the Old Testament priests and prophets were to serve and guard
the temple/sanctuary against anything unclean, as Adam was initially
charged to guard the sanctuary of the Garden of Eden. Similarly, the
emambunong of Kabayan, after performing the baknew (ritual to locate
a missing person or thing), gets the message across to all those visiting
Mount Pulag that the ground they are about to step on is a sacred home
of the spirits as much as the Sanctuary/Temple in the biblical tradition is
filled with God’s presence.

6. God’s Communication through Mount Pulag’s Lights and Clouds

A man and woman trekker of faith scaling Mount Pulag could not
but go beyond just the sight of clouds and sunrise. One can only recall the
presence of clouds, fire, dazzling light, and radiance on the mountains
in the Old and New Testament signifying God’s faithful presence
among God’s people in faithfulness to the covenant. The radiant light,
in Judaeo-Christian tradition, also signifies God’s glory and power, as
in the Sinai event (Ex 19-34), the fire on the sacrifice of Elijah at Mount
Carmel (1Kings 18), the event at Mount of Transfiguration as the pre-
view of Christ’s resurrection, where Jesus’ face shone like the sun (Mt
17:2). The early rising sun at Mount Pulag that gradually dispels the
darkness over the earth re-echoes the Christological and eschatological
overtone of Isaiah 42:6, 60:1-3 — light to the nations, a passage affirmed
by John 1:4-5, “The Word was the source of life, and this life brought
light to the people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has
never put it out” (also Jn 8:12; Acts 13:47).

The sea of clouds at Mount Pulag lighted up by the rising sun
can only mirror the clouds from where God spoke to His people from
Mount Sinai and Mount of Transfiguration. From Mount Carmel, the
small cloud seen from the sea signified the end of the three-year drought
in the Kingdom of Ahab. God is, once again, speaking through the sea
of clouds. Every visitor confronted by the clouds should listen and
take to heart that there is a God-given interplay in the natural order
of evaporation and condensation in the air behind the sea of clouds
at Mount Pulag. Suppose visitors who were inwardly touched by the
“divine” in the natural beauty unfolded by the sacred mountain desire to
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come back again and again, is this not an indication of spiritually thirsty
individuals living in parched metropolia ever longing for the “cloud” of
God’s presence? Aside from amidst lights and clouds, humankind finds
itself in the Sanctuary Garden of well-being in the mountains.

7. Rediscovering the Sacredness of the Mountain

Atthe onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, many people wondered and
tried to understand what this pandemic would bring. Experiences of worries
and anxiety can no longer be denied, including mental and spiritual stress.
The COVID-19 pandemic became a point of prayer and reflection. Various
kinds of coping mechanisms were sought. People realized the importance
of the mountains as the safest places during the COVID-19 pandemic; it
is where people are far from the crowd and have social distancing. At this
time, people tried to commune with nature in the mountains. Mount Pulag,
which was taken for granted for a long time, became important again as a
place of refuge. The COVID-19 pandemic stretched the general populace
beyond one’s comfort zone, leading to a lesson on spirituality. This is how
the sacredness of Mount Pulag was rediscovered. The fantastic view of
nature that unfolds before the eyes of trekkers could lead to the appreciation
of creation and the widening of one’s horizon to the “Unknown.”

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the world was shot down,
including the world of the indigenous peoples of Kabayan. They realized
that their produce sustaining their well-being and sustained by the water
tributaries originating from Mount Pulag can go nowhere for commercial
exchanges. As people with an ingrained sense of natural religiosity, they
groaned for their families and young ones’ survival. Thus, they turned
to “someone” beyond their control, “someone” who watched over them
for their day-to-day living. For these people, one of that “someone” is
“dwelling” at Mount Pulag, a Spirit who has always been there for them
but frequently forgotten due to the economic pressures of modern living.
Re-visiting the sacred mountain is rediscovering the sacredness of that
mountain and, perhaps, every mountain, for that matter, rediscovering the
spiritual dimension of one’s personal and communal, commercial, and
economic life.

The COVID-19 pandemic helped people to expand and rediscover
their inner life and reconnect once again with their fundamental sense of
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creatureliness with Mount Pulag. This sacred mountain unfolds in and
before us a sense of the Sacred, a sense of transcendence that we are more
than just victims of earthly exigencies like COVID-19. We are interrelated
with “Someone” spiritual. The experiences of visitors who were hidden at
Akiki trail and between the grassland and the Ranger Station at Bashoy; of
those who got lost and confused; of those who tried to steal; of those who
were soaked with the sudden rain; of those who kept on going back to where
they defecated, and of those who were rowdy at the sacred mountain, might
have taught these people the hard way a lesson on humility at the home of
the spirits. Indeed, they might have returned home with a transformed view
of Mount Pulag and themselves. This inner transformation was manifested
by the engineer who got lost and was found returned the following year with
his wife and scaled once again Mount Pulag. He then visited the informant
who once pleaded for his release, and they embraced each other in gratitude
(informant “I”).

At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, some signs of personal
transformation were noticeable in the various feedbacks of trekkers. The
following is an attempt to summarize their discoveries and realizations
during their journey to the sacred mountain. One informant narrated how
she was tricked into joining the trek because the one who initially signed
up backed out because of an emergency. All she knew was that they were
just bound to Baguio City. When the group told her they “kidnapped” her
for a trek to Mount Pulag, her initial reaction was panic because climbing
mountains was not her cup of tea. In short, with the help of her friends,
who provided her with the needed paraphernalia for the climb, she made
it to the top. For her, it was the coldest part of the Philippines. She did not
recall any moment when she ever perspired throughout the journey. Mount
Pulag was breathtaking; she did not expect it to be that nice and fulfilling.
Another tourist-interlocutor said that hiking to the “Playground of the gods”
contributed a lot to the change in his perception of life. Before, he thought
he must travel abroad because the most beautiful places could be found
outside the country (informant “O”).

Behind the sense of power for conquering the summit of Mount
Pulag and experiencing the wonders of the vastness of nature is the
feeling of being “small” at the top, a feeling that could lead to a change
in attitude. Along this line, Bassler (1989) quotes Leslie Stephen thus,
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“[T]he mountains represent the indomitable force of nature to which
we are forced to adapt ourselves; they speak to the man of his littleness
and his ephemeral existence.” As sacred mountains like Mount Pulag
are peaks of spiritual renewal and transformation, Taoist hermits seek to
transform themselves into immortals at the ridge of Hua Shan, the sacred
peaks of China. Additionally, “John Muir, a major figure in the genesis
of the environmental movement, founded the Sierra Club primarily to
preserve the Sierra Nevada as a place where people could go for spiritual
and physical renewal” (Bernbaum 2006).

From the onset to the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, various
lessons can be drawn from the trekkers’ experiences and those living
just around the sacred mountain. They experienced the vast open space
opening a world more than themselves. There is power beyond their
control that impresses on them a sense of being limited. A limitation is
comprehending nature’s mystery and the spirit that the sacred mountain
reveals in so many instances. Thus, the rediscovery of the story of the
sacredness of the mountain is a story worth handing down. It is “Good
News” to tell the next generation in the post-COVID-19 pandemic. This
phenomenon of sacred encounters in the area elicits among the indigenous
peoples a call from within to renew their sense of awe and wonder, a call
to acknowledge the power of the spirit in the area, a call to obedience,
respect, and proper moral behavior in the sacred mountain. The spiritual
renewal of trekkers and the disposition to be docile to something beyond
physical nature could lead to the realization that Mount Pulag unfolds
more than just the beauty of nature but something of the “Divine.”

8. Re-grounding Spirituality in Mount Pulag

COVID-19 is making many of us reconsider how we spend our
time. Previously, various activities took a large portion of our time. We are
naturally gregarious, busy people, so having time alone seems like a fresh
start. One wonders if social isolation will become the new normal and if
arranging a time for spiritual life-building will be part of the process of
filling the gap of loneliness. Rather than undertaking things to occupy the
time, focus on actions and objects that bring fulfillment and create joy and
tranquility, particularly those that improve one’s spiritual life.
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Due to strict health protocols during the COVID-19 pandemic,
residents living near Mount Pulag opted to go trekking in the mountains.
Most of them went for trekking mountains to watch the sunrise, even
spending time on cold, rainy nights in a tent on top of the mountain. Some
of them spent the night a few hundred meters below a shed with some
tourists. The locals and tourists wanted to experience nature’s beauty at
the mountain’s peak. They hoped to see the mountains in all their glory in
the morning sun.

Most of the experiences of those who trekked Mount Pulag share
one common experience. The claim that Mount Pulag radiates the glory
and majesty of the Creator who pronounced everything in creation as good
in the Garden of Eden. This beauty and wonder of creation can be seen
in Mount Pulag, the center of ecosystems and home to high biodiversity
in the country (Inocencio 2010), with pine forests, mossy forests, and
dwarf bamboo at the grassland summit, birds, and animals (fauna) —
all interdependent with each other. The symbiotic relationship of living
creatures at the mountain with the stewardship of the spirits reflects the
harmony of creation at the original Garden of Eden. As God placed Adam
in the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:7-25) to take charge of all living creatures
(Gen 1:28), so did God place the indigenous peoples and even the spirits
around Mount Pulag to take charge of this Sanctuary Garden.

While the COVID-19 pandemic is a massive burden that adds
stress and loneliness, the existential aspect of transformation is an equal
stressor among all specific stressors. Remember the proverb, “Do not
waste a good crisis.” This is the glass half-full versus glass-half-empty of
shifting one’s perspective. Another proverb goes, “A person’s perception
determines his/her reality.” Sometimes change can be skewed to show
that there is a silver lining and that things are not as awful as they
appear. Seeing the opportunities among the challenges is one approach
to preparing for the best or worst-case scenarios. Now is the time to stay
focused on the spiritual disciplines in our lives. This is a time for prayer
and meditation because these disciplines apply to many faiths. Prayer is
the way to connect with God, and going to the mountain like Mount Pulag
is a time of distancing oneself from people and events, allowing one to

focus more on the spiritual life that may be an essential aspect of one’s
life.
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9. Concluding Remarks

From the previous interlocutions of the authors with the tour
guides, they heard many experiences wherein many trekkers appreciated
how the indigenous people around the area regard the mountain as sacred.
These trekkers even recommended that the area should be preserved
from too much commercialization. On the part of the indigenous
peoples, they realize that their culture and the sacred mountain are not
only for them to behold but for everyone. This has been the experience
of the people of Kabayan because the trekkers/visitors are encouraged
to visit the sacred summit and invited by the Local Government Unit
(LGU) to the center of the municipality and to visit other cultural sites
in the area. In this aspect, the natives of the Ibadois and the Kalanguyas
of the municipality are interconnected with the international community
through Mount Pulag.

Looking back on the articulations and praxis of faith of select
Indigenous peoples residing in the vicinity of Mount Pulag during the
COVID-19 pandemic, it is noteworthy that many of their religious
lived experiences were Christian, and they discovered God in the
sacredness of Mount Pulag. Most of them communicated to God
through appreciation of the wonders and beauty of Mount Pulag. At
the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, those who lived in the vicinity
of Mount Pulag found consolation in the beautiful ecosystem of the
mountain. Inspired by the beautifully created reality and their Christian
faith, some re-committed themselves to protecting the environment.
Also, some indigenous Christians around Mount Pulag turned to God to
find meaning amidst the global health crisis brought by the COVID-19
pandemic. A few others considered their interconnectedness to nature
as an essential resource in facing the challenges brought by COVID-19.

The rediscovery of the sacredness of Mount Pulag has significant
implications for human ecology post-COVID-19 pandemic. The care of
mountains, nature, and all creation is a task to be taken seriously in the
new normal. It is fundamentally a profound affirmation that all creation
is permeated and sustained by the Creator’s presence, affirmed by Jesus
Christ’s continued presence on verdant mountains.
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In the post-pandemic world, the greatness of Mount Pulag
“communicates” and reminds us of the majesty and wonder of our Lord.
The trekkers/tourists/guides informant receive this communication
and react to this communication with awe & wonder. Mountains are
almost universally viewed with admiration and affection. As we enter
the post-COVID-19 pandemic era, rediscovering the “sacredness of
the mountain” leads to deep bonding with God, creation, and even the
unseen spirits. This is a kind of Trinitarian eco-spirituality. A spirituality
characterized by interdependence and the interconnectedness among
humans, social institutions, government, society, and all of creation
(living and non-living). It is an eco-spirituality that all of creation with
humanity leads to its perfection as sustained and ordered by the Creator.
It is an eco-spiritual consciousness that humankind is a co-creator, a
partner, and an active steward in transforming nature or creation into
the original Eden-like Garden where humanity knows its boundary and
where humanity encounters God “face to face” as Mary Magdalene
personally encountered the Lord in the Garden at the Mount of Olives.

In the post-COVID-19 pandemic era, trekkers and dwellers of
Mount Pulag will have a new perspective of trekking and dwelling in
the mountain. With this eco-spirituality, every proud visitor of Mount
Pulag would have to change what is printed on his souvenir T-shirt from
“I Survived Mount Pulag” to “Mount Pulag Survived Me.” Behind this
line is a creature transformed by the rediscovered sacredness of Mount
Pulag. The implication of these words ripples from sacred Mount Pulag
to every nook of this typical home. Sacred Mount Pulag will be present
for and among the people signifying God’s ever-faithful presence to His
people.
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ARTICLE

Reviving the Islamic Narratives about the Sacredness of
Nature: A Case for Nasr’s Ecosophy as Political Ecology after
the COVID-19 Pandemic

Mohd. Shazani Bin Masri’

ABSTRACT

This paper analyses the COVID-19 pandemic as a form of metaphysical
crisis in addition to its well-known status as a global health crisis. I argue
that the general absence of a comprehensive metaphysical outlook of
nature has further alienated humankind from a Divine-based cosmology
of nature. COVID-19 is certainly part of nature and man too. However,
our outlook at ‘tackling’ the disease is filled with overconfidence that
man could overcome nature, thus ‘defeating’ the disease. This should
not be the mental and spiritual state of human beings at present natural
crisis. Drawing from Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s Man and Nature: The
Spiritual Crisis as Modern Man, I argue that a certain arrogance had
developed in modern mentality that COVID-19 was just another viral
disease — until it engulfed the entire planet. Realizing that man s modern
knowledge had been sorely inadequate to contain the disease as they
expected, due to general disconnect with the sacred side of nature, they
turned to fear, even despair. Present Islamic perspectives should revive
the inclusivity between man and nature to reconnect humankind to
the sacred aspects of nature. A narrative borne of Islam must serve as
communique for those who seek re-connection with nature considering
the evolving ecosophy by accounting Michel Serre s Natural Contract to
develop a new political ecology.

Keywords: Nature and the Sacred, ecosophy, political ecology,
metaphysical crisis, COVID-19
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic is well known for affecting us for close
to three years now. It has impacted us in innumerable ways including
those fundamental aspects of life we took for granted before the pandemic
began. Now, the pandemic situation is almost normal for us — a new and
alien normal viewed from since 2019. The physical and psychological
impacts of the pandemic are now fast documented in various forms —
formal and informal. However, there is not much deliberation on how our
metaphysical outlook has changed ever since. The change, however, is not
very encouraging. Already daunted by various forces of modernity and
natural catastrophes — such as climate change — then, we are now forced
to face a pandemic that does not seem to subside. Like multiple tsunamis
— giant waves — the COVID-19 hit our outward shores of being that are
well known to literally kill us. And although we know our inner being was
hugely disturbed, we did not know how to respond because of our outlook’s
detachment from a wholesome and Divine-based cosmology of nature.

We responded at first with a sort of arrogance — very confident with
our present knowledge about the empirical world — especially of science —
that we thought we could ‘defeat’ the COVID-19 disease by overcoming
nature in no time. However, the world knows that it has now engulfed the
entire planet. Realizing that man’s modern knowledge is sorely inadequate
to contain the disease as expected, due to the general disconnect with the
sacred side of nature, the result is fear, even despair. This is where and when
apresent Islamic perspective needs to be brought forward to revive anotion
of inclusivity between man and nature so that man can be reconnected
with the sacred aspects of nature — his deeper and meaningful sense of
being. This could be achieved by certain narratives about nature present
in Islam that could serve as communique for those who seek reconnection
with nature by considering the evolving ecosophy and political ecology.

2. Brief Explanation on Scientia Sacra
To explain the concept of scientia sacra, 1 contrast it with

Hugo O. Engelmann’s understanding about fundamental concepts of
modern science (1962, 8). Engelmann maintains the universe in modern
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science is metaphysically viewed as “...a self-contained process [and]
is scientifically transliterated into the concepts of particle and field.
The universe as a dynamic system appears composed of irreducible,
indivisible, elementary particles of organization” (Ibid). Thus, we could
say that modern science is, in principle, the science of particles. The mode
and levels of organization can be indefinite, but according to Engelmann,
we can assume only three, namely, “...the physical, the biological, and
the behavioural, to account for all empirical phenomena” (Ibid).

The system made no mention about something beyond the closed
universe that could explain the workings of the universe itself. It also
made no attempt to view the subsystems to arrive at a certain Unity that
encompasses the meaning of the closed system itself and beyond. The
only admissible evidence to solidify the claims it made are empirical
phenomena — those that can be materially observed, qualified and
quantified. Thus, we can say the focus of modern science, where it differs
with scientia sacra, is that the latter points on arriving at the fact of Unity
—vis-a-vis God. There is a clear objective to the science: its end and means
point to the fact of Unity, vis-a-vis God in Islam. Where both the sciences
meet is exhaustive employment of human reason to observe the empirical
phenomena as much as possible. However, scientia sacra goes further
than just human reason and empirical phenomena. It admits revelation
and its Source as credible form of knowledge to explain the phenomena,
including the empirical ones, without necessarily abandoning the fruitful
products of human thought.

Scientia sacra, while respecting the veracity of human thought,
does not presume as fundamental the inevitable Ultimate Reality — the
Unity. At best human thoughts are mirror to something beyond, although
not exclusive from, empirical phenomena, but are not /¢ regarding the fact
of Its being and existence. Thus, while we can rely on modern science to
explain all the empirical aspects of COVID-19, we need scientia sacra to
explain COVID-19, both as part and parcel of the universe and of human
life with the essential underpinning that points to an Ultimate Reality of
Unity — God.
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3. COVID-19 as a Form of Metaphysical Crisis

Seyyed Hossein Nasr spelled it brilliantly in his acclaimed work,
Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man when he examines
“the domination of nature” by humankind (1990, 18). What underlies this
domination is that nature in the eyes of modern man is desacralized and
exploited to the fullest for utility and enjoyment purposes (Ibid). This
is owing to the underpinning concept of ‘progress’ defined essentially
with ‘economic development’ with almost utter indifference to nature.
This disregard is motivated by the lack of meaning to nature. As a result,
humankind develops little relationship to his environment. Other than an
expectation that he could fully subjugate it to his rapacious whim, this
has resulted in environmental problems unique to modern civilizations
such as overconsumption, climate change, physical destruction of
natural reserves, etc. So much was this assumption of domination over
nature — underpinned by fundamentally materialistic assumption — that
it has reduced nature to ‘mere material.’

Under this assumption, all things in nature could be explained
by their material functions and dysfunctions with a bias that they always
must serve the material human wants and needs, with ever stronger
emphasis on the former. Thus, the human idea of achievement regarding
nature is increasingly focused on his ‘self.” Nasr again pointed out the
idea of ‘mystique’ that is a residue from spiritual relationship with nature
(Ibid, 19). From the act of perceiving nature as a reflection of the divine
and contemplative sign, this time the act is about conquering nature to
demonstrate man’s ability to control and dominate nature (Ibid).

With this attitude, there is little wonder that COVID-19 is
viewed as just another natural problem to conquer. Many would
equate it with the ‘evil’ or ‘destructive’ side of nature — taking away
human lives in troves and disrupting their used-to-be ‘normal’ human
activities. Suddenly this merely material nature has a characteristic —
that it is ‘evil’ or ‘destructive’ just because it takes away human lives
and livelihood. COVID-19 seems to be at the helm of such titles but
without the traditional and religious language as ‘evil’ or ‘destructive.’
COVID-19 is not as ‘tame’ unlike other infectious diseases that had
long been infecting and affecting the livelihood of human society.
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Dengue and influenza for instance, have been affecting parts of human
society annually but have never been treated as novel and dangerous,
unlike the ‘wild’ COVID-19. The lack of historical knowledge related
to earlier pandemics such as the Spanish Flu and Pestilence that resulted
in millions of deaths put one’s understanding of crisis as unilinear.
Science, as viewed from a detached engagement with nature, is assumed
to describe and prescribe remedies for human maladies.

There will never be a full understanding about nature if we confine
our perspectives without accounting for a more comprehensive view of
nature. This is because when we deal with nature, we also directly deal
with the human aspects of and about it, namely our own human deeds and
misdeeds. It is very important to scrutinise and reflect on the motives of
human deeds and misdeeds. Such scrutiny must encompass the different
domains of the psychological and intellectual. More emphasis must also
be centered on the spiritual as we are cognisant of its significant role in
our everyday understanding of nature.

To analyse the spiritual aspect, we cannot simply hope to use the
‘tools’ mean to analyse other aspects of human being. While we must
not deny what the empirical data and scientific methods have shown us,
we must also go beyond them, i.e., to regard COVID-19 in the realm of
the metaphysical.

4. COVID-19 and Cognizance of the Centre

In this paper, I draw on Nasr’s views on the medieval Islamic
philosophers, namely Suhrawardi and Avicenna to get a sense that
God is above nature. Firstly, according to Nasr, the conception of God
according to Avicenna is as follows:

Everything in the Universe, by the very fact that it exists, is
plunged in Being; yet, God, or Pure Being, who is the Origin
and Creator of all things, is not the first term in a continuous
chain and therefore does not have a ‘“substantial” and
“horizontal” continuity with the beings of the world. Rather,
God is anterior to the Universe and transcended with respect
to it. It is God as conceived in the religions of the Abrahamic
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Tradition; it is God not only as envisaged by the Muslim
Avicenna but also by Jewish and Christian philosophers who
shared a common conception of the Supreme Deity and who,
like Avicenna, reformulated the tenets of Greek philosophy in
monotheistic terms. (1997, 25)

Meanwhile, by Nasr’s account, Suhrawardi hails from the
[Mluminationist (Ishraqi) school, who sees the Universe comprising
“...degrees of light and of darkness, which is the absence of light.
And bodies, so far as their material aspect is concerned, are no more
than this darkness, or obstruction, which does not permit the light to
penetrate through it” (Ibid, 67-68). Regarding the soul, Suhrawardi is
fundamentally interested in its celestial origin and its current worldly
affliction. The soul constantly seeks to free itself from this worldly
prison vis-a-vis “Occidental exile” to return to its native home (i.e., the
celestial above) where it can truly be happy and at peace (Ibid). Thus,
God in Suhrawardi’s conception is ““... the Pure Light, the Light of lights
(nur al-anwar), is the Divine Essence whose light is blinding because
of its luminosity and intensity. [This] Supreme Light is the source of
all existence, since the Universe in all its planes of reality consists in
nothing more than degrees of light and darkness™ (Ibid, 69). According
to Nasr,

Suhrawardi also considers the division of beings according to
their degree of comprehension and awareness... the ultimate
criterion for a hierarchic existence is the degree of light each
being possesses, which is also identified with knowledge and
awareness. The Universe therefore issues from the Supreme
Light — without there being a “substantial” and “material”
continuity between the two. Moreover, the Light of Lights has
its vice-regent and direct symbol in every domain i.e. the Sun
in the sky, fire among the elements etc. so that everywhere
His signs are manifested, and all things attest to His Presence.
(Ibid)

In the thought of both Avicenna and Suhrawardi, we can see
therefore that nature is always below God but is never detached from
Him in terms of His Reflection and Presence. While Avicenna thinks that
God is not part of the continuous lesser being because he is Pure Being,
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nature as lesser being nonetheless could be reflected as a Sign (4yat) of
God that could be contemplated by human to reach Him. Suhrawardi
takes a different mode by attributing gradations of existence being God
as Light of Lights (Nur al-Anwar). Nature 1s seen as this imperfect
place — a prison — for the human soul who seeks the ultimate freedom
transcending from an inferior state of light to the superior one until the
soul returns home in the Pure Light, the Divine Essence. Thus, we can
see COVID-19 as part of this Signs of God and light posts — instead of
dark corners — towards God because of its part in nature. Its silver lining
(of Light) is in the beholders’ part to see (us) that we could contemplate
the place of COVID-19 in nature to learn its lessons to reach the Sacred.

COVID-19 can be viewed from the Tawhidic perspective of
Islam as advanced by Nasr and other scholars of scientia sacra, of the
perennial philosophy. Viewed from this perspective, COVID-19 is yet
another opportunity to return inwards — a mode for reorientation of sorts
toward the Center from the turbulent circumferential Periphery. The
Center is none other than the Sacred Himself — a testimony to viewing
the Unity, to the One God that has been the central message of revealed
religions and in this essay’s particular context, of Islam. The Unity as
understood here 1s that COVID-19 is yet another reminder and lesson
for the human being to be cognizant of his or her Centre — God. Whilst
the basic idea is to realise the return to God, all efforts must be done
from the physical to the metaphysical. Hence, the work to return to the
Centre presents the potential to cast COVID-19 not as fatalist calamity,
but as a lesson to the betterment of humanity — starting from the self —
and his general connection that leads to the One (44ad).

With this, humanity again realizes that its confidence in science,
or whatever periphery of its doings, must be all returned to the basics
of human living. Recall that during the earliest phase of the pandemic,
countries of the world imposed movement restrictions throughout the
cities that virtually took away one of the human basic freedoms, that is,
the right to free movement. However, the animal kingdom cherished the
situation because the limitation imposed as such casts their return to some
of the riverside, seaside, even city roads where they were thought to be
‘extinct’ or impossible to be at such place during ‘normal’ times. While
COVID-19 is catastrophic to human beings as it deprives, alters their
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everyday practices and lifestyle, it however provides both the physical
space and ‘spirit’ space for the lower forms in the animal kingdom to ‘re-
take’ what was once their natural habitat. During the period of human
immobility, though the other spheres of ‘scientific endeavours’ were
suddenly put to a standstill, animals and plants were able to recoup,
relax, and regenerate without too much human interference.

Thus mark the equilibrium of COVID-19 to the dynamics of
life in general — especially if one lives in the city where a semblance of
human touch on nature is scarce. The disease reminds us in the form of
silver lining of a cloud to reconnect ourselves with nature. The nature
being articulated here is not just about walking in the park or any form of
tourism. Rather, it calls for the deeper reflection of our environment and
the direct effect around us. The effects are so significant if understood
beyond the statistical numbers of everyday new cases, R-value, and so
on and so forth. Of paramount importance is the contemplation on the
exceptional circumstance especially about man’s deeper psyche and
spiritual self that has brought humanity to this point when the onslaught
of COVID-19 seems to be unstoppable.

Atthe psychic level, COVID-19 can be interpreted as a symbol of
cognizance — that no matter how busy we may be with our life to the point
that we are careless about our responsibility with our surroundings, and
more importantly, with ourselves, we will be faced with the disturbance
of insecurity. COVID-19 came when we were literally unaware of the
magnitude of its impact when we faced it. It came as a shock to our state
of being — that we needed to adjust to a ‘new normal’ in such a short
period of time because of the severity of the disease at the time — there
was no cure nor vaccine. But we were presented with a visual graphic of
a microscopic creature that literally changed our ‘normal’ lives forever.

This move to a ‘new normal’ assumes a fundamental change
in our lives. But we must ask ourselves whether it will change us for
the better. Also, what does it mean to be ‘better’ in the context of a
‘new normal’? Although in reflection, there is nothing new as far as
the principle of human nature is concerned. Suddenly, we are ruptured
in the sense that there is not much prior ‘guidance,” a manual of sorts,
to guide society into the sudden storm of pandemic. We were quite
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literally walking in the dark hoping that science could guide us. Science
has performed its role to the extent that it posits the materiality of
the disease, 1.e., by describing the virus, how it infects people, how it
evolves, and so forth. But even as we have found ways to mitigate the
impact of COVID-19, we are left with a host of unresolved uncertainties
about the future.

For instance, by turning inwards and growing the spiritual
wings to fly are how we can relate the sacredness to nature. By turning
inwards, we essentially introspect the essential qualities of the self that
relate to nature ‘outside.’ The realisation on the aspect is that we are part
of the natural world from the ‘inside,’ that the external nature is all but
reflections of our inner world. We will realize the natural relationship
to the sacred when we view that our life situation between the interior
and the exterior world cannot be fully appreciated if we ignore the
inevitable connection. This connection cannot be explained by our
material consciousness with the physical and material nature alone, even
if they manifest the impacts of human thoughts and the endeavours in
the outwardly empirical manner. The devastating impact of COVID-19
on human life is not the result of direct mal-intention of little viruses to
harm humans. They are merely manifesting themselves and unleashing
their deadly potential from none other than careless human thought
and acts reflective of an egoistic drive to conquer nature. By turning
inwards, we attempt to envisage a world beyond the external vision to
train our internal vision to see the world as it is. The realization can be
ugly at first, but the discovery of such a vision would at least enable us
to contemplate the possibility to transcend the current lowly state of life
that we are living into the spiritual realm.

5. Nasr’s Brief Spiritual Reflection on the Current Pandemic

Nasr wrote a short essay in the Sacred Web (2020) where he
made a spiritual reflection on the current pandemic. In it, he reminds
us that human life on Earth is temporary and is inevitably coupled with
various degrees of dangers, disasters, and tragedies. He also draws our
attention to the scriptural reminders of various religious traditions to
be taken as valuable lessons. The idea is strong that we ought to regain
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our consciousness of the cosmos all around us and embrace it as part
and parcel of our lives, especially in moral and spiritual principles.
Nasr emphasizes the importance of collective prayers in public spaces
and houses of worship which were common during an aftermath
of natural disasters (This was also observed in the West). Now, the
cosmos is viewed secularly as if it is a dead machine, lacking life and
spiritual significance, a mere ‘it’. Thus, it denotes the modern man’s
forgetfulness about the underlying principles of the significance of such
practices (vis-a-vis collective and public prayers after an occurrence of a
natural disaster).

Nature has its own rhythm and harmony and a life of its own both
visible and invisible. Therefore, like any life form, it will in some way and
someday react to what humanity has done upon it so the latter can learn
a lesson, as informed by the multiple verses of the Quran. We can draw
spiritual lessons from nature, in which nature itself serves as teacher. The
modern man fails to see such lessons, in good part because he suffers from
the sin of hubris — of pride. Thus, the momentous pandemic and other
worldwide crises currently facing us could make us more humble and
more compassionate towards every creature, and among ourselves. Thus,
the present crisis should be an opportunity for a spiritual awakening.
Instead of viewing it as all gloom and doom, it should be viewed as God’s
gift to spiritual realities that many had been oblivious to. In particular, the
present crisis could make us turn more inward, more introspective, and
be more familiar with our own inner self. By doing so, we can hope to
view nature as our true spiritual friend and that humans are governed by a
Divine Will and not by blind forces and laws.

Nasr beautifully closes his passage when he mentions that we
have only two choices when the earth suddenly cracks below us: we can
either sink into the abyss or grow wings to fly to the illimitable sky. He
invites us “to grow wings and fly,” and cites the Quranic verse: Kullu
man ‘alayha fan wa yabga wajhu rabbika dhul-jalali wa’l-ikram, which
he renders as, “All other than Him perish, and there remains the Face of
thy Lord, Possessor of Majesty and Generosity.” The Face in a way is the
face we turn to God. Nasr then prays that the present tragedy aids us to
face ourselves to God, not turn away from him.
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6. Theophany in Ecosophy as New Political Ecology: Expanding
Nasr’s Scientia Sacra and Michel Serre’s Natural Contract

I contend that the basic work in political ecology, if it were to
appreciate any discourse about the Sacred, must begin by addressing
the problem of desacralized knowledge that currently dominates both
mainstream political philosophy and ecological philosophy. We need to
also rebuild our relationship with nature in a fundamental way. In this
section, I investigate reviving God-consciousness in politics by relating to
Michel Serre’s Natural Contract with respect to his idea of harmonizing
natural rhythm with human activities by means of closing the gap between
‘natural time’ and ‘human time’ to restore some sense of connection and
balance with nature.

Serre is looking into a possibility of human dialogue with nature —
how we can speak the natural language again by being sensitive to temps
— time and weather — vis-a-vis our physical-experiential surroundings just
like sailors and peasants during premodern era. In this sense, a political
community (vis-a-vis a state, an international body, etc.) can be likened to
a ship whilst everyone on board the ship is fragile, subject to the mercy of
the high seas and which demands collective cooperation and conscience
of everyone not only between people, but also with the surrounding
seafaring elements (i.e., weather and time). Being collectively fragile, we
recognize that there is a need for a pact — a contract — that is the product
of our mutual needs and attune to ourselves and with nature. This pact is
beyond individualistic need to survive — no sailor can survive alone in the
high seas — it is a recognition that everyone is in the high seas together
with the mentality that we are not about to conquer the high seas, but with
the intent that we are able to journey together while appreciating nature all
along. The binding relationship is love, care and vigilance. It goes beyond
individualistic short-term political or economic consideration to more
long-term, even inter-generational considerations (i.e., climate change is
a result of a generation’s work that could not be wholly resolved here and
now; and same goes to any pandemic with whatever life and material
damages it has done) by returning our sensitivity to nature’s ‘slow time.’

Thus, there is a need for a two-way exchange in thought about
our relationship with nature, not just a one-way exploitative attitude. The
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preliminary to this is by asking: what if we put nature at the centre and not
our narrow modern human existence of means and materiality? What if
we also empower nature by giving it rights in our legal institutions, hence
our politics? This is significant because nature is existentially independent
from our human reasoning, and our historicist tendencies tend to favour
our narrow current needs. As long as we exist, we always experience
nature by applying our thoughts and attitudes towards it. Unfortunately,
it is modern humans who have applied our thoughts and attitudes in
such a detached and careless manner that we put ourselves on the
pedestal and nature is literally put below our feet and far away from the
transcendent. At this point, the Tawhidic science, the science of Unity
and God consciousness, applies. This is where Nasr’s ecosophy could
inform a new political ecology envisaged as a lesson from this pandemic.

Following Nasr’s (1989) outline about the state of modern man
and his reduced mode of understanding that falls far short of wholesome
understanding due to a discourse of knowledge that 1s disconnected from
the Sacred, there is little hope to frame any mode of knowledge that
could resonate God and His Wisdom as reflected in nature. In politics,
there are many questions to be raised in related problems such as that
of the hierarchy of existence and the standing of the humans within it.
This would open the question of rulership, rights, and obligations of
and about nature, interrelationship between species, responsible usage
of natural resources, climate order and so on. Following Nasr, there
needs to be a revamp of the mechanized and obsolete idea about the
natural world. This is to realise that the natural world 1s in fact alive and
having its own conscience that we can at least move from the conquest
of nature mentality to a vision of nature that considers humankind as
responsible rulers because they answer to a real and higher authority
above themselves and above nature.

This can be applied when reflecting on the possible contingency
of political will, potential ability and hope from something beyond
(vis-a-vis a miracle or recalling/reconnection with the Higher Order)
as reflected during the COVID-19 pandemic. It is unique because
it is the first pandemic in the digital era where everyone seems to
relate to everyone but at the same time removed as far as they could
psychologically get in the spatial sense. Within this context, the lightning
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fast spread of the disease — ironically due to our own material efficiency
(i.e., cheap and fast air and land transportation) and other social and
political mechanisms used to mediate societies had somehow increased
its rate of infection that it forced governments to take drastic measures.

There were pandemics in the past such as the Bubonic Plague,
the Spanish flu, etc. Each time a pandemic came, human society
responded according to the knowledge about being of their time. While
scientifically and practically they can act very differently, they all have
the same objective: to end the pandemic as soon as possible, and to
minimize all harm caused to human society. Thus, when we discuss
harm, we look at the loss of many lives and various degrees of health
issues related to COVID-19. We also look at major economic losses
framed in terms of lost businesses and individual livelihood which result
directly and indirectly from COVID-19. We also touch on aspects of
psychological harm such as suicide due to various social pressures that
result from COVID-19 and various public and government responses
to tackle it. What is unerring about the disease is that, at present, none
could predict its trajectory, and that has been a cause for uncertainty.
Governments and health authorities are now keen to conclude that we
now must accept that COVID-19 is already endemic, and we must accept
the fact and fate that we are going to live with the disease for good.

The mitigating factor is that society now has some medical
means to reduce the effects of COVID-19 both to individuals and
human collectives. Thus vaccines, COVID-19 test kits, pills, and other
forms of medical interventions are formulated to tackle the disease.
With aid of various public health and intervention measures done by the
government, we are now entering into a ‘new normal.” This new normal
is a description of our daily lives with a causality due to COVID-19.
Without COVID-19, there is no ‘new normal.’

What it politically entails is that public life is never going to
be the same again from 2019 onwards. Previously, that public life was
taken for granted. Philosophically, it had something to do with liberal
notion of freedom in public and private lives. Somehow, that freedom
was suddenly taken away, suspended, or limited by various COVID-19
intervention measures. This ‘freedom’ is a notion of a public life
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about what it ‘used to be,” which is everything about life before 2019.
Somehow, after 2019, whatever idea of freedom we invoke, we relate it
to the pre-2019 notion of freedom. Freedom now has a time marker, a
sort of historicist outlook about its nearest known golden age now lost
due to a sudden pandemic.

It means the loss of potential of many planned and realized
activities viewed from economic and social achievements. No longer
can we simply dive into the ‘old’ ways of doing things; such activities as
face-to-face meetings, daily commute to work, and eating in a restaurant
have become sources of longing, even sources of fear and abhorrence
for some. At the back of our mind, there is now a thought — depending
on our degrees of attachment — of the possibility that we will be infected
with COVID-19. It is not that we fear COVID-19 like we fear dangerous
creatures of the jungle, but we fear it more as something that snatches
away our potentials to realize our life achievements, by literal infection
and sickness, even death from the disease itself, or by various social
limitations to curb it.

Somehow, out of this fear from COVID-19, rationalized by
our knowledge of modern science and statistics, we have turned more
inwards. However, this inwardness shrinks us. This inwardness is not
the kind of freeing journey into the self towards the Center and Origin
as Sufi and other spiritual masters have in mind. Rather, it is a form
of belittling the self. The irony before is that being modern, hence
positively rational, should free us. Now, that same rationality has been
the source of self-limitation. It is as if our own sharp intellect has turned
against us.

7. COVID-19 as Communicative Mode of Return to God

COVID-19 can be seen as a communicative mode of return to
God. It can be seen as God’s calling — a reminder — for modern humanity
to return to Him. When modern humanity is busy with endless and most
often mundane activities of worldly progress, COVID-19 sets to upset
such routine like a very sudden pull of a break. Some see it as a rude
awakening — but an awakening, nonetheless. Like it or not, the world
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has forever changed because of the pandemic. There is virtually no
chance for the world to return to an ‘old normal,’ a carefree and careless
world in which we lived before 2019. We must be honest to ourselves
in this, and we must be able to accept the fact that we must adapt to
the new world that we are living in, a notably more uncertain world
whilst its trajectory is hard to predict — other than that of more natural
calamity if we continue with our present carefree and careless state. A
major break from routine can be seen as a breakaway and forced retreat
from the disquiet yet numbing everyday life. Suddenly, a time-space is
open again with major restrictions — we are forced to be and remain with
ourselves at a certain place.

Consider the various situations that people are in — some
with privileges may be able to be more private in their mansions and
condominiums, but not so those who are less economically fortunate,
who may not be able to have a private space, but are forced to stay in
one small place with many others — usually family members for those
who stay in a small flat and such, or with co-workers for those who stay
in dormitories and similar quarters. Also consider those who are forced
— by their own will, or by law and circumstance, to work during the peak
of COVID-19. Consider the medical officers and others who needed
to keep going during those times when things were difficult due to the
novelty of the situation.

We need a comprehensive metaphysical outlook of nature to
clarify the silver lining of COVID-19 to us. So far, COVID-19, at least
in the public and popular discussions has largely been about medical,
public health measures and policy effectiveness on how to control the
spread of the disease and minimize its impact on everyday routine.
While not denying the importance and value of such discussions, we
need also turn our attention to ways we have been perceiving nature so
far. Many scientific and social scientific methods have been employed
to understand the impacts and solutions of COVID-19. However, none
seems to integrate them so we could understand the COVID-19 problem
from a broader angle. Those studies assume objectivity, hence a certain
kind of distance from COVID-19 as an object of study to the human
being that studies it.
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While we uphold the benefit of social scientific studies, we
seldom see the significance of religions and their aspects in presentations
about COVID-19. It seems that COVID-19 has proven a ‘victory’
for modern mathematical and scientific worldviews. Religion and
spirituality at best seem to have taken the backseat among the larger
worldview of public discourse. Religion and spirituality are usually
taken as domains of solace in ‘modern’ sense of its study. Now it seems
that solace is running short — fear seems to take over for a period during
the pandemic. While the world is trying to move towards the endemic
phase, it is also burdened by the scar it experienced during the various
peaks of pandemic. The narrative of trust then shifted towards trusting
the vaccines — a symbol of man’s capability to control nature. While
vaccines may be able to control the physically severe or lethal threat
of the disease, vaccines are nowhere close in alleviating the deep sense
of widespread uncertainty. Suddenly, there is a vacuum that modern
science and medicine cannot fill, namely, the uncertainty of the heart.

Nature, viewed from the positive and medical sciences, is
mechanical, complex, and soulless. It may contain life, but the only life
concerned is the biological and the psychological; not much beyond.
The spiritual aspect of nature is missing in this worldview, thus,
preventing a perspective of healing from the spiritual angle and at most
a more complete metaphysics of nature. Thus, it can be said that the
self-limiting view of nature that we are currently engaging in prevents a
more wholesome view of nature. With the limit, we are blind to problems
that lie outside of the currently understood matrix of the world, such
as our spiritual ineptitude to confront the current state of nature. We
are now living in our make-believe system that the world only exists
on a certain limited plane — a plane limited by our imagination that
fails to transcend due to lack of relation to the Divine. In other words,
due to our self-limiting thought — thinking that our sheer rationality is
sufficient to comprehend nature — we cut ties with the essential source
of nature, which is the Divine.

COVID-19 is certainly part of nature and man too. This is
because on the one hand, it exists in nature. The coronavirus is nothing
new. But what is new this time is that it has managed to wreak havoc to
human lives and upset our usual activities; thus began the relationship



Mohd. Shazani Bin Masri 217

between humans and the disease. What was external and alien to
humans is now part and parcel of their lives. This is not something new
in the longer arc of human history. Because of COVID-19, we now learn
a hard lesson that diseases are not always ‘routine’ in their nature of
occurrences — just like our attitude to influenza virus, for instance. They
will occur routinely, but we are very sure to be able to contain it. Hence
our mindset tends towards overconfidence at ‘tackling’ the disease by
overcoming nature, thus ‘defeating’ the disease. This arrogant attitude
— hubris — the sin of modern man as Nasr describes it, blinds us from
the possibility that a tiny creature could ‘defeat’ us instead. No, it does
not have to eradicate us in one fell swoop — it just needs to create a
prolonged disturbance and disequilibrium for humanity to feel the pangs
of its presence. But its presence is not due to the virus’ own conscious
making. The presence of the virus is felt only because human beings
think it is now ‘the enemy,’ just like the any ‘other’ to satisfy their need
to be victorious and overcome ‘the challenge — in this case his long-
term health and possibly, his life.” This mindset that man will always
be victorious — to be able to conquer all including the deepest aspect of
Nature is, arguably, our great blind spot in this pandemic.

8. Revelation, Nature, and the Pandemic

Revelation, the Quran in particular, speaks volumes about the
role of human beings as vicegerent (khalifah) of God on Earth. For
instance, in Quran 2:30:

313 310 558 dadisds Vo gl J o 000 ™3I0l Ioze O
Siss) 0 (s Sise) s nead 13le 50E0 S Epsd 3030
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[Prophet], when your Lord told the angels, ‘I am putting a
successor on earth,’ they said, ‘How can You put someone
there who will cause damage and bloodshed, when we
celebrate Your praise and proclaim Your holiness?’ but He

said, ‘I know things you do not.’ (Abdul Haleem trans.)

Here, human beings are given a noble but heavy task that even
the angels raised concerns about human beings’ potentiality to cause
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damage and bloodshed. Viewed within this context, the fact of human
rulership over nature encompasses the knowledge of even the noble
angels. God mentions that He knows what the angels do not regarding
the human vicegerency on Earth, signaling a form of stewardship that
must always be taken with knowledge and remembrance of God. God
is the true King because even the angels who constantly celebrate and
proclaim God’s holiness are not even chosen for the task because their
lack of knowledge to rule the Earth despite their unwavering submission.
Osman Bakar explains the role of Islamic revelation in his latest book,
Environmental Wisdom for Planet Earth: The Islamic Heritage (2022)
to further expound Nasr’s conception about Man and Nature to deal
with modern challenges of human vicegerency of planet Earth. Osman
Bakar further asserts the principle of Unity of God, al-tawhid, to be the
central teaching of Islam which is repeatedly asserted in the Quran, the
five pillars of Islam, and the six pillars of faith (Ibid, 22-27). Osman
Bakar also details about Islamic Ecology and Environmental Science
that could be derived from the first part of the Shahadah: there is no god
but God in the metaphysical, epistemological, and ontological sense
(Ibid, 27-39).

Viewed from the context of human vicegerency and their
commitment to Shahadah, we could say that the COVID-19 pandemic
teaches us a lesson to rule the Earth right again by reasserting his
commitment to Shahadah: there is no god but God. In a way, COVID-19
serves as an expensive lesson and warning from God, the true King
Himself — as did other pandemics that came before COVID-19 and
potentially deadlier pandemics that may come after. Human beings
must return to their role as khalifah, as God’s vicegerent, not as
egoistic plunderers whose aim is to make nature subject to their whims
and desires. The turning away from God in this context is really the
forgetting, or worse, the abandoning of the Shahadah. Thus, viewed as
notice of return to Unity, to God, COVID-19 despite all the physical pain
and economic calamity it wrought to human lives and livelihood, can
also be viewed as God’s Wisdom (Hikmah) for those who are willing to
look at the silver lining, just as we saw the animals that came out in the
open in cities, riverside, and lake during the first total lockdown during
the pandemic.
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The outcome of realizing the wisdom of nature from one of
God’s sacred names, al-Hakim, The Wisest should return to us the basic
sense of custody of planet Earth as our only home in this world to be
accounted for both in this world and the next. We must move away from
accounting nature as a marketplace with gross profiteering and see her
considering the sacred manifestation, an Ayat, of God.

9. Re-Sacralizing Nature: An Islamic Perspective

Following Nasr, nature in Islamic perspective possesses a sacred
aspect (1990, 21). All the phenomena that it contains, including itself,
contain meaning. Therefore, whatever occurs as phenomenon, big or
small, observable or unseen, ultimately serves to tell something about
the Sacred. Nature in this sense is a Sign (A4yaf) that points to the ultimate
existence of Unity, of Tawhid, which concludes that God is the Ultimate
Reality. While nature itself is not God, it serves as an essential vehicle
for contemplation about existence of God.

In contemplative Islamic tradition, nature is part of the
“ontological Quran,” the Quran al-takwini that is an essential co-
reference to the revealed Quran, the Quran al-tadwini.

“Have they not contemplated the realm of the heavens and
earth and all that God created, and that the end of their time
might be near? What [other revelation] will they believe in if
they do not believe in this?” (Quran 7:185)

This verse of the Quran, and many other similar verses,
emphasizes the entire aspect of nature — the wholeness of it, vis-a-vis
the various realm of heavens, earth, and God’s creation, in relation to
the end of our time. The Quran further asserts that one of the essential
foundations of belief is this reflection about nature and all its aspects.
This reflection thus forms a bridge between revealed knowledge on
the one hand, and empirical and experiential knowledge on the other.
Thus, we can say that contemplation is key to the Sacred because of its
connecting function.

Regarding COVID-19, the wisdom of its whole picture can be
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projected from our contemplation of both. On the one hand, COVID-19
lies indeed in the empirical knowledge — its origin, viral strain, vectors,
etc. On the other hand, it is in the realm of experience — whether we get
infected and sick because of it and all other direct and indirect experience
that results from it such as working, mandated mask wearing, and
movement limitation, etc. Both are conceptualized as a Book, which
presumes that they are to be read and explored in chapters and sections
resembling that of a book. Within that ‘book,” COVID-19 can be thought
of as a major chapter of our time. As noted earlier, it has changed many
practical aspects of our lives that we took for granted before. It has also
changed our notion of freedom and security in ways that are limiting to
our physical movements and social interactions. It has even moved our
world into more virtual and digital connections, which is unprecedented in
known history of humanity. We are now told daily in the news that there are
ongoing and upcoming military conflicts in different parts of the world. We
are also facing severe droughts, forest firestorms, thunderstorms, floods, and
landslides which are record breaking in modern history. Viewed exclusively
from just one angle, these are immense problems that even to tackle one of
them takes tremendous task with gloomy prospects with all the unfolding
uncertainties around them.

Hence, enter the Sacred in nature considering these confusing
signals. A view of the Sacred gives hope and rest to a notion of existence
that is ever pressurised due to tremendous challenges well beyond the
ken of any single individual to contain. It opens a door to remembrance
(zikr) to reflect the state of inward self for the betterment of personal and
collective life of which spirituality and its related activities will be at the
communicative centre —a messenger of sorts — to the conscientious network
of hope that will guide further activities.

10. Conclusion

To conclude, we need to seriously reassess Islamic narratives
about nature. To this end, we can view nature from a perennial wisdom
with its principles that is ‘fresh in its time’ to be able to rejuvenate its
discourse within the context of modern human beings who are struggling
with reckless subjugation and mechanization of their environment and has
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tainted their vision of nature as enabler to contemplate the Divine. The key
is contemplation of nature — a deep contemplation that requires participation
of the whole of human self, and not just the contingency of human hands
and minds disconnected from the rest of his being that has clouded his
vision about power, rulership, rights and obligations and relationship with
nature and its order. In this, the contemplative tradition of Islam as outlined
by Nasr, if expanded further into the realm of political ecology, may well
provide a contemporary answer.
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ARTICLE

Ecological Conversion: What Can We Learn from the
African Traditional Religions?

Clement Baffoe, S VD!

ABSTRACT

In the face of the ecological crisis, many prominent voices including
Pope Francis have called for immediate collective actions to
curb the problem. In the spirit of interreligious dialogue and
collaboration, this article discusses what the African Traditional
Religions have to offer when it comes to the theme of ecological
conversion and the protection of the environment. The article
clarifies that due to the vastness of Africa and the distinctiveness
of each tribe and culture, it is more accurate to talk about African
Traditional Religions rather than the African Traditional Religion
as a monolith. This work focuses particularly on a tribe in Ghana
called the Akans and discusses their worldview which tends to be
spiritual, religious, and unlike some religions and philosophies,
benignly anthropocentric. This paper examines the various ways
traditional Akans protected their ecology and this article looks
at them as well. The paper argues that the Akan traditions which
recognize the divine in nature differ from the desacralization and the
demythologization of nature in some Abrahamic religions, which
have contributed to environmental exploitation and degradation.
In addition to calling for re-sacralization and remythologization
of nature, this paper argues that if God took on flesh in both the
“first” and the “second” incarnations, the entire creation can be
perceived as the body of God. This perspective affords a way of
looking at nature, not as merely trees, mountains, rivers, rocks, etc.
— and facilitates the possibility of an ecological conversion.

Keywords: interreligious dialogue, African Traditional Religions,
Akan Traditional Religions, ecology, ecological conversion.
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1. Introduction

Africa is a big continent with around fifty-four countries and about
three times the size of the United States of America. As many as there are
countries and cultures in Africa, so there are many religions in Africa. These
religions tend to be tribal, ethnic, or village specific, and as result could vary
from one village to the other in terms of belief and practice. It is believed that
there are about three thousand tribes in Africa, each having its own religious
system.? It will be a misnomer then to talk about the African Traditional
Religion since there are multiplicities of them. However, according to E.B.
Idowu, the real cohesive factor of religion in Africa is the living God, and
based on this identical factor, we can speak of the religion of Africa in the
singular.’ The same uniting factor, i.e., the living God, is the same between
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Thus, inferring from Idowu’s argument,
could one then argue that Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are one religion
since they share a common identity? I agree more with John Pobee who
asserts that “in view of the pluralism of Africanness, the religion tends
to be ethnocentric. Consequently, it is more accurate to speak of African
religions.”™ T would therefore prefer to talk about the African Traditional
Religions (ATRs hereafter) due to their huge numbers and varieties. Even
though I have been born and bred in Ghana, it would still be impossible to
talk about the Ghanaian Traditional Religion. Instead, I can talk specifically
about some African Traditional Religions, especially those that I have
experienced in the Akan land where I belong.

Noticing the co-existence present between Church and Traditional
African Religions, Pope Benedict XVI in the Post-Synodal Apostolic
Exhortation Africae Munus said, “It is worth singling out knowledgeable
individual converts, who could provide the Church with guidance in gaining
a deeper and more accurate knowledge of the traditions, the culture, and the
traditional religions.” Even though Pope Benedict calls on converts from

2 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy (Botswana, Heinemann
Educational Publishers, 1990), 1.

3 E. Bolaji Idowu, African Traditional Religion: A Definition (London: SCM
Press, 1973), 104.

* John Pobee, “Aspects of African Traditional Religion,” Sociological
Analysis 37, no. 1 (Spring, 1976): 1

> Pope Benedict X VI, Africae Munus, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation
(2011), no. 93.
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the ATRs to provide the Church with guidance as regards the ATRs,
most African academics who have written about the African Traditional
Religions are either not converts or adherents of the ATRs. Against
this backdrop, Godfrey Onah, a former vice rector of the Pontifical
Urbaniana University and an African writer observes that most of the
spokespersons of the ATRs are not adherents themselves and speak as
outsiders. Although I am not an adherent and also not a convert from
the ATRs, I still think having grown up with adherents of the ATRs, I
possess some degree of knowledge to be able to write about them. This
paper, therefore, is a response to Pope Francis’ call on all religions to
dialogue in order to protect creation,® in the spirit of the Second Vatican
Council which declares:

The Catholic Church rejects nothing that is true and holy in
these religions. She regards with sincere reverence those ways
of conduct and of life, those precepts and teachings which,
though differing in many aspects from the ones she holds and
sets forth, nonetheless often reflect a ray of that Truth which
enlightens all men,...that through dialogue and collaboration
with the followers of other religions, carried out with prudence
and love and in witness to the Christian faith and life, they
recognize, preserve and promote the good things, spiritual and
moral, as well as the socio-cultural values found among these
men.’

In this paper, therefore, I would like to focus on the theme
of ecological conversion and what we the people of other religions,
through dialogue and collaboration could learn from the ATRs and their
perspectives on the ecology.

2. African Traditional Religions

Unlike most religions that have scriptures (Holy Bible, Holy Quran,

¢ Pope Francis, Laudato Si’, Encyclical Letter (2015), no. 201.

7 Vatican Council II, Nostra Aetate, Declaration on the relation of the
Church to non-Christian Religions (18 November 1965), no. 2, in Vatican II: The
Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. A. Flannery (Collegeville, MN:
Liturgical Press, 1980).
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Bhagavad Gita, etc) and written traditions (Catechisms, Hadiths), most
African religions do not have scriptures or written traditions. At the
same time, it 1s worth revealing that the teachings and beliefs of most of
the African Traditional Religions are handed down through nature (the
ecology), through oral traditions such as sacred stories, folklores, and
proverbs. The memories of the people become receptacles and means
of transmitting their commandments, parables, cosmology, ecology, etc.
Defining what an African Traditional Religion is, John Pobee says,

We understand the phrase African Traditional Religion to
include the beliefs and practices of Native African peoples
with regard to the supernatural, those which were handed
down by the ancestors and which people hold on to as their
link with both the past and eternity.®

Anyone who has witnessed the practices and beliefs of the
Traditional African Religious person would understand that it is
basically a way of life. Every aspect of the traditional African person’s
life is permeated by a sense of the sacred and spirits and as a result,
there is no clear distinction between the sacred and secular, spirituality
and religion, holy and profane. This then would explain why the ATRs,
unlike some other religions, do not have elaborate temples and religious
artifacts. For traditional Africans, day-to-day life is in itself spiritual
and religious. From rising in the morning until going to bed at night,
all the activities of a traditional African are religious in nature. The
African therefore by nature is incurably and notoriously religious.’
Because spirituality is intertwined with every aspect of the adherents’
lives, scholars such as Douglas Thomas think that the ATRs are as
ancient as the first African people and hence older than the Abrahamic
Religions.'® Unfortunately, there is little scholarship on the ATRs, and
among the studies in existence, most were done through the lens of
Christianity. Descriptions of the ATR by Christian authors tended to be
unkind, making use of derogatory terms such as fetish, heathen, pagan,
primitive, savage, and so on. Negative depictions of ATRs by Christian
and Muslim writers and missionaries who do not take time to explore

¥ Pobee, “Aspects of African Traditional Religion,” 1.

? Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 1.

" Douglas E. Thomas, African Traditional Religion in the Modern World
(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2015), 5.
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the people’s beliefs and spiritualities have, in fact, caused some natives
to even hate the spirituality of their ancestors.

Among the diverse collection of Traditional African Religions
exists the tribe of the Akans in Ghana. From the outset, it must be
noted that even though the Akans are a homogenous group with the
same fundamental beliefs about God, variations do exist with regard to
how traditional religion is practiced from one Akan village or shrine to
the next. What is taboo, totem, and forbidden in one village or shrine
might be a delicacy in the next. What is hostile in one Akan society
or traditional shrine might be friendly in another. For instance, some
deities like Kune and Tigare (both executioner gods) who are believed
to be helpful by their adherents in my village, Kranka, are believed to be
harmful, hostile, and even not deities in some Akan communities.' It is
a result of these differences in beliefs and practices that it would make
sense to refer to this religious reality as ‘Akan Traditional Religions’
instead of ‘Akan Traditional Religion.” Who are the Akans?

“Akan” 1s an ethnographic and linguistic term used to refer
to a cluster of culturally homogenous groups living in central
and southern Ghana and parts of the adjoining eastern Cote
D’Ivoire. The Akan constitute two broad subcategories: the
inland Asante, Bono, Akyem, Akwapem, and Kwawu, who
speak the Twi, and the coastal Fante, who speak a dialect of
the same name....Most of these ethnic groups constituted
autonomous political systems in the pre-colonial period.'

' Gillian Mary Bediako, Benhardt Y. Quarshie, J. Kwabena Asamoah-
Gyadu, eds., Seeing New Facets of the Diamond: Christianity as a Universal Faith:
Essays in Honour of Kwame Bediako (Oxford: Regnum Books, 2014), 263.

12 Joseph K. Adjaye, ed., Time in the Black Experience (London:
Greenwood Press, 1994), 57. See also “Who Are the Akan People?” accessed 20
March 2022, https://www.worldatlas.com/articles/who-are-the-akan-people.html

“The Akan is a unique group of people found in Ghana and Ivory Coast.
Historically, the Ghanaian population migrated to the Ivory Coast and became the
most populous group of people in the country. The Akan language is known as
Fante or Twi; it is a group of dialects within the Niger-Congo family of languages.
The dialects of the Akan language include the Akuapem, Akwamu, Akyem, Bono,
Agona, Wassa, Fante, Kwahu, and Asante. Some prominent people from the Akan
community include Kofi Annan, John Atta Mills, and Kwame Nkrumah.”
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3. The Akan Worldview

Generally, the Akans believe in three main groups of otherworldly
beings consisting of the Supreme Being, the Lesser/Minor gods, and lastly
the Ancestors."* Although considered to be suprahuman and otherworldly,
these beings are very much part of the everyday activities of the Traditional
Akan people. The very language of the people is filled with phrases and
sayings that refer to God (Onyankopon/Nyame), the gods (abosom), and
the ancestral world (nsamanfo/asamando). One is likely to hear of God’s
tree (nyamedua) and God’s axe, a stone-like substance that comes with
a thunder strike. The people refer to rain as God’s water (nyankonsuo).
The Venerable Archbishop Emeritus of the Kumasi Archdiocese, Peter
Sarpong, explains that the concept of God among the Akans is native rather
than imported. In other words, the Akan people had their own notion of
the Supreme Being before their first contact with other religions.'*

Next to God in the Akan cosmology are the lesser gods. Whereas
Sarpong prefers to call the divinities “gods,” Onah prefers to employ the
term “deities” because “it would be improper to call the divinities ‘gods,’
thus giving the false impression of polytheism.”’> Although Onah’s
clarification is noteworthy, for the purpose of this paper, these two terms
will be used interchangeably. Describing the lesser gods, Sarpong says,

Inferior to Onyankupong are the minor deities or spirits, called
Busum or Obosum — of these, there are two classes, those
which are friendly to man — Busum papa, and those which
are mischievous and hostile — Busum bon. These beings are
themselves invisible, but are commonly associated with visible
objects, especially objects of remarkable character, such as
mountains, rivers, large trees or rocks or stones of peculiar
appearance.'®

Generally, the lesser gods are seen as playing similar roles like

13 Peter Sarpong, “The Sacred Stools of Ashanti,” Anthropos, Bd. 62, H.
1./2. (1967): 2-22.

4 Sarpong, “The Sacred Stools of Ashanti,” 6-7.

15 Godfrey Igwebuike Onah, “The Somali Dir Clan’s History: Codka Beesha
Direed,” accessed 7 April 2022 https://beeshadireed.blogspot.com/2012/08/the-
meaning-of-peace-in-african.html

16 Sarpong, “The Sacred Stools of Ashanti,” 8.
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the linguists in the Akan court. At the Akan court or chief’s palace, the
linguists are the go-betweens of the kings/chiefs and their people. Some
of the gods are therefore believed to be intermediaries between the
Supreme Being and humans. Ernestina Afriyie, like Sarpong, puts the
gods into two main categories — the executioner gods (abosom brafoo)
and the tutelary gods (fete abosom). Whereas the abosom brafos could
be sometimes hostile to humans, the tete abosom are mostly helpful. It
must be noted that despite the goodness of the tutelary gods, there have
been instances where they have been invoked against dishonest people
and the deities have acted. According to Afriyie, between the executioner
and the tutelary deities, it is the latter who are intermediaries but not the
former.!” For instance, the tutelary water gods Tano, Bea, Bosomtwe,
and Bosompo are considered by the Asantes as intermediaries between
God and the people. Nonetheless, Kwesi A. Dickson explains that
whereas this mediatory role of the gods is true in theory, caution must be
exercised because, in practice, the belief that the gods are mediators is
not always ritually and experientially exemplified in the Akan Religion.'®

In the Akan cosmology, the lesser gods are subordinates of the
Supreme Being and there is no way one could compare them to God.
Against this backdrop, Idowu contends that the ATRs and by extension
the Akan Traditional Religions are not polytheistic but are accurately
described as monotheistic —with a modification.' Responding to Idowu’s
argument, Dickson maintains that the ATRs are neither polytheistic nor
modified monotheism. Instead of hastily labeling the ATRs as either
polytheistic or monotheistic, Dickson thinks scholars should ask the
adherents of the ATRs themselves how they perceive the relationship
between their deities and God.*

The gods’ associations with mountains, rivers, large trees, or
even entire forests, rocks, and creation as a whole give the environment
or nature a sacred character. The Akan Traditional people, therefore,
tend to venerate some objects of nature because of their perceived

17 Gillian, Benhardt and J., Seeing New Facets of the Diamond, 265.

8 Kwesi A. Dickson, Theology in Africa (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books,
1984), 56.

YE. B. Idowu, African Traditional Religion, 165-168.

2 Dickson, Theology in Africa, 54-55.
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sacredness. This belief has been termed animism, a term first coined by
E.B. Tylor in his book Primitive Culture.*' The trees, rivers, animals,
seas, mountains, groves are not the deities themselves; rather they are
the abodes possessing or the sacred vessels/media holding the deities
or spirits. For the Akan therefore, any attempt to conquer or abuse
nature (trees, rivers, mountains, etc.) can have huge supernatural and
even natural consequences on the culprit and by extension the whole
society. In summary, according to the Akan worldview, the natural and
the supernatural worlds are integrally connected and any disturbances to
the natural world would incur reactions from the transcendent.

4. The Impact of Judeo-Christian Religions on the Akan Worldview

The attitudes of Christians towards the ATR and their adherents
have not been praiseworthy. Christianity in its early days in Africa
condemned almost everything indigenous and the remnants of these still
remain today. The Roman Catholic Church in Ghana recently initiated
a five-year Laudato Si Action Programme. At the launching ceremony,
the Archbishop of Cape Coast, the Most Rev. Charles Palmer-Buckle
averred that “colonialism and the manner of evangelization received,
did not understand this reverence that our ancestors had toward nature,
and through that, [the reverence] they also had toward their fellow man
and woman.”?*

The late Ghanaian SVD Brother, Pius Agyemang related a story
of how he and his colleagues were pelted with rocks the first time they
played traditional drums in a Mass. Because traditional drums were
generally played at ‘fetish’ shrines, some Catholics attending Mass
thought that Br. Pius was promoting syncretism in the church. Writing
in the American Journal of Sociology in the early 1940s, the great
Ghanaian statesman and politician Ako Adjei said:

2 Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development
of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Languages, Art and Custom, Vol. 1,
(New York, NY: Henry Holt and Company, 1889), 417.

22 “Church in Ghana launches 5-year Laudato si Action Programme,”
accessed 7 April 2022 https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-11/ghana-
laudato-si-bishops-action-program-five.html?msclkid=fea8cclaaa5111ec882{b2715
bc1480e
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The Christian church in Africa has never respected or
tolerated the traditional institutions of African society. In the
past, Christian missionaries refused to acknowledge the truth,
the faith, and the philosophy of African religion....The theory
which supported the action of the early Christian missionaries
in Africa was that everything African or indigenous was bad
and contrary to the Will of God but that everything European
or foreign was good and acceptable to the Will of God.
The effect of this theory on the indigenous African social
institutions was great. Application of the theory brought about
a great disruption in African social life.”

Disparagement of traditional African beliefs and knowledge is
not simply a problem of the past. Today African knowledge continues to
be undervalued and judged as illogical, superstitious, anti-development,
and unscientific.** Africans had to reject names with strong spiritual
meanings and instead adopt European or Christian names when
baptized in a Christian church. The negative perception could have
resulted from some misguided biblical hermeneutics and unfounded
Christian anthropology. As we saw earlier, the ATRs and in particular
the traditional Akans believe in one Supreme God, multiple minor gods
(subordinate to God), the Ancestors and the physical world comprising
human beings and the natural environment. The belief that the gods
inhabited the natural world, especially rivers, trees, animals, mountains
gave the natural world a sacred view. Like a sacrament, the natural world
becomes a means of leading one to the sacred. The traditional Akan
dared not conquer or take dominion over nature since in doing so, one
would be entering into a fight with the spirits that were present in nature.
For the Akan therefore, the suprahuman, humans, and the environment
are interrelated and interdependent.?® They all form a community, which
would become handicapped if one member, especially the environment,
is exploited. Samuel Nyamekye claims the following about various
animals and plants:

2 Ako Adjei, “Imperialism and Spiritual Freedom,” American Journal of
Sociology 50, n0.3 (Nov., 1944): 193-194.

24 Munyaradzi Mawere and Awuah-Nyamekye, ed., Harnessing Cultural
Capital for Sustainability: A Pan Africanist Perspective (Mankon, Bamenda: Langaa
Research & Publishing CIG, 2015), 221.

2> Kevin Behrens, “Exploring African Holism with Respect to the
Environment,” Environmental Values 19, no. 4 (November 2010): 469-470.
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Odum (Chlorophora excelsa), Esa (Ceitis mild-braedii), Abeko
(Tieghemella heckelii), Tweneboa (Entant drophragma), Onyina (Ceiba
pentandra), Homakyem (Dalbergia saxatalis), Odii (Okuobaka aubrevillei),
etc. The animals include: Tromo (Tragelaphus euryceros isaacii), Oyuo
(cephalophus niget), Kuntun or Pataku (Canis adustus), Okoo (Syncerus
caffer),”?® are generally considered to be possessed.

One important way that the ATRs conserved the environment
was through their belief in totems.”” According to Roger Keesing,
totemism is a belief that “a mystical relationship connects human
groups with animal species or natural phenomenon.””® The Akans of
Ghana are divided into eight main clans (families), each having its own
totem consisting of: Aduana (dog), Agona (parrot), Asakyiri (vulture),
Asenee (bat), oyoko (hawk), Asona (crow), Bretuo (leopard), and Ekoona
(buffalo). Usually, great historical legends describe the relationship
between the totems and the clans, and as a result, the humans are to
honour and take care of these animals. As a member of the ‘Asenee’
clan, it behooves me to treat the bat with respect and it is my duty to
bury a bat fittingly anytime I chance on a dead one. As each of the
eight Akan clans protects their totems for religious and spiritual reasons,
they contribute to the conservation of the fauna even if that is not their
primary aim. In addition to the above-mentioned species, there are a
few monkey sanctuaries in Ghana whereby the natives of these areas
have strong spiritual connection to these primates. For instance, the
residents of the Boabeng-Fiema townships have legends that explain the
mystical relationship between them and the monkeys that are now found
in the famous Boabeng-Fiema monkey sanctuary. With these stories and
spiritual connections, these monkeys are unharmed and are buried like
humans when they die.”

In order to prove that the deities of the ATRs had no power,

26 Samuel Awuah-Nyamekye, “Belief in Sasa: Its Implications for Flora and
Fauna Conservation in Ghana,” Nature and Culture 7, no.1 (Spring 2012): 4.

2 Munyaradzi Mawere and Samuel Awuah-Nyamekye, Between Rhetoric
and Reality: The State and Use of Indigenous Knowledge in Post-Colonial Africa
(Mankon, Bamenda: Langaa Research and Publishing CIG, 2015), 133-134.

2 Roger M. Keesing, Cultural Anthropology: A Contemporary Perspective
(Sydney: CBS Publishing, 1981), 330.

» “Boabeng Fiema Monkey Sanctuary,” accessed 22 March 2022, https://
www.boabengfms.org/who-we-are/history
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some Christians deliberately went about destroying sites and symbols
considered as sacred by adherents of ATRs including cutting down
forests, killing certain animals, and even intentionally poisoning some
fishes, etc. This strategy, labeled as ‘power encounter’ in Pentecostalism,
is described by Sobhi Malek as “an open, public confrontation between
opposing forces....[it] includes tangible demonstrations that prove the
superiority of Christ over old lords.”*® Malek cites St Boniface’s felling
of the Oak of Jupiter as an example of ‘power encounter’ wherein the
power of Jesus overcomes that of the devil.*! Employing this strategy,
a popular Ghanaian Radio Evangelist named Akwasi Awuah boasts
of having poisoned sacred fishes in Techiman. In trying to undermine
African religious beliefs, Christians have inadvertently destroyed the
natural environment which ATRs adherents hold as sacred. Because
Akan indigenous religious traditions contributed to protecting the
environment, the act of delegitimizing these traditions along with the
adopting of Christian views and various laws have done great damage to
the Akan ecology. For example, in the village of Kranka in the Bono East
Region of Ghana, there is a sacred grove/forest dedicated to a god called
Kune. Kune is a powerful god whose name and exploits send shivers
down the spines of both his adherents and people of other religions in
the village. Because of this belief, while almost all other trees in the
village have been felled despite government regulations against illegal
logging, the giant trees in the Kune sacred grove have not been touched

39 Murray W. Dempster, Byron D. Klaus and Douglas Petersen, eds., Called
and Empowered: Global Mission in Pentecostal perspective (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Academic, 1991), 180.

31 Murray, Byron and Douglas, Called and Empowered,193. See also, C.H.
Talbot, trans., The Anglo-Saxon Missionaries in Germany (New York, NY: Sheed
and Ward, 1954), 45-46.“With the counsel and advice of the latter persons, Boniface
in their presence attempted to cut down, at a place called Gaesmere, a certain oak
of extraordinary size called by the pagans of olden times the Oak of Jupiter. Taking
his courage in his hands (for a great crowd of pagans stood by watching and bitterly
cursing in their hearts the enemy of the gods), he cut the first notch. But when he
had made a superficial cut, suddenly the oak’s vast bulk, shaken by a mighty blast
of wind from above, crashed to the ground shivering its topmost branches into
fragments in its fall. As if by the express will of God (for the brethren present had
done nothing to cause it) the oak burst asunder into four parts, each having a trunk of
equal length. At the sight of this extraordinary spectacle the heathens who had been
cursing ceased to revile and began on the contrary, to believe and bless the Lord.”
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for fear of retribution from the god.*? For the village of Kranka, religious
belief has so far contributed positively to environmental conservation.

Traditional Akan Religions also contribute to environmental
protection through their understanding of the earth. Similar to the
Judeo-Christian Religions’ personification of the earth (Is. 24:4-5,
Rm. 8:22-23), the Earth is personified and called ‘Mother Earth’ in the
ATRs. Among the Akans, the Earth is popularly called ‘Asaase Yaa,” a
name that indicates that the earth is a female born on Thursday. In the
Akan cosmology, the Earth is revered as a goddess and is offered drinks
during libations. The Akan people must seek her permission before even
a grave could be dug for burial. There are even ‘shabbat’ days for the
earth called ‘dabone’ (which literally means ‘bad days’), in which no
one 1s to visit the farm or till the soil since the Earth rests on those days.
The traditional Akans believe that any desecration of the Earth will yield
consequences such as poor growth, dying of livestock, or even drought.
This deification of the Earth by the Akans underscores the belief that
humans need to live in harmony with rather than exploit the Earth.

The Akan belief that rivers are either gods or possessed by deities
had also helped many rivers in Ghana, such as Birim, Ankobra, Afram,
and Tano to be protected. However, the undermining of indigenous
beliefs by the Abrahamic religions in Ghana upon their arrival led many
people to abuse the rivers. Illegal mining known as galamsey has made
unusable what used to be the sources of livelihood and potable water for
small communities. River courses have been diverted, excavated, and
even poisoned by cyanide. The Ghanaian President Nana Addo Danquah
Akufo-Addo in a 2017 speech said he would put his presidency on the
line to curb this menace plaguing Ghana’s water bodies, agricultural
lands, fauna, and flora.** Despite the military-led task force, burning of
excavators, and other heavy-handed approaches, the government seems
to be still losing the fight against galamsey.

32 Samuel Awuah-Nyamekye, “Salvaging Nature: Akan Religio-Cultural
Perspective,” Worldviews 13 (2009): 259.

33 “T will put my Presidency on line to stop galamsey,” accessed 30 March
2022 https://www.ghanabusinessnews.com/2017/07/11/i-will-put-my-presidency-on-
line-to-stop-galamsey-akufo-addo/
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While elements of the ATR anthropology emphasize the sacredness
of and human interconnectedness with nature consistent with a non-
anthropocentric worldview, some scholars have convincingly argued that
the African, and by extension the Akan, worldview is anthropocentric.
Mbiti explains,

In African myths of creation, man puts himself at the centre of
the universe . . . [thus] he consequently sees the universe from
that perspective. It is as if the whole world exists for man’s
sake. Therefore, the African peoples look for the usefulness (or
otherwise) of the universe to man. This means both what the
world can do for man, and how man can use the world for his
own good. This attitude toward the universe is deeply ingrained
in African peoples. For that reason many people, for example,
have divided animals into those which man can eat and those
which he cannot eat. Others look at plants in terms of what can
be eaten by people, what can be used for curative or medical
purposes, what can be used for building, fire, and so on.**

Discussing the African traditional worldview, Onah says:

It is anthropocentric because the actions of God and the other
spiritual beings are generally directed towards humans for
their sustenance and well-being; and infra-human realities are
thought to be ordered towards the promotion of human life.*®

Similarly, Callicott observes, “One may be stunned to discover
that, generally speaking, indigenous African religions tend to be both
monotheistic and anthropocentric...Even Africans who regularly hunt
for a living take an anthropocentric stance toward the environment.”®
There are, however, also scholars who assert that the African traditional
worldview is primarily non-anthropocentric. For instance, Kevin Behrens
argues,

34 John S. Mbiti, Introduction to African Religion (Long Grove, IL:
Waveland Press, 1991), 43.

33 Godfrey Igwebuike Onah, “The Somali Dir Clan’s History.”

36 J. Baird Callicott, Earth's Insights: A Multicultural Survey of Ecological
Ethics from the Mediterranean Basin to the Australian Outback (Los Angeles, LA:
University of California Press, 1994), 157.
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Whilst a strong strand of anthropocentrism in African thought
cannot be denied, this does not fully represent African moral
worldviews. I point out that many African theorists, even
those who place significant emphasis on human interests, also

often claim that everything in nature is interrelated.’’

Considering the thoughts of Mbiti, Callicott, and Onah, I
believe that despite the interconnectedness that exists between the
Traditional Akan and their environment, the Akan worldview tends
to be anthropocentric. The Akans generally see themselves at the
centre of the created order, a mindset not so unlike that found in some
Christian circles. It must, however, be clarified that even though the
Akan cosmology tends to be anthropocentric, because of the traditional
Akan belief that sacralizes aspects of nature such as rivers, trees, and
mountains, etc., the Akan anthropocentrism is benign, controlled, and
not as destructive to the environment like the strong anthropocentrism
found among religions and philosophies that do not see the sacred or
divine in nature.

5. The Points of Convergence between the ATRs and the Judeo-
Christian Religions

Like Tertullian, one might be asking: “What has Athens to do
with Jerusalem?”” To wit, what have the ATRs to do with the Abrahamic
religions? Archbishop Buckle, expressing the need to revisit the
heritage left by their ancestors, told Catholics in Ghana that “there is no
disconnect between our Christian belief and our traditional attitude or
religiosity.”*® Among religions, there are some commonalities that can
be observed and can serve to pave the way for greater collaboration and
dialogue. The first point of convergence between the ATRs, specifically
the Akan Traditional Religions, and the Abrahamic religions is their
conception of creation. The Quran, the Hebrew Scriptures as well as the

37 Behrens, “Exploring African Holism with Respect to the Environment,”
466.

3% “Church in Ghana launches 5-year Laudato si Action Programme,”
accessed 23/03/2022 https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-11/ghana-
laudato-si-bishops-action-program-five.html?msclkid=aaa0dae2aadellec9cae874ca
6b856¢8
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Christian Scriptures all assign anthropomorphic qualities to creation.
In the Hebrew Scriptures, we find the image of the earth opening its
mouth sometimes and swallowing people (Nm. 16:32), and the whole
creation is asked to praise the Lord (Dan. 3ff). In the New Testament,
creation is depicted as in labour pains and groaning to be delivered
(Rm. 8:22). Similarly, in the Quran, it is mentioned that neither the
heaven nor the earth weeps for Egypt (Surah Ad-Dukhan 44:29). For
the Akan Traditional Religions, the Earth is described as feminine and
even named ‘Asaase Yaa.” She is a mother endowed with fecundity and
needs to be treated with utmost respect and care. Thus, both the ATRs
and the Abrahamic religions share a common view of creation not as a
lifeless entity but rather life-containing being capable of giving life and
responding to God and humans.

Secondly, the ATRs and the Judeo-Christian traditions generally
see creation (or nature) as sacramental. These religions understand
creation to be pointing to something beyond itself. The Canadian
Conference of Catholic Bishops proclaims, “From panoramic vistas to
the tiniest living form, nature is a constant source of wonder and awe. It
is also a continuing revelation of the divine.”*® This affirms the sentiment
of Psalm 19 that “The heavens declare the glory of God and the skies
proclaim the work of his hands.” Likewise, Paul writes, “Ever since
the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible
though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he
has made” (Rm. 1:20). The examples cited clearly demonstrate that the
Judeo-Christian religions hold a symbolic/sacramental view of creation
since it points to and reveals God and God’s power. With regard to the
Akans, Archbishop Charles Palmer-Buckle averred, “Our ancestors
have always revered the waters as habitats of the divine. They had
always looked at forests not in terms of trees but as the habitat of the
Spirit of God. They have always looked at mountains, rocks, the sea in
terms of the divine.”*

3% Canadian Bishops’ Conference, 4 Pastoral Letter on the Christian
Ecological Imperative from the Social Affairs Commission, Canadian Conference of
Catholic Bishops (2003): 1, accessed 30 March 2022 http://www.inee.mu.edu/docu
ments/32Canadianpastoralletter 000.pdf

40 “Church in Ghana launches 5-year Laudato si Action Programme,” accessed
23/03/2022 https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2021-11/ghana-laudato-si-
bishops-action-program-five.html?msclkid=aaa0dae2aadel1ec9cae874ca6b856c8
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It must be noted that adherents of Akan Traditional Religions
did not necessarily see creation as pointing to God directly but rather
to the deities who inhabited certain features of the environment, e.g.,
the rivers, rocks, trees, etc. To elucidate, it is uncertain how many
traditional Akans upon seeing the Tano or Antoa River*! would think
immediately of the Creator. What is certain is that many of them would
immediately think of the Tano or Antoa deity/god. In other words,
whereas the Judeo-Christian traditions perceive creation as a sacrament
of God, the Akan Traditional Religions perceive specific features of
creation as a sacrament of particular deities. Despite this difference, as
stated previously, the gods are intermediaries and delegates of God and
ultimately point to God. It must be reiterated that the Akan Religions
believe God as the Creator just that some created elements like the trees,
rivers, and mountains become possessed by the gods (also created). In
the end, the trees, rivers, and mountains become symbolic/sacramental
of the gods/deities. Having said this, the Akan description of God is
neither ‘deus remotus’ (a remote God) nor ‘deus ostiosus’ (a lazy God
who is uninterested in His creatures).*

Moreover, the Akan Traditional Religions, as well as Christianity,
believe that there is interdependence between human beings and the
environment. Despite some of the adherents of both religions occasionally
falling into the canker of anthropocentrism, thinking everything revolves
around humans, their essential belief about the relationship between
human beings and the environment is interdependence. The Catechism
of the Catholic Church teaches,

God wills the interdependence of creatures. The sun and the
moon, the cedar and the little flower, the eagle and the sparrow:
the spectacle of their countless diversities and inequalities
tells us that no creature is self-sufficient. Creatures exist only
in dependence on each other, to complete each other, in the
service of each other.*?

# “Tano River,” accessed 30 March 2022 https://www.britannica.com/place/
Tano-River.

Both River Tano and Antoa are deities in Ghana and are feared among the
people.

2 Pobee, “Aspects of African Traditional Religion,” 6.

# Catechism of the Catholic Church, English translation, 2™ ed. (1997), n. 340.
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Man must therefore respect the particular goodness of every
creature, to avoid any disordered use of things which would
be in contempt of the Creator and would bring disastrous

consequences for human beings and their environment.*

Similarly, as seen in their belief in totems, the ATRs have a firm
conviction that everything in the physical environment is interconnected.
Thus, any abuse of the environment brings about negative consequences
from the gods and spirits who possess the environment. Samuel Awuah-
Nyamekye states, “The Akan have a firm belief that their physical
life depends on the physical environment for which reason they have
devised ways to ensure the sustainable use of the natural resources.”*
Therefore, by recognizing this common outlook on the interdependent
relationship between humans and the environment of both traditions,
ATRs and Christianity can find basis for dialogue and collaboration
towards environmental conservation.

6. What Do the African Traditional Religions Have to Offer?

Having discussed some similarities between ATRs and the Judeo-
Christian traditions, it can be seen that the ATRs have much to contribute
to interreligious dialogue. The most notable contribution is the sacredness
that the ATRs attribute to the environment. As stated at the beginning,
the ATRs do not necessarily distinguish between the sacred and the
profane, the religious and unreligious, spiritual and unspiritual. Even
the seemingly ordinary activity of sharing food and drink for traditional
Akans 1s an act of communion (koinonia) between them and the spirit
world. Therefore, the first drop of a drink or the first morsel of their food
is offered to the ancestors and the spirit world. This consciousness that
all of life and all within the world are sacred determines how they treat
the natural environment. To reiterate Archbishop Buckle’s assertion, the
indigenous Akans saw and continue to see the forests not in terms of
trees and rivers, not just water but the habitats of the divine. -

* Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 339.
# Samuel Awuah-Nyamekye, “Totemism, Akyeneboa and Plant Ethics,”
PAN: Philosophy, Activism, Nature, n0.9 (2012), 5.
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Another thing that we can learn from the ATRs is their spirituality
of ecology. This spirituality is one that perceives nature as divine but not
God, sacred but not to be worshipped. The historian Lynn White in his
seminal essay asserts that the root cause of the contemporary ecological
crisis is religion, particularly the Judeo-Christian tradition, which has
desacralized nature. White proposes that “since the roots of our trouble
are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essentially religious,
whether we call it that or not.”* Therefore, in order to rectify the crisis,
there needs to be a process of remythologizing nature to recognize the
sacredness present in nature. According to Kevin Vanhoozer:

“Remythologizing” theology is not a call to fall back into
mythology. [It] does not require that one turn one’s back on
contemporary science; neither does it seek to project our best
thoughts onto a superhuman being or re-populate the world
with red devils and shopping demons. It has rather to do with
going back to the scene of the hermeneutical crime.*’

In other words, remythologizing is not a reversal to ancient myths
and superstition but a move into metaphysics. It involves explaining
nature with metaphors, true and broadly embracing incarnational
theology, poetic languages, and stories that are capable of drawing
people to seeing nature anew. To remythologize is to appreciate the fact
that nature is not only physical but is permeated by the supernatural. This
remythologization does not imply turning rivers, the sun, earth, rocks,
mountains, and groves into deities or gods. Rather it is about taking
a new look at the environment in a similar manner as the adherents
of ATRs have since time immemorial. It means referring to nature not
merely as sun, moon, wind, water, or earth but in the metaphorical
language of St. Francis of Assisi as Brother Sun, Sister Moon, Brother
Wind, Sister Water, and Mother Earth. If these elements of nature are
seen as subjects but not objects, having their own being and understood
as brothers, sisters, and mother, humans would be less likely to harm
these ‘relatives’ of ours. In sum, what the ATRs can teach us 1s a new
and fresh mindset about nature, calling for a change in our perceptions

% Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” Science 155,
no. 3767 (March 1967): 1205

47 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Remythologizing Theology: Divine Action, Passion,
and Authorship (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 23.
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about nature that facilitates the process of ecological conversion. The
ATR worldview finds concordance with what theologians such as
Teilhard de Chardin, Richard Rohr, Ursula King, and many others have
held that God is immanent in creation as well as transcendent. Teilhard
de Chardin in his ‘Mass on the World’ says:

By virtue ofhisimmersion in the world’s womb, the great waters
of the kingdom of matter have, without even a ripple, been
endued with life. No visible tremor marks this inexpressible
transformation; and yet, mysteriously and in very truth, at the
touch of the supersubstantial Word the immense host which is
the universe is made flesh. Through your own incarnation, my
God, all matter is henceforth incarnate.*®

Likewise, Rohr advocates the concept of the Cosmic Christ
who has been in existence for eternity. He explains that God took on
materiality/flesh since the Big Bang and so, God became incarnate not
just at the birth of Jesus around two millennia ago but billions of years
before this historical event. The Cosmic Christ, therefore, 1s all of creation
that has been in existence since what Rohr calls the ‘first incarnation,’
the Big Bang.*”’ If God at the ‘first incarnation’ took on materiality, how
can anyone then deny nature as God’s incarnate? These two events of
the incarnation, one from the very beginning of the universe and one in
more recent human history, there is basis for embarking on the process
of remythologizing nature and rethinking the sacredness of nature. The
worldview of the ATRs provides some inspiration for Christians to
re-examine our view of nature and to go beyond mere idolization of
nature, but to see nature, in Sallie McFague’s thought, as God’s body.*°
This understanding of nature as God’s body, i.e., an embodiment of
God’s immanence and transcendence, will facilitate better decorum and
reverence of nature, and thus, promote environmental well-being and
flourishing.

* Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Hymn of the Universe (New York, NY: Harper
& Row Publishers, 1965), 24.

4 Richard Rohr, “The Cosmic Christ,” accessed 30" March, 2022, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=zLMcZNulJpBc

30 Sallie McFague, The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (Britain:
SCM Press, 1993), 20.
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7. Conclusion

The great reverence that ATRs exhibit towards nature has primarily been
due to their perception of nature as sacred though not God. Contemporary
Christian thinkers propose that at both the first incarnation (the Big
Bang) and the second incarnation (the birth of Jesus), God assumed
materiality and hence became incarnate in both creation and the person
of Jesus. Even though God is transcendent and above nature, through
the incarnation, nature has become the ‘Body of God.” The aim then is
to see beyond nature merely as a physical reality but to see it also in its
supernatural aspects, a perspective that would contribute to the process
of ecological conversion. Christians, through interreligious dialogue,
can engage with the ATRs in order to help us become more informed
in our own perception and treatment of nature in the spirit of Nostra
Aetate which calls on us to recognize and accept all that is true and holy
in other religions. The spirit of dialogue and fraternity will not only
lead to greater harmonious interreligious relation but also contribute
immensely to the protection of our Common Home.
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ARTICLE

An Exploration of Cordilleran Students’
Christian Environmentalism (CE) and
Environmental Awareness (EA):
Towards a Post-COVID-19 Pandemic Response
to Laudato Si’

Jeramie N. Molino'

ABSTRACT

In response to the youth's emerging role in care for our “common
home,” this study examines the Christian environmentalism
and environmental awareness of the selected Cordilleran
students. The data sets were taken from two measures: Christian
Environmental Scale (CES) and Environmental Awareness Scale
(EAS). Being empirical, the data set is analyzed quantitatively
and qualitatively. Both levels of analysis provided this study
with some depth in understanding the characteristics of the
Cordilleran students’ attitudes and experiences on environmental
concerns. By employing the Christian Environmental Scale
(CES) and the Environmental Awareness Scale (EAS) to select
Cordilleran students, this study endeavors to determine the
level of Cordilleran students’ consciousness of the importance
of the environment, especially during the time of the COVID-19
pandemic. This paper aims to give attention to the Cordilleran
students’views, for they belong to indigenous groups that give so
much importance to the natural environment. The results show a
high Christian Environmentalism (CE) and a high Environmental
Awareness (CE) among Cordilleran informants. Moreover,
the informants’ responses analysis revealed how the students’
mindset expressed a theocentric view of the environment.
Such a mindset can be a fertile ground for sustainable actions
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toward care for the common home, especially post-COVID-19
pandemic. In the same manner, the CEs and EAs of the
Cordilleran informants are a potential source for understanding
how Cordilleran youth can contribute to responses to the
challenges of Laudato Si in the post-COVID-19 pandemic era.

Keywords: Post-COVID-19 pandemic, Christian
environmentalism, environmental awareness, Laudato Si,
indigenous knowledge.

1. Introduction

The Cordillera region is home to the largest vegetable industry
in the Philippines. It is composed of six provinces namely: Benguet, Mt.
Province, Ifugao, Abra, Kalinga, and Apayao. The region supplies 70
percent of temperate vegetables in the Philippine market, chiefly potato,
cabbage, beans, and carrots (Ngidlo 2013). In terms of education context,
many young Cordillerans have their education in the different universities
in Baguio City, a city within the Cordillera. Interestingly, while many of
the young Cordillerans continue to practice their autochthonous rituals,
many simultaneously profess the Christian faith. Young Cordillerans who
live in the uplands identify with various forms of Protestant Christianity
while many who have settled in the city, like Baguio and the Hispanicized
lowlands, adhere to Roman Catholicism (Howell 2009).

In Cordillera, extractive mining industries and corporate
exploitation are the gravest threats facing Cordillerans and their
communities. The Catholic Bishops Conference of the Philippines
(CBCP) has asked for the repeal of the Philippine Mining Act, citing
“the devastating effects and adverse social impacts of mining that will
destroy both environment and people” (PIA 2012). The Mining Act, it
says, “destroys life.” The Philippine churches’ anti-mining campaigns are
anchored in the belief that resistance to mining is a “defense of creation”
(Simbulan 2016).

The selected Cordilleran students who became informants for this
research are considered indigenous people. The indigenous peoples of the
Cordillera face various environmental challenges and threats. They are



246 Religion and Social Communication, Vol. 20 No. 2, 2022

also considered among the most marginalized and disenfranchised people
in their society (First People Worldwide n.d.). Some face discrimination,
exploitation, exclusion, abuse, and injustice in their lands. Pope Francis
(2017) recognized these prevailing struggles of the indigenous people
and believed that the central issue is determining how to reconcile their
right to development with the protection of the particular characteristics
of indigenous peoples and their communities.

Most of the Cordilleran people are farmers (Hilhorst 2001), and
they know the importance of the land. An essential practice during the
agricultural cycle is the tengaw (days of rest) for the Cordilleran people.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, many Igorots, or Cordillerans, a
small indigenous tribe living in the Cordillera, embraced the quarantine
measures. Jones explains that “before the planting season and after a
harvest, the council of elders usually declares fengaw, and villagers are
prohibited from passing through the rice terraces because they might
upset the spirits” (2002,380).

Atthe onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, some Cordilleran villages
also declared tengaw to cleanse, protect, and heal the community and the
land they toiled for several decades. There are rituals that they perform
like manengtey (a ritual that divines omen from a chicken’s internal
organs). This shows that the Cordilleran people are very concerned about
nature and the environment. Similarly, there has been a long record of
deeds and documents in the Roman Catholic Church of its initiatives for
environmental care. However, it is in the encyclical Laudato Si’ that one
will find a more serious and aggressive approach to the care of what Pope
Francis calls “Our Common Home.” The Pope explains:

A correct relationship with the created world demands that we
do not weaken this social dimension of openness to others,
much less the transcendent dimension of our openness to the
“Thou” of God. Our relationship with the environment can
never be isolated from our relationship with others and God
(Laudato Si’- LS, §119).

Furthermore, it is striking that LS mentions the future thirty-two
times in the text. Pope Francis is concerned about humanity’s future
(LS, §38). More particularly, in LS paragraph 13, he is concerned about
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the demand of young people for change. He argues that young people
are wondering how anyone can claim to plan for a better future without
considering the pressing environmental crisis. I consider this an essential
gap 1n this paper.

At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, many people realized
the importance of a healthy environment. According to experts, COVID-19
transmission is decreased by isolation measures and disinfection products
(San Juan-Reyes et al. 2021). Confinement policies favor a reduction of
air pollution. In the study by San Juan-Reyes et al. there is a positive
association between air pollution and COVID-19 infection. The authors
argue that biocidal products are responsible for toxicity and impact the
environment.

It has been a popular observation that the COVID-19 pandemic
has successfully contributed to the recovery of the environment to a large
extent, which should positively impact global climate change. It changes
the daily behavior of humans and the surrounding ecological system
(Verma 2020). So much has been discussed about the environment,
ecological concerns, and Laudato Si’, and the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic; however, none of these studies specifically elevated the
discourse of Cordilleran students’ experiences. Hence, the main problem
of'this paper is to address the question: How can one develop a Cordilleran
youth-oriented post-COVID-19 pandemic “care for our common
home” from the Cordilleran students’ Christian Environmentalism
(CE) and Environmental Awareness (EA)? Drawing from a culturally
appropriate latent dimension of Cordilleran students’ CEs and EAs, what
environmental or ecological theologies or theologizing can address the
challenges of Laudato Si’ post-COVID-19 pandemic?

2. Participants and Procedures

To conduct the survey, a Google form containing the data collection
tool “Christian Environmental Scale” (CES) and “Environmental
Awareness Scale” (EAS) was created. This tool was originally
constructed and validated in a study by Rito Baring, Jeramie Molino, and
Stephen Reysen (2021). The Google form was the most convenient way
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to collect the data because during the time of collection, lockdown and
online classes were strictly imposed due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
CES and EAS were administered to select Cordilleran Christian students
in Baguio City as part of this study. The participants were made aware
of the aims of the research. After filling out the informed consent and
the required demographics, the respondents answered the following
items in CES and EAS:

Items on Christian Environmentalism Scale (CES)

A S I A O e

[ N T = W =S
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God creates the world.

God is the center of life.

God invites me to respect life.

Humanity and nature are related to God.

God calls me to care for the earth like my home.

I see creation as God’s symbol of grace and delight.
God loves all His creation.

I admire the beauty of God’s creation.

God wants and expects me to protect nature.

. The world is good because God is good.

. The world will prosper if we believe in God.

. Worship to God requires that I protect the earth.

. We are responsible to God for abusing the environment.
. God did not cause evil things to happen to us.

. God made the world for humanity.

Items on the Environmental Awareness Scale (EAS)

1.
2.

We need to act now to reverse environmental damage.

Global warming is due to high levels of greenhouse gases in the
atmosphere.

We can address environmental problems by avoiding the use of
single-use plastics.

We need to preserve the earth’s resources for future generations.
Humans can improve and preserve the earth’s resources.

Human disregard for the earth is a serious error.
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7. Human activities should first consider the limits of the earth’s
resources.
8. Students like me can help save the earth from further destruction.

Planting more trees can help reduce global warming.

The Cordilleran student informants completed the G-form of
CES and EAS. Responses were made using a simple Likert-type scale
from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree (cf. Table 1; for a
discussion of attitude measurement with Likert-type scales, see Joshi
et al. 2015). The scale is reliable and demonstrates convergent validity
with the scales on religion and pro-environmental attitudes (Molino,
Baring, and Reysen 2021).

Table 1: 5 Option responses for CE and EA

CES and EAS
Strongly Agree

Agree

Disagree

Uncertain

Al Eal ol Rl e

Strongly disagree

This descriptive survey research was carried out through
purposive sampling, where subjects are selected using sound judgment
(Black 2010) in the most cost and time-effective way (Dudovsky
2019). Data analysis includes two levels of analysis—quantitative
and qualitative. The quantitative component constitutes a simple data
analysis from CES and EAS. CES and EAS are uncharted in empirical
theological discourse here and abroad. Molino, Baring, and Reysen
introduced CES and EAS as an assessment model inspired by the notion
of ethnocentrism offered by Hoffman and Sandelands (2005). It is also
inspired by environmental theology in general since most literature uses
the concept of environmental theology (Doughty 1981). CES and EAS
can generally represent environmental insights inspired by Christian
principles and ideas. Especially, CES and EAS, as it is used here,
describe an empirical construct operationalized by a single dimension
representing views about the divine creative power, the sanctity of nature,
and human responsibility towards nature. It contrasts with environmental
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theology in that the latter concerns discourses not precisely anchored on a
single religious, traditional view. Hence CES and EAS accommodate the
Christian perspective in articulating views about nature.

While Baring, Molino, and Reysen see the struggle to understand
environmental theology (Jacubus 2004), they find an opportunity to build
upon a new concept from empirical foundations. They introduce Christian
environmentalism as an empirical concept that underwent validation within
environmental theology, which traditionally incorporates anthropocentric
and geocentric components. This paper’s contribution to the evolving
environmental studies in youth theology is the employment of CES and
EAS in analyzing the Cordilleran youth’s Christian environmentalism and
environmental awareness. This paper offers new possibilities for theologizing
about the youth attitudes toward the environment by proposing the notion
of Christian environmentalism and environmental awareness as an essential
response to Laudato Si’ in the post-COVID-19 pandemic era.

3. Profile of Cordilleran Student Informants

The sample (n=176) represented the Cordilleran youth from the
different colleges and universities in Baguio City. Following Republic Act
8044 of the Philippine government defining 15-30 years old as “youth,” they
can also be referred to as young people, but for purposes of this research, |
consider my participants in terms of their educational level. All respondents
are college students and were classified according to their year level. Most
of them belonged to the first and second-year levels with a 96.59 cumulative
percentage.

Table 2 below shows the informants’ gender distribution and
educational attainment. They were classified as male and female. Notice
that there are more male informants (54.5%) than females (45.5%). This
is important to emphasize because in the Cordillera, gender statistics are
vital inputs for planners, decision-makers, and implementors in formulating
and implementing programs and projects for the benefit of women and in
monitoring their status. They indicate women’s involvement in all socio-
economic endeavors as beneficiaries or decision-makers (PSA 2019).
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Table 2: Informants’ Gender and Educational Attainment

Gender Frequency Percent Valid]| Cumulative
Percent Percent

Male 96 54.5 54.5 54.5

Female 80 45.5 45.5 100

Grand Total 176 100 100

Respondents’ Educational Attainment

Year Level Frequency Percent Valid]| Cumulative
Percent Percent

First Year 83 47.16 47.16 47.16

Second Year 87 49.43 49.43 96.59

Third Year 5 2.84 2.84 98.93

Fourth Year | 0.58 0.58 100

Grand Total 176 100 100

4. Results and Analysis

CES initial query 1s on the question, “Is there an environmental crisis
in our time now?” The majority of the informants answered YES. There
are 161 out of 176 or 91.47 percent of informants who positively affirmed
that an environmental crisis 1s indeed evident in contemporary times. This
is an affirmation of what the different kinds of literature are telling us. It is
also an affirmation of the claims of LS. Only 12 out of 176, or 6.8 percent
of the informants answered MAYBE, and 3 out of 176, or 1.7 percent
said NO. Combined, 15 out of 176, or 8.5 percent of informants are not
entirely convinced that there is an environmental crisis. A critical look at this
suggests a need to further discuss the issue until everyone is convinced about
the environmental crisis. However, we can conclude that the informants
with 91.4 percent answering YES affirmed that the environmental crisis is
inevitable and fundamental.

4.1. CES AND EAS (Results)

Table 3 below presents the overall Christian Environmental Scale
(CES) results from the Cordilleran youth informants.
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Table 3: OVERALL RESULTS: CES (N=176)

ITEM [ STRONGLY | DISAGREE | UNCERTAIN | AGREE | STRONGLY
NO. |DISAGREE | (D-2) (U-3) (A-4) AGREE

(SD-1) (SA-5)

**F **P **F **P **F **P **F **P **F **P
1 0 0 |4 23 5 28 29 165 138 7841
2 0 0 |3 17 6 34 28 159 139  78.98
3 0 0 |o 0 0 0 35 199 141  80.11
4 0 0 |1 06 5 28 34 193 136 77.27
5 0 0 |1 06 1 0.6 30 17 144 81.82
6 0 0 |o 0 3 1.7 36 205 137 77.84
7 0 0o |o 0 3 1.7 20 114 153  86.93
8 0 0 |o 0 2 1.1 16  9.09 158* 89.77
9 0 0o |o 0 3 1.7 33 188 140 79.55
10 |0 0 |4 23 20 11 47 267 105  59.66
11 0 0o |5 28 16 91 28 159 127 72.16
12 0 0 |2 .1 12 68  52% 295 110 62.5
13 0 0 |1 06 15 85 44 25 115 6534
14 |0 0o |1 0.6 24* 14 49 278 102 57.95
15 |0 0o |[7* 4 13 74 32 182 124 7045

Legend: *with the highest number of Likert Scale
**F- Frequency

**P- Percentage
4.2 CES Result Analyses and Discussion

Following are presentations and discussions on the informants’
responses to different items of CES.

4.2.1 Item no. 1: “God creates the world.”

CES item 1 1s a statement on the basic Christian belief that God
is the world’s creator. With 16.5 percent AGREE and 76.41 percent
STRONGLY AGREE, the informants agree with the fundamental
Christian conviction that God is the Creator of the world. This is an
affirmation that many respondents are informed about the fundamental
Christian belief about the world’s creation. This is not surprising because
even in their traditional religious belief, they believe that the source of
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all that is living and non-living things is Kabunyan, or God. Because
of this belief, the rice terraces, rivers, and forests, among others, are
sacred and created by God. It is evident also that some find very little
tension between their autochthonous religion and Christianity. They feel
more or less confident that God is the creator of everything. Thus, “the
gospel is understood with the resources of the culture, and the culture is
interpreted through the gospel” (De Mesa 2007, 59).

4.2.2 Item no. 2: “God is the center of life.”

CES item number 2 is a fundamental Christian conviction that
implies an attitude and acceptance that God is the center of life. The
response of the informants to this statement is positive, with 15.9 percent
AGREE, and 78.98 percent STRONGLY AGREE. This affirms that God
plays an essential role in the lives of the students. Looking back at the
religious practices of Cordilleran Christian youth, one can notice that
many religious rituals are important to them as a manifestation of the
centrality of God in their life. Because of this belief, they demonstrate
that Christianity can thrive alongside traditional spiritual practices.
Most indigenous rituals are learned in the family and believed to have
efficacy.

4.2.3 Item no. 3: “God invites me to respect life.”

CES item number 3 is a statement that implies God’s invitation
to respect life. The informants’ response is impressively high, with
19.9 percent AGREE, and 80.11 percent STRONGLY AGREE. The
Cordilleran youth understand more fully the value of life and how to
defend and protect human life. Such belief is rooted in the conviction
that God creates human beings in God’s image and likeness, which
means human beings are made to be in a loving relationship with God. It
is clear for the Cordilleran youth that the essence of human identity and
worth, the source of human dignity, is that God loves us: “We are not
the sum of our weaknesses and failures; we are the sum of the Father’s
love for us and our real capacity to become the image of his Son” (John
Paul 11 2002).

It is an affirmation of what St. Paul says in his letter: “[FJor in
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Him have created all things in heaven and on earth, the visible and the
invisible; all things were created through him and for him. He is before
all things, and in Him, all things hold together” (Col. 1:16-17). The
Cordilleran Christian students corroborate the social teachings of the
United States Conference of the Catholic Bishpos (USCCB) Catholic
that “something essential is missed whenever a human person’s dignity
is overlooked.” It is a belief with far-reaching consequences. It is a
belief that becomes visible through our actions. It influences how we
live and act; it shapes how we relate to other people, other cultural
groups, and other nations.

4.2.4 Item no. 4: “Humanity and nature are related to God.”

CESitemnumber4isastatementthatimplies the interrelatedness
of the human person, nature, and God. With 19.3 percent AGREE
and 77.27 percent STRONGLY AGREE, the informants positively
affirmed that humanity and nature are related to God. The informants
are convinced that we live with God in a fantastic world, in an
expansive universe, with the wonders of life here on earth, and then
beyond us our moon, the sun, the stars, galaxies, and nebulae. With
this relationship with God, the Cordilleran youth have the inspiration
to explore and continue to explore space as well as atoms, quarks, and
the latest, the Higgs Boson particle — the so-called god particle.

4.2.5 Item no. 5: “God calls me to care for the earth like my home.”

CES item number 5 is a statement about the responsibility
of every human person to care and protect the earth. Again for the
Cordilleran youth informants, this is positively affirmed. With 17
percent AGREE and 81.82 percent STRONGLY AGREE, this item
manifests the positive attitude of the Cordilleran youth informants
on their vocation as caretaker of the earth. For them, God calls them
to care for the earth like our home. It is a belief that we are God’s
stewards, entrusted by God with time and opportunities, abilities and
possessions, and the blessings of the earth and its resources. We are

2 United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Recognizing Every

Person’ God-given Dignity,” Revisiting Paul’s Writing, https://www.usccb.org/
resources/recognizing-every-persons-god-given-dignity.
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responsible to God for their proper use. Stewardship is a privilege
given to us by God for nurture in love and victory over selfishness
and covetousness. The steward rejoices in the blessings that come to
others due to his/her faithfulness.

4.2.6 Item no. 6: “I see creation as God’s symbol of grace and
delight.”

CES item 6 is a statement on “perception” or worldview
towards created reality. It is a worldview that implies the sacredness
and sanctity of the created reality. The informants positively affirmed
this, with 20.2 percent AGREE, and 77.84 percent STRONGLY
AGREE. It is unsurprising because the Cordilleran people view
nature as God’s abode (Kabunian). For instance, mountains are held
by cultural communities and primal traditions worldwide as sacred
with special significance to the people. Traditionally, the sense of
sacredness and spiritual values in mountain cultures is manifested in
the stewardship of forests, waters, and other mountain resources, as
these indigenous peoples have deep connections to nature that sustains
them (Korner et al. 2005).

4.2.7 Item no. 7: “God loves all His creation.”

CES item number 7 is a statement that shows the nature of
God as a loving God. The informants welcomed this positively, with
11.4 percent AGREE and 86.93 percent STRONGLY AGREE. The
Cordilleran students have heard much about God’s love. However, do
they sufficiently comprehend the extent of that love? Probably not.
They need to realize that God’s love is not just for human beings.
Perhaps Christianity has been the most anthropocentric of all of the
world’s religions through the centuries. There are many references
to God’s concern for nature in the Hebrew Bible that Christians call
the Old Testament, and Christian environmentalists have increasingly
called attention to those passages. For example, Psalm 145:9 declares,
“The Lord 1s good to all, and his compassion is over all that he has
made.” In the Catholic Church, Pope John Paul II’s message for New
Year’s Day 1990 was titled “Peace with God the Creator, Peace With
All of Creation,” which elaborates on this love. It is also good to reflect
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on the thought of Elisabeth A. Johnson, a noted Catholic theologian who
wrote in 2001 about “God’s Beloved Creation.”

4.2.8 Item no. 8: “I admire the beauty of God’s creation.”

CES item 8 is a statement on human admiration of the beauty of
God’s creation. It is no doubt that the Cordilleran student informants have
it. This is evident in their response of 9.09 percent AGREE, and 89.77
percent STRONGLY AGREE. However, there is an observation that the
Cordilleran people’s interrelations with nature and sacred mountains,
particularly Mount Pulag, tend to be characterized by objectification,
leading to the commodification of ecotourism and abuse of land use. Thus,
a need for a more profound and long-lasting bond between humankind
and the environment is necessary.

4.2.9 Item no. 9: “God wants and expects me to protect nature.”

CES item number 9 is a statement implying a divine-given
responsibility. This responsibility is expected to be carried out by all
Christian believers. The Cordilleran informants, with 18.8 percent
AGREE and 79.55 percent STRONGLY AGREE, positively welcome
the idea that they are expected to protect nature. Care and respect for
the environment are the fruits of something with far deeper roots. These
deeper roots are what humankind may have neglected, which is why the
fruits are now very much wanted. To find these roots, one must go back to
the heart of how humans understand themselves as they relate to nature.
These deeper roots involve ecology’s cultural and spiritual dimension and
care for nature and the ecosystems.

4.2.10 Item no. 10: “The world is good because God is good.”

CES item 10 is a categorical statement on the goodness of God’s
creation. Again, in no doubt, the Cordilleran student informants, with 26.7
percent AGREE and 59.6 percent STRONGLY AGREE, positively accept
the 1dea that the world is good because God who created it is good. The Bible
often describes God as “good” and “God saw all He had made,” which was
very good (Genesis 1:31, NIV). For the informants, there is no doubt that this
is a Christian belief, and they will hold to it as a fundamental Christian tenet.
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4.2.11 Item no. 11: “The world will prosper if we believe in God.”

CES item number 11 is a statement of conviction that only God
is the source of prosperity, and apart from Him, everything is begrimed.
The informants welcomed this positively, with 15.9 percent AGREE and
72.16 percent STRONGLY AGREE. The informants are highly aware
of the biblical teachings about God’s creative activity. They know the
story that God placed humankind in the Garden of Eden to “cultivate it
and guard it” (Gen 2:15). God made humankind a responsible steward;
rightly understood, not dominator, of the ground, the earth, and nature,
which He saw as very good (Gen 1:31). Humans have to till the soil
to remedy their original nakedness but to do it in a manner so as not to
damage creation’s original beauty and goodness (Polanco 2005). For the
informants, the world’s prosperity is only possible through genuine faith
in God. The calling of God for everyone is to be responsible stewards so
that prosperous life in the world is ensured. Stewardship and prosperity
would mean “to serve the good of human beings and all of creation
(Action Institute n.d.). While some environmentalists think that nature
1s better off without humans’ exercise of dominion, God calls us to be
co-creators with Him through our intelligent and responsible cultivation
and care of nature. No other creature has “the power, intelligence, and
responsibility to help order the world in accord with divine providence”
(Polanco 2005,12). In short, according to Polanco, “the good of nature is
the good of man, and vice versa” (Ibid, 11).

4.2.12 Item no. 12: “Worship to God requires that I protect the earth.”

CES item 12 1s a statement that compels every worshiper of God
to turn their praise into action, e.g., to protect the earth. Once again, the
Cordilleran student informants positively accept this, with 29.5 percent
AGREE, and 62.5 percent STRONGLY AGREE. The informants are
convinced that everything created, living and non-living, is meant to
be respected, cared for (guarded), and shared for everyone’s well-being
and integral human development as intended by the creator, especially
the poor (option for the poor) and even the next generations of humans
together with all living beings in the cosmos (solidarity) (Catholic
Bishops’ Conference of England and Wales, #106-108).



258 Religion and Social Communication, Vol. 20 No. 2, 2022

For the Church, whatever God has created “very good” is meant
to be a “common good,” as Pope Francis has stressed. There is such a
thing as worthless worship. It is worship that has words but no action.
It is worship that has sound but no heart. Jesus defines it in Mark 7:6-7,
when he quotes the prophet Isaiah saying, “[T]hese people honor me
with their lips, but their hearts are far from me. They worship me in
vain; their teachings are merely human rules.’”

4.2.13 Item no. 13: “We are responsible to God for abusing the
environment.”

CES item 13 speaks about accountability towards God
concerning our actions towards the environment. The idea was positively
accepted by the informants, with 25 percent AGREE, and 65.34 percent
STRONGLY AGREE. The informants must have been aware that God
has placed humans in a position of responsibility over the creation in
the book of Genesis. Genesis 2:15 says, “The Lord God took the man
and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it.” The
informants recognize that all created things belong to God and that we
are accountable to Him as stewards of the creation. God commissions
us to rule over the creation in a way that sustains, protects, and enhances
his works so that all creation may fulfill the purposes God intended for
it. We must manage the environment for our benefit and God’s glory
(Geneva College 2022).

4.2.14 Item no. 14: “God did not cause evil things to happen to us.”

CES item 14 is a Christian conviction that God wills only good
things for the human person and the created reality. With 27.8 percent
AGREE and 57.95 percent STRONGLY AGREE, the informants
positively believe in it. The International Theological Commission
(2000-2002) explains:

As the witness of Scripture, Tradition, and the Magisterium
makes clear, the truth that human beings are created in the
image of God is at the heart of Christian revelation. This truth
was recognized, and its broad implications were expounded by

the Fathers of the Church and the great scholastic theologians.
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This explanation implies that since God created the human
person in His image, God necessarily cannot cause evil things to happen
to every person who is His image. The most basic principle of the
Christian moral life is the awareness that every person bears the dignity
of being made in the image of God.

4.2.15 Item no. 15: “God made the world for humanity.”

CES item 15 manifests God’s loving action for the human
person. It implies that everything that God has made is for humanity.
The informants approve of such a view, with 18.2 percent AGREE, and
70.45 percent TRONGLY AGREE. One of the informants said: “God
is perfect, fully loving, wonderful, and true, and these characteristics
continually flow out of him. His very nature is to share his goodness,
grace, and love. He created people out of love for sharing love.” Another
informant said, “[P]eople were created to love God and each other.
Additionally, when God created people, he gave them good work to do
so that they might experience God’s goodness and reflect his image in
how they care for the world and each other. They were created without
flaw or sin, and God intended to live this way eternally.”

5. Result Analyses of EAS

The Environmental Awareness Scale (EAS) is a pro-environment
attitude. The scale covers human stewardship, respect and preservation
of nature, and just relations between the living and non-living things.
This scale contains ecocentric items. Table 3 shows the summary of the
responses to EAS.

Table 4: Summary Table for EAS

ITEM | STRONGLY | DISAGREE | UNCERTAIN | AGREE STRONGLY
NO. |DISAGREE | (D-2) (U-3) (A-4) AGREE
(SD-1) (SA-5)
*F | *p *F | *p *F | *p *F | *p *F | *p
1 0 0 0 o 5 284 19 108 152 g636
2 0 0 0 o 2 114 33 188 141 go.11
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3 0 0 0 o 4 227 30 17 142 80.68
4 0 0 0 o I 057 16 909 159 9034
5 0 0 0 o 4 227 26 148 146 8295
6 1 057 0 0 9 511 34 193 132 75

7 0 0 I o057 4 227 36 205 135 767
8 0 0 I 057 7 398 16 909 152 8636
9 0 0 0 0 1 057 16 909 159 9034

Legend: *F= Frequency

*P= Percentage

5.1. Item no. 1: “We need to act now to reverse environmental
damage.”

The result of EAS shows that 10.8 percent AGREE and 86.36
percent STRONGLY AGREE that the informants have a high conviction
that there is an urgent need to reverse environmental damage. It is not
enough to act. We must act now. Delayed efforts to mitigate either
carbon dioxide or short-lived climate pollutant emissions will have
negative and potentially irreversible consequences for global warming,
rising sea levels, food security, and public health. The Catholic Bishops’
Conference of the Philippines (CBCP) urges human communities
to have the duty, responsibility, and moral imperative to act together
decisively to save the environment (CBCP 1998). One can reiterate
the point made in the 1998 CBCP Pastoral Letter, where the bishops
underline the point under the heading “We can and must do something
about it.” The Pastoral Letter acknowledges that damage has been done,
and nobody can identify now when and how “the damage has become
so irreversible that our living world will collapse” (Ibid). The sad reality
is that the world is heading towards environmental collapse. However,
the CBCP pastoral letter’s optimistic outlook suggests that as Filipinos,
we can do something to prevent the environmental collapse if and only
if we act now.

5.2 Item no. 2: “Global warming is due to high levels of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere.”

EAS item 2 concerns the severe effect of high levels of
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greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and causes global warming. The
informants, with 18.8 percent AGREE and 80.11 percent STRONGLY
AGREE, manifest a very high awareness and approval of the item. Global
warming affects so much the livelihood of those dependent primarily on
the natural environment as their primary source of sustenance. Pope
Francis argues that “our lack of response to these tragedies involving
our brothers and sisters points to the loss of that sense of responsibility
for our fellow men and women upon which all civil society is founded”
(LS, §7).

5.3 Item no. 3: “We can address environmental problems by avoiding
the use of single-use plastics.”

EASitem 3 is astatement that suggests a solution to environmental
problems. A necessary part of the solution is to avoid using single-
use plastics. With 17 percent AGREE and 80.68 percent STRONGLY
AGREE, the informants are convinced that there is a need to avoid
using single-use plastic. In the Philippines, especially in Baguio City,
there is a nationwide campaign to ban single-use plastics. A Sustainable
Consumption and Production Action Plan is now being formulated
to provide a coherent framework for climate action (Philippine Daily
Inquirer, Sept. 2021).

5.4 Item no. 4: “We need to preserve the earth’s resources for future
generations.”

EAS item 4 calls for preserving the earth’s resources for future
generations. This statement is positively welcome by the informants,
with 9.01 percent AGREE, and 90.34 percent STRONGLY AGREE.
The informants, recognizing the importance of the future, hope to
preserve the earth’s resources for future generations. This hope is not a
passive waiting but rather an active doing, as seen in most of their habits and
practices.’ Furthermore, some other indications of hope among informants’
activities towards creation are suggested in their recognition of the earth’s
limited resources and need for conservation. The Cordilleran informants’
voice indicated in EAS can help save the earth from further destruction.
Initially indicated in the responses of the Cordilleran youth, sources of hope

3 Example recycling and avoiding the use of single use plastics (PEA,73).
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are supported in acts like planting more trees, which will undoubtedly reduce
global warming.

5.5 Item no. 5: “Humans can improve and preserve the earth’s resources.”

EAS item 5 is a categorical statement that humans play a vital role
in improving and preserving the earth’s resources. It is no doubt that the
informants understood this. Their 14.8 percent AGREE, and 82.95 percent
STRONGLY AGREE manifest the informants’ approval. They know that
global warming is due to high levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.
They manifested that they could address environmental problems by avoiding
single-use plastics.

Furthermore, the informants affirm EAS item 4, indicating that they
must preserve the earth’s resources for future generations. It further implies
that a future-oriented attitude is not another-worldly but a realistic, practical
view of the present. The sense of preservation in the EAS is action oriented as
distinguished from CES preservation intents. Regarding conservation, EAS
contains items showing how informants think negligence or human disregard
for the earth is a severe error. The informants believe that human activities
should first consider the limits of the earth’s resources. This is an attitude that
a lot of JPIC* promoters have advocated.

5.6 Item no. 6: “Human disregard for the earth is a serious error.”

EAS item 4 pertains to human activities that directly or indirectly
disregard the importance of the earth. With 19.3 percent AGREE and
75 percent STRONGLY AGREE, the informants recognized the serious
implications of the irresponsible human relation to the earth. Many human
actions affect what people value. One way the actions that cause global
change are different from most of these is that the effects take decades to
centuries to be realized. This fact causes many concerned people to consider
taking action now to protect the values of those who might be affected by

* JPIC- Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation: The Justice, Peace and
Integrity of Creation (JPIC) Commission has its roots in the Pastoral Constitution,
Gaudium et Spes: “The council...regards it as most opportune that an organism of the
universal Church be set up in order that both the justice and love of Christ toward the
poor might be developed everywhere,” (1965, n. 90).
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global environmental change in years to come. Nevertheless, because of
uncertainty about how global environmental systems work and because the
people affected will probably live in very different circumstances from those
of today and may have different values, it is hard to know how present-day
actions will affect them (Stern et.al. 1992).

5.7 Item no. 7: “Human activities should first consider the limits of the
earth’s resources.”

EAS item 7 gained positive approval, with 20.5 percent AGREE,
and 76.7 percent STRONGLY AGREE. The informants believe that human
activities should first consider the limits of the earth’s resources. Anthropogenic
climate changes stress the importance of understanding why people harm the
environment despite their attempts to behave in climate-friendly ways. One
reason people do this is that people apply heuristics, shaped initially to handle
the social exchange, to environmental impact issues.

5.8 Item no. 8: “Students like me can help save the earth from further
destruction.”

EAS item 8 evokes the responsibility of students to do their part
in saving the earth. There is no doubt that the informants are ready to help.
It 1s shown in their response that 9.09 percent AGREE and 86.36 percent
STRONGLY AGREE. The informants’ response indicates that the growing
awareness about environmental issues is no longer confined to the adults
involved in the scientific, political, economic, social, and environmental
debates. The concern is now also an issue among the youth. “Young people
with a stake in the distant future are especially well-placed to promote
environmental awareness. Their participation in environmental
protection can be sought at levels ranging from grass-roots activism to
policy-making bodies and Non-Government Organisations (NGOs)”
(Ghosh 2011, para. 2). Recall that in August 2019, Greta Thunberg
began to sit outside the Swedish parliament for three weeks instead of
going to school. This led other young people to skip or walk out of
school to protest climate inaction, which they called “Fridays for future
protests,” calling for “system change, not climate change” (Curnow
2019, para. 2).
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5.9 Item no. 9: “Planting more trees can help reduce global
warming.”

EAS item 9 suggests what the students can do to reduce global
warming. Planting more trees is a sustainable solution to help reduce
global warming. The youth informants greatly welcomed this, with
9.09 percent AGREE, and 90.34 percent STRONGLY AGREE. In a
conversation with the informants, one said, “I live in it, so I do my
best to protect my environment in ways like planting trees for cleaner
air, helping clean-up drives to prevent floods and health problems. The
environment gives me so much that I can live a good life.” Another
informant said, “I am involved in the environment every second of
my life, from breathing the air, watering the plants, disposing of our
garbage correctly, planting saplings, participating in programs and
various activities for the environment.”

6. Concluding Remarks

Looking back on the articulations of the Cordilleran students on
CES and EAS, it is noteworthy that their responses are already concrete
responses to the challenges of Laudato Si’. The overall result of CES
and EAS show that the informants are very high in their Christian
environmentalism and environmental awareness. They believe that God
is the Creator and the center of life. They also believe that God invites
them to respect life. The Cordilleran students strongly agree with the
notion that humanity, nature, and God are interrelated.

With this, the Cordilleran students take responsibility for caring
for the earth as their home. It is also admirable that most Cordilleran
students recognize the created reality as God’s symbol of grace and
glory. They firmly believe that God loves all His creation, and in return,
they admire its beauty. A sense of responsibility to protect nature and
natural resources is evident among the informants. This responsibility
i1s a necessary implication of their faith that God is good and that
everything God created is necessarily good. For them, the world will
prosper if and only if we believe in God. It is also striking to note that
for the informants, worship should always be translated to action that
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will respect and protect nature. The students indicate the willingness
to take responsibility for whatever damage the human person inflicts
against nature. They know very well that God never wishes evil for
God’s creation, for God loves the world and created everything good for
the good of humanity.

Items on the Environmental Awareness Scale (EAS) reveal
how the informants are very aware of environmental issues. They
believe there is a need to act now to reverse environmental damage.
The informants are convinced that global warming is due to high levels
of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. They also believe that we can
address environmental problems by avoiding the use of single-use
plastics. They know we need to preserve the earth’s resources for future
generations. They believe that humans can improve and preserve the
earth’s resources. It is their conviction that human disregard for the earth
is a serious error. The informants believe that human activities should
first consider the limits of the earth’s resources. They are convinced that
students like them can help save the earth from further destruction. They
know that such actions like planting more trees can help reduce global
warming.

Nature provides us with many wonderful and valuable things for
the informants, from beautiful sights to food and shelter, to maintain the
delicate balance necessary to sustain life on this planet. Mother nature
works very hard to ensure that life can exist (and coexist) in the driest
deserts and the lushest rainforests. As industry advances and the human
footprint spreads, the elegance of this balance increases more and more.
Asaresult, the Cordilleran students must do their due diligence in helping
nature thrive. Cordilleran students are fully involved in this environment,
which they are bound to care for and protect. The Cordilleran students
know how to play an essential role in a community. They know that
our environment is a natural gift to sustain our living. Therefore, as
a gift, caring for and treating it as a precious gift is their just role. As
students, their mission is to participate in the mission of God through
every activity of life that expresses God’s creativity, sustains God’s
creation, and cooperates with God’s redemption — through discipleship
and stewardship.
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7. Recommendations

Post-COVID-19 pandemic is a time to plan for long-term
sustainable solutions for environmental degradation. Solutions must
be responsive to the challenges of the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (UN-SDGs) and Laudato Si’. The results of this
simple research employing CES and EAS are helpful for environmental
planners. They have to consider that the Cordilleran students are highly
aware and readily available to contribute to long-term and sustainable
solutions for the care of our “common home.” These Cordilleran students,
who are at the same time educated with both traditional/indigenous
knowledge and Christian beliefs, are potential collaborators to the
promotion of both the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(UN-SDGs) and the challenges of Laudato Si’. Therefore, Cordilleran
students or youth must be considered in planning and implementing
environmental programs, for they are knowledgeable in indigenous and
Christian knowledge to care for the “common home.”
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ARTICLE

Buddhist Environmental Humanism: A Humanistic
Spirituality to Promote Ecological Flourishing

Anthony Le Duc, SVD'
ABSTRACT

Religious environmentalisms are often inaccurately described as
‘anthropocentric,’ a label that can lead to a devaluation of the
potential contribution that religiously inspired environmentalisms
can have towards addressing the ecological crisis. This paper
argues for reframing religious environmentalism, particularly
Buddhist environmentalism, as an environmental humanism.
The paper argues that seeing Buddhist environmentalism
from the lens of humanism will help to eliminate the negative
connotations attached to anthropocentrism, especially strong
anthropocentrism, which is detrimental to environmental
wellbeing and flourishing. On the other hand, environmental
humanism argues that when human beings undergo the self-
cultivation process to transform their lives, they are in fact
achieving the best version of themselves—becoming truly
and authentically human—a reality that in fact contributes
to promoting both human and environmental wellbeing and
flourishing. Thus, acting on behalf of the environment is part and
parcel of the self-cultivation process encouraged by Buddhism.
In the paper, the author presents fundamental Buddhist teachings
that are essential to integral human development and are relevant
to environmental humanism. The paper also discusses the various
Buddhist virtues that define authentic personhood as well as
promote environmental protection. Finally, the paper argues that
Buddhist environmental humanism is not simply an environmental
ethic but an environmental spirituality.
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humanism, ecological crisis, environmental wellbeing,
environmental spirituality

1. Introduction

Some years ago, I participated in an academic conference
on religion and the ecology at a university in the United States. As
a contribution to the event, I delivered a paper from the Buddhist
perspective while other participants presented theirs from that of other
religious traditions. As part of the format, each session consisted of
about three papers followed by reaction from a person designated by the
conference organizer. In the session that I was scheduled, our reactor,
after listening to the papers from different religious perspectives,
observed that while the papers provided very profound religious and
spiritual insights to address the ecological crisis, these perspectives
were nonetheless very ‘anthropocentric.” The comment was meant to
not only highlight a common thread running throughout the various
religious environmentalisms but also to draw attention to what might
be perceived as a shortcoming in environmentalisms rooted in religious
traditions.

In the field of environmental ethics, the term ‘anthropocentric’
or ‘anthropocentrism’ is often associated with ideologies and ways of
thinking and behaving that prioritize human status, rights and desires
at the detriment of non-human beings such as animals, plants and other
biotic and abiotic entities. Anthropocentrism comes in various degrees
from weak (benign) to strong (tyrannical), but when push comes to
shove, this worldview entails that human interests ultimately come
out on top and moral consideration is reserved first and foremost for
human beings. This paper, however, argues that environmentalism
inspired by Buddhist teachings is not anthropocentric but should be
properly characterized as ‘humanistic.” There is a distinct difference, in
fact, almost opposite, between these two outlooks, which the paper will
demonstrate. Moreover, this paper argues that Buddhist environmental
humanism is an environmentalism that is both viable and beneficial to
promoting environmental sustainability and flourishing to address the
contemporary ecological crisis.
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2. Anthropocentrism vs. Humanism

Due to the fact that religiously inspired environmentalisms are
perceived as being anthropocentric to some degree, not everyone has
embraced them. Some opt for building ecosophies that move away
from being human-centered towards those that are ‘eco/bio-centered’
as to avoid the perceived difficulties present in systems of thought that
focus on the human person as the locus of value and agency. While
non-religious ecosophies are able to pursue this approach, religious
environmentalisms, unless undergoing a radical reframing, cannot
simply ignore human agency in the matter being considered. After all,
religious systems are created in order to address directly the human
spiritual condition with the intent to improve the human lot, both in this
life and in the next. Thus, any environmentalism that emanates from
religion needs to confront and embrace the role and responsibility of
human beings not only as the source of environmental problems but also
the instrument of resolution.

Notwithstanding that there is an ongoing debate among
environmental philosophers about whether anthropocentrism is as
terrible as it 1s made out to be, the details of this debate will not be
delved into in this paper for the sake of brevity. It suffices to say that
environmental philosophers such as Paul W. Taylor (biocentrism),
Lawrence E. Johnson (ecocentrism), and Arne Naess (Deep Ecology)
represent the various approaches to the non-anthropocentric worldview.
Whereas biocentrism is concerned with the ‘inherent worth’ of
biological individuals, ecocentrism provides moral considerability to
entire systems comprising of both biotic and abiotic entities such as
air, water, land, and ecosystems. Deep ecology, on the other hand, is
not so much an environmental ethics as a philosophical orientation or
an ideology that advocates Self-Realization to the extent that one fully
identifies oneself with the world and that one’s behavior and thinking
naturally are in harmony with nature.

On the other side of the debate are scholars such as Tim Hayward
who says that “it would also appear to be unavoidable that we should
be interested in ourselves and our own kind” (1997, 51). However,
anthropocentrism is only truly objectionable “when humans give
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preference to interests of members of their own species over the interests
of members of other species for morally arbitrary reasons” (Ibid, 52). In
such a case, Hayward says what we have is actually “human chauvinism”
and “speciesism,” which is bad and cannot be condoned. Bryan G.
Norton (1994) calls for categorizing anthropocentrism into ‘weak’ and
‘strong.” Norton adopts the former position which provides the basis for
critiquing human preference to see whether they are exploitative of nature
or contrary to human ideals. For Norton, environmental protection can be
achieved without having to confer intrinsic value to nature. Instead, human
preferences must be carefully considered for environmental outcomes
that ‘converge’ with the vision of those advocating nonanthropocentric
ethics. In general, scholars on this side of the debate do not feel that
anthropocentrism can be eliminated from any ethical system based on
human perspectives because the values espoused ultimately reflect human
values.

Despite this rather extensive debate, it seems that at least in terms
of the public consciousness, the word ‘anthropocentrism’ is still largely
seen as a ‘dirty’ word when speaking about human behavior and attitudes
toward the environment. Thus, when religious environmentalisms are
characterized as ‘anthropocentric,” as was done by the commentator
mentioned in the introduction of this paper, one cannot help but feel
that this characterization is meant to be a critique. I believe that when
it comes to religious environmentalism, it is not helpful to frame the
discussion within this ‘anthropocentrism’ vs. ‘nonanthropocentrism’
debate because it would always be the case that religious ethical ideals,
even those concerning the environment, would be ‘anthropocentric’ in
some way. After all, religions in every instance were created by humans
and for humans as the first priority. While some religious soteriologies
involve non-human beings, the focus and the central concern is always
human happiness and spiritual liberation. Religious environmentalism
cannot depart from this fundamental worldview because the concern for
the environment has to be integrally connected to the concern for human
beings. The question that religious environmentalism attempts to address
is essentially how promoting environmental wellbeing and flourishing
can be seen as part and parcel of the human soteriological aspirations, and
that one cannot successfully achieve full humanhood unless one takes into
consideration the wellbeing of others—humans and nonhumans alike.
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It is because of this that I believe it is misleading and unhelpful to
refer to religious environmentalisms as ‘anthropocentric’ since this term
carries too much baggage that can cause religious environmentalisms to
not be understood within its own context and epistemology. It reduces
environmental thinking inspired by religious thought to be merely
axioms to be evaluated like other secular environmental ethics in the
field. Religious environmentalisms, however, can be characterized
as ‘humanistic’—a notion which has found acceptance across many
religious traditions and of course, in the secular sphere as well.
Indeed, the term ‘humanism’ has been employed by numerous groups
and individuals across history, religions, philosophies, cultures and
worldviews. Despite the many usages of the term by various groups to
suit their own metaphysical assumptions and needs, the common thread
that runs through every thought system that claims to be humanistic
is the emphasis on human value, integrity and agency. Both religious
and secular humanisms advocate for human beings to achieve full
self-realization, to become their best self, to be truly human. Only in
being fully and truly human, can human beings achieve what is best for
themselves as individuals but also what is good for others. Unsurprisingly,
each thought system will have its own version of and approach towards
paradigmatic personhood. While Christians look to Jesus as the model
of perfect humanity, Buddhists may imitate the Gautama Buddha in
their quest for perfection. Atheist humanists strive to achieve human
perfection without reference to any spiritual or transcendental beings.
However different their starting points may be, humanistic thought
systems tend to have a positive outlook on the human potential and the
individual and collective good that can be achieved when that potential
1s fully realized.

Religious environmental humanism, particularly, Buddhist
environmental humanism, adopts this outlook on the human person.
It believes that positive contribution to environmental protection can
be achieved when the human person undergoes self-cultivation in
order to achieve self-transformation, spiritual progress, and ultimately,
emancipation from the cycle of suffering. Buddhist environmental
humanism sees the role and flourishing of the environment as integrally
connected to the effort of achieving human spiritual growth necessary
to the quest for lasting happiness. Thus, there is a causal relationship
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between the quality of the human person and the flourishing of the
natural environment in the Buddhist environmental approach. The rest
of the paper will demonstrate this proposition in further detail.

3. Integral Human Development in Buddhism

The term humanism has often been used to describe Buddhism.
The secular humanist Paul Chiariello, for example, sees profound
commonality between Buddhism and secular humanism. According to
Chiariello (2014), “Buddhism and Humanism are two geographical
sides of the same philosophical coin. They’re twins with the same
DNA, separated at birth, and brought up by different parents....
Buddhism is Eastern Humanism and Humanism is Western
Buddhism.” Many people have pointed out the atheistic worldview
of Buddhism to draw close affinity between Buddhist humanism and
secular humanism. David J. Kalupahana, for example, writes:

The philosophy of . . . Buddhism. . . undoubtedly represents
one of the most comprehensive and systematic forms of
humanism. It is based on naturalistic metaphysics, with
causal dependence as its central theme. Rejecting any form of
transcendentalism, determinism, or fatalism, it emphasizes its
ultimate faith in man and recognizes his power or potentiality
in solving his problems through reliance primarily upon
empirical knowledge, reason and scientific method applied
with courage and vision. It believes in the freedom of man,
not in a transcendental sphere, but here and now. The highest
goal it offers is not other-worldly but this-worldly. (1977, 12)

While there are striking similarities between Buddhist humanism
and secular humanism, there are features in Buddhism that would make
secular humanists uncomfortable such as the belief in transmigration,
the existence of the realms of ghosts, spirits and heavenly beings.
Buddhist monks, like the historical Buddha, also believe that they can
develop through meditation the ability for retrocognition—the ability
to see their own past lives as well as the past lives of other people.
Buddhist monks also claim that they have the capacity for clairvoyance
and telepathy which enhances their ability to apprehend the Law of
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Dependent Origination, or the principle of causal dependence. Moreover,
in actual practice, the various offshoots of Buddhism have essentially
turned the Buddha into a deity and bodhisattvas into saints, especially
in the Mahayana tradition. In Southeast Asia, particularly, Thailand,
Theravada Buddhism as practiced by the people is a combination of
Early Buddhism, Brahmanism, and local animistic beliefs in spirits
inhabiting trees, mountains, rivers, and even one’s own garden.

The more convincing basis for Buddhist humanism lies not
in Buddhist metaphysical assumptions—matters which the historical
Buddha was not always enthusiastic about addressing—but about its
outlook on the human person and on the world. The Nan Tien Institute
which belongs to the Mahayana tradition points to the very existence
and events in the Buddha’s life as basis for what it calls “Humanistic
Buddhism.” It says,

We know that the founder of Buddhism, Sakyamuni Buddha
was born into this world; he cultivated his spiritual develop-
ment, attained enlightenment, and shared with others in this
world the profound truth he had realised. The human world
was emphasised in everything he did. Why did the Buddha
not achieve Buddhahood in one of the other five realms? Why
did he not attain enlightenment in one of the other ten dharma
worlds? Why did he, instead, attain complete enlightenment
as a human? There can only be one reason; the Buddha want-
ed the teachings of Buddhism to be relevant to the human
world. The Buddha’s very life as a human being has give us
all an inspiration and a model for the spiritual path and for
making our own lives a spiritual practice.?

Humanistic Buddhism as advocated by the Nan Tien Institute
tries to overcome the perception that Buddhism is removed from
humanity and the world, preoccupies itself with isolation, retreat to
forests, and individual happiness. Instead, “Humanistic Buddhism
encompasses all of the Buddhist teachings from the time of the Buddha
to the present—whether they are derived from the three traditions. The
goal of Humanistic Buddhism is the bodhisattva way; to be an energetic,

2 Nan Tien Institute, “What is Humanistic Buddhism?” https://www.nantien.
org.au/en/buddhism/knowledge-buddhism/what-humanistic-buddhism.
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enlightened and endearing person who strives to help all sentient beings
liberate themselves...[as] well as transforming our planet into a pureland
of peace and bliss.”® In other words, Buddhist humanism holds the
conviction which is well stated by Daisaku Ikeda, “The Buddha is an
ordinary human being; ordinary human beings are the Buddha” (1999,
384). This is the conviction that any individual can become a buddha —a
fully-realized, enlightened person imbued with the noblest qualities of
humanhood.

Indeed, humanistic Buddhism does not deny that the goal is to
achieve personal emancipation by becoming a ‘buddha’ with the small
‘b.” However, this goal does not have to conflict with the interest and
wellbeing of others. On the contrary, they are integrally tied to the good
of others. Thus, one cannot hope to be reborn with a better human status
in the next life, or being reborn in one of the various heavenly realms, or
even entering nibbana, escaping completely from samsara—the cycle
of birth, death and rebirth—without leading a life that demonstrates
concern for others as well. The Buddhist cosmogony comprises six
realms ranging in various degrees of suffering. While beings can
progress from one realm to another over numerous lifetimes, it is only in
the human form that individuals can achieve liberation from the cycle of
rebirth. The Buddha himself never claimed to be anything more than a
human being who managed to achieve enlightenment purely by human
intelligence without any assistance from the divine or transcendent.
He was confident through his own experience that humans had the
potentiality to attain buddhahood if they worked hard enough.

For any individual striving for spiritual progress necessarily
involves the work of eliminating the spiritual poisons or unwholesome
roots that cause them to experience suffering and become trapped in
samsara. As opposed to the wholesome roots (mula)—the fundamental
conditions in the mind that determine the moral quality—the
unwholesome roots include greed (raga), hatred (dosa), and delusion
(moha). These poisons exist within each person in various degrees and
manifest themselves in thoughts and actions in various expressions.
Greed is the mental state in which one is unceasingly plagued by an
insatiable feeling of need and want in his/her life. Even after the desire

3 Ibid.
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has been fulfilled, the feeling of satisfaction does not last and the feeling
of lack inevitably returns. Greed can come in many forms including
the desire to hoard material things while others go without or the need
to achieve a high social status through material possessions. Hatred
comprises a whole range of negative emotions such as disappointment,
aversion, anxiety and dejection, and feelings of dissatisfaction towards
oneself and others. They can manifest themselves in subtle words to
belittle another person or outright violence against individuals and
groups. Hate can also be seen in one’s aversion to certain persons or
things. The third poison is delusion, which is integrally tied to ignorance
(avijja). A person afflicted with this poison suffers confusion and lack
of direction in life. This condition can easily lead to adopting false
views on simple matters that concern one’s everyday life to more
serious positions of ideological dogmatism and fanaticism. Nyanatiloka
Mahathera, one of the earliest westerners in modern times to become a
Bhikkhu, remarked, “For all evil things, and all evil destiny, are really
rooted in greed, hate and ignorance; and of these three things ignorance
or delusion (moha, avijja) is the chief root and the primary cause of all
evil and misery in the world. If there is no more ignorance, there will be
no more greed and hatred, no more rebirth, no more suffering” (Quoted
by O’Brien 2018).

In order to eliminate the unwholesome roots from one’s life
and to replace them with the wholesome roots of wisdom (parn7ia),
generosity (dana), and loving kindness (metta), the Buddha proposed
practicing the Noble Eightfold Path. This path combines moral virtues
(sila) with development of concentration (samadhi) and wisdom or
insight (panna). According to the Buddha, all the Buddhas of the past
traveled this path towards enlightenment and liberation from the cycle
of birth, aging and death (S.I1.12). The eight elements are often listed as
follows:

1. Right view (Samma ditthi)

2. Right thought (Samma sankappa)
3. Right speech (Samma vaca)

4. Right action (Samma kammanta)
5. Right living (Samma ajiva)

6. Right effort (Sammd vayama)
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7. Right mindfulness (Samma sati)
8. Right concentration (Samma samdadhi)

The three factors of right speech, right action, and right living
make up the Sila group while the Samadhi group includes right effort,
right mindfulness, and right concentration. The Parisia group consists of
right view and right thought. The diligent training and practice of these
three stages results in higher moral discipline, higher consciousness,
and higher wisdom, which is the condition that directly opposes the
ignorance causing human suffering. To achieve the ultimate goal of
wisdom, one must go through the training of the moral discipline,
which serves as the foundation for training of concentration, which
in turn serves as the foundation for training of higher wisdom. While
the elements are listed in a sequential order, the process of training is
not linear like a ladder; rather the three aspects of training are always
present along the path, with each continuing to reinforce the other and
in turn becomes further developed until perfection is achieved (Bhikkhu
Bodhi 1998, 13). Therefore, this path is only linear in the metaphorical
sense. If the training proves to be successful, the individual is imbued
with all the factors in full measure. The successful completion of this
path also results in the attainment of nibbana, a state where all suffering
associated with mundane existence has effectively ceased. While the
presentation here is simple, the effort towards this spiritual summit is
extremely strenuous, painstaking and gradual. One should not hope to
make a quantum leap from one state to another by any means (Keown
2001, 102). According to the Buddha, intellectual as well as moral
progress as prescribed by the Noble Eightfold Path is compulsory for
the attainment of enlightenment or emancipation from the cycle of
rebirth. He was extremely critical of any teachings that suggested full
enlightenment could be achieved through an alternative route (D.I1.151).

4. Buddhist Humanistic Environmental Virtues

The fundamental assumption of Buddhist environmental
humanism is that the wellbeing and flourishing of humanity is integrally
tied to the wellbeing and sustainability of nature. What is seemingly
an individual effort at self-cultivation is not merely to achieve selfish
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aims but involves transforming all the dimensions and all of the
relationships in one’s life — including the relationship with the natural
environment. In the face of the ecological crisis, the present context
demands awareness of the human-nature relationship as constituting a
part of the totality of relationships. Therefore, the virtues and wisdom
gained from the process of self-cultivation prescribed by the Noble
Eightfold Path must also be applied to the relationship with nature as
well as with other human beings. In other words, it is not enough for
Buddhist self-cultivation to only impact one’s relationship with family,
friends, and fellow human beings but also need to be extended to all
sentient beings, and in fact, the entire cosmos itself. Fortunately, while
in ancient times, the ecological crisis was not in the mind of the Buddha
or his followers, the fundamental Buddhist intuition that the boundaries
of human relationships were much wider than what was in one’s realm
of being allows for re-examining Buddhist scriptural texts and re-
contextualizing them for the present circumstances.

According to the Buddhist outlook, any problem in human life
whether experienced on an individual or communal basis, can be traced
to the unwholesome roots of greed, hatred, and delusion. Therefore,
what we categorize as a personal, social, economic, or political problem
are essentially ethical and spiritual in nature. Interpersonal conflicts can
often easily be traced to one person being envious of the other (hatred).
Economic inequality plaguing societies is often rooted in the desire
to accumulate wealth while others go hungry (greed). Interreligious
conflict can often be traced to people’s ignorance of the faith and
teachings of another religion and even of one’s own religion leading to
false beliefs and assumptions (delusion). While an unwholesome root
may play a more prominent role in a particular problem, in fact, all three
are usually present in an intertwining manner and often fuel one another.
The poison of greed can fuel hatred, which in turn fuels delusion, which
in turn motivates greed in a vicious unending cycle of negativity.

The environmental crisis, therefore, must be seen within this
Buddhist framework of human moral degeneration where greed leads
to such actions as deforestation and the exploitation of other natural
resources for economic production. The delusion of human might
and grandeur inspires the belief that infinite economic growth can be
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achieved without negative consequences to the wellbeing of the earth and
of humanity itself. The poisons of greed and delusion lead to actions of
violence such as destroying habitats of animals, polluting life supporting
water sources, poaching and hunting for economic gains and pleasure,
etc. Therefore, the process of addressing the environmental crisis requires
human beings to rectify their relationship with nature by internally rooting
out the poisons that cause harm to the environment and the entities within
that environment. The environmental crisis can be likened to a mirror in
which one holds up to examine one’s own reflection and discovers that
one’s hair is all in tangles. The logical and effective action that ought to
be taken upon discovering this condition is not to change the mirror in the
hope that the next one shows a different and more satisfactory reflection,
or to try in vain to fix the image behind the mirror. Rather, one must
untangle one’s own hair so that the image reflected in the mirror no longer
displays a mess. Fundamental Buddhist teachings can help to conceive
possibilities of human-nature relationship that are both conducive to the
wellbeing of nature as well as to the spiritual goals of the human person.
The vision of harmonious human-nature relationship must be built upon
wholesome and positive dynamics directly opposed to greed, hatred and
delusion.

Buddhist self-cultivation enables the individual to possess
virtues that promote, among other things, environmental flourishing. The
environmental crisis characterized by exploitative and destructive human-
nature relationship can be rectified when human virtues are intentionally
ordered towards improving it. This section explores a number of
environmentally relevant virtues in Buddhist environmental humanism.

Loving kindness (mettd) and compassion (karuna)

Human solidarity with nature in the common experience of
suffering can be demonstrated by the virtues of loving kindness (metta)
and compassion (karund). Loving kindness and compassion are two of
the four sublime abodes (brahma-vihara) along with sympathetic joy and
equanimity. Loving kindness is the wish that all sentient beings, without
exception, be happy while compassion is the genuine desire to alleviate
the sufferings of others which one is able to feel. The text that one often
encounters when discussing about loving kindness is from the Suttras
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which states: “I dwell pervading one quarter with a mind imbued with
loving-kindness, likewise the second quarter, the third quarter, and the
fourth quarter. Thus above, below, across, and everywhere, and to all as
to myself, I dwell pervading the entire world with a mind imbued with
loving-kindness, vast, exalted, measureless, without enmity, without ill
will” (A.1.183). Similarly, in the Karaniya Metta Sutta of the Suttanipata
(S.1.8), the Buddha exhorts the practitioner to exercise metta to others no
matter whether they are weak or strong, big or small, seen or unseen, near
or far away, etc. Monks are enjoined also to have loving kindness even in
the face of challenges and difficulties (M.1.123).

Along with loving kindness, the person who exhibits compassion
towards others and has their wellbeing in mind ultimately makes progress
in his/her own spiritual state. The stereotypical verse cited above about
loving kindness also has its equivalent for compassion in the suttas. If a
person practices compassion, “relishes it, desires it, and finds satisfaction
in it. If he 1s firm in it, focused on it, often dwells in it, and has not lost it
when he dies, he is reborn in companionship with the devas of streaming
radiance” (A.I1.129). Compassion is exemplified by the Buddha himself
who 1is said to be the “one person who arises in the world...out of
compassion for the world” (A.I.23) and is “practicing simply out of
sympathy and compassion for living beings” (A.Il.177). Compassion
is exhibited in multiple forms, for example by giving material goods or
by teaching the Dhamma (A.1.93). Indeed, the latter form of exhibiting
compassion characterizes the Buddha who desired to show the people the
path to liberation.

As one can see, loving kindness and compassion when practiced
diligently by the Buddhist person has direct impact on the environment.
For each of these as well as the other sublime virtues, the Buddha exhorted
the monks to assiduously train themselves so that they are able to carry out
these virtues beyond their immediate neighbors, extending to the entire
world (Sahni 2007, 120). Simon P. James points out that someone who
is truly compassionate extends his/her compassion to human as well as
non-human beings. If one is only compassionate towards human beings,
then one would not be considered a truly compassionate person. Thus, a
person’s dealings with non-human sentient beings, i.e., animals would
reflect on his/her level of virtuousness (2007, 457).
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One may ask the question, if loving kindness and compassion
are only extended to human beings and non-human sentient beings, then
what good is that when it comes to plants and other non-sentient entities?
Certainly, a person would hardly be considered compassionate if he/she
goes about destroying rainforests which serve as the habitat for countless
animal creatures big and small. In the same manner, a person would
hardly be considered to be suffusing the world with loving kindness
if he/she chooses to fill the air and rivers with dangerous chemicals
that harm living things. Thus, the implication for loving kindness and
compassion in the context of the environment is that it must respond to
all dimensions of life that ultimately holds ramifications for different
aspects of the ecology. Buddhism indeed encourages people to be
kind and compassionate in a thoroughgoing manner and not just on a
selective basis.

Gentleness (maddava)

Closely related to loving kindness and compassion is the virtue
of gentleness. Gentleness can be seen as the positive derivative of
the non-violence (ahimsa) precept in Buddhism. With respect to this
First Precept in Buddhism, all actions which intentionally harm other
sentient beings are considered morally wrong. In the Dhammapada
one is reminded that just as a person recoils at the thought of pain
and treasures his own life, so do other sentient beings. Thus, suffering
should not be inflicted on others (Dp.129-130). Buddhism not only
urges people to be gentle in their daily dealings with other people and
animals, but it also encourages people to avoid means of livelihood
that brings about intentional harm to others. Thus, making a living by
trading weapons, trading human beings, trading flesh, trading spirits and
trading poison ought to be avoided, according to the Buddha (A.V.177).
In addition, earning a living as pig and sheep butchers, hunters, thieves
and murderers resulted in terrible consequences to the individual that no
water ablution can eliminate (The.242-3). While the non-violence virtue
directly speaks about how one treats fellow human beings and animals,
it would be peculiar if a person acted with great respect towards all
sentient beings, but made a complete turn-about when it came to plants
which in Buddhism is considered to be non-sentient or at best, border-
line sentient beings. One would expect that those who display gentleness
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towards people and animals would also extend this demeanor towards
plants and even non-living things like a historic boulder or a cave. When
gentleness permeates a person’s veins, it is displayed in his/her actions
which affect all the things around him/her. Environmental wellbeing then
greatly depends on a human community that knows how to refrain from
doing violence to its members and to others. By acting with gentleness
towards others, environmentally negative events such as the extinction
of animal species due to excessive hunting or the loss of plant species
due to destruction of forests can be prevented.

Moderation and contentment

Moderation and contentment (santutthi) serve as the antidote for
the greed that is detrimental to one’s quest for liberation. There is a
plethora of texts in the Buddhist canon that exhorts the individual to
exercise self-discipline and restraint in behavior, resisting temptation
and indulgence in the senses. The Agganfia Suttra of the Digha Nikaya
(D.I111.80-98) tells a fanciful tale of the beginning of the world where as
(pre)human beings went through moral degeneration, filling their hearts
with greed, hatred, and envy, human lives became less and less joyful.
In the beginning, the beings were luminous and weightless creatures
floating about space in pure delight. However, as time passed, on earth,
there appeared a sweet and savory substance that piqued the curiosity and
interest of the beings. They not only ate the substance, but due to greed
seeping in, they ate it voraciously which led to its eventual depletion.
In the meanwhile, due to endlessly feeding on the earth substance, the
weightless beings eventually would not only become coarse individuals
with a particular shape, but also lose their radiance. The story then goes
on to tell how the natural world and human society continue to evolve in
unwholesome manners as a result of the depraved actions of humanity.

This tale claims that there is a causal connection between human
virtuousness and the state of the natural world. The lack of moderation,
thus, can be seen as a cause of great detrimental effects not only to
the surrounding environment, but also to one’s own wellbeing. While
Buddhism does not advocate abject poverty, the Buddha indeed taught
that over dependence on material things was a hindrance towards spiritual
progress. Monks were asked to have as their possessions not more than
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arobe and a bowl, enough food for a day, simple lodgings and medicine.
On the other hand, such things as gold and silver, high beds, garlands and
other luxury items were to be avoided. For the Buddha, a life that led to
true happiness was not one controlled by sense desires, but rather a life of
simplicity guided by wisdom and moral virtues.

Moderation 1s a virtue when it goes hand in hand with contentment
(Santutthi), which Buddhism greatly advocates. In the Suttas, time and
time again the Buddha reminds the monks to be content with simple
things and avoid desire of many things. In the Anguttara, the Buddha
says: “Bhikkhus, I do not see even a single thing that so causes unarisen
wholesome qualities to arise and arisen unwholesome qualities to decline
as contentment. For one who is content, unarisen wholesome qualities
arise and arisen unwholesome qualities decline” (A.I.13). In the same
collection of discourses, the Buddha extolled the monk who is content with
whatever robe, alms food, and lodging he receives as “diligent, clearly
comprehending and ever mindful, is said to be standing in an ancient,
primal noble lineage” (A.I1.27-29). As new robes are received, the old
ones are not tossed away but made use of as coverlets. Likewise, the old
coversheets are turned into floor-sheets, the old floor-sheets become foot-
towels, the old foot towels are used as dusters, and old dusters become
floor-spreads (V.I1.291). Thus, moderation is not only seen in how one
obtains new things, but also demonstrated in how old things continue to
be put to good use.

Contentment is opposed to non-contentment and craving
(tanha). G. P. Malalasekera interprets the Buddhist notion of tanha in
the following manner: “Tanha is, rather what might be called thirst, the
craving of the limited, individual living creature seeking to gratify itself
in its separateness and to use the external world as a means to satisfy
its self-centred needs. The evil in man’s life is man-made and, therefore,
eradicable by man, without outside interference” (1964, 152). Craving
leads to suffering, or unsatisfactoriness because one is never fulfilled by
the thing that one has and continues to look for fulfillment in impermanent
things, an endeavor that is ultimately done in vain. While human craving
leads us to think that more material possessions and greater material
wealth is desirous, Buddhism teaches us that contentment is the “greatest
riches” (Dp.204) whereas destruction of all cravings means overcoming
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all suffering (Dp.21).

One can immediately see how moderation and contentment
advocated by Buddhism would have profound effect on human-nature
relationship and environmental wellbeing. By setting limits on one’s
lifestyle, focusing on what one truly needs rather than what one likes or
what one wants, consumerism, and subsequently commodity production,
is reduced. This leads to less strain on natural resources and results in
improved ecological equilibrium. Possessing moderation and contentment
also means true appreciation of the thing that one already possesses and
intends to use it in the most meaningful way possible. Oftentimes, people
discard a perfectly good mobile phone or tablet that they have been using
simply because there is a new model out on the market that supposedly
will bring about more satisfaction to the consumer. This behavior reflects
a notion of trying to achieve happiness through possessing things rather
than the kind of happiness achieved through non-acquisition. According
to Apichai Puntasen, true happiness (sukha) in Buddhist thinking is not
based on hedonistic acquisition, but is achieved “from giving, from
meditation, or from helping others to be relieved from pain” (2007, 185).
It 1s also derived from being able to rid the mind of various defilements
that prevents its liberation. Puntasen asserts that true happiness ought not
to be equated with “pleasure, prosperity, gratification or even enjoyment,”
but must be considered in terms of “wellness, peace and tranquility” (Ibid,
186).

Buddhism affirms that the feeling of discontentment with the thing
that one already possesses is a sign that one will most likely feel the same
towards other things that one desires but has yet to possess. Exercising
moderation and having contentment with respect to the environment is
ultimately a reflection of a person’s sense of responsibility towards nature.
It reflects one’s awareness of the limited natural resources available for
human use. It also reflects one’s understanding that wanting more and
owning more means placing unnecessary strains on nature. And it reflects
one’s understanding that one’s behavior becomes the condition that gives
rise to certain phenomena that take place in the world in accordance
with the teaching of Dependent Origination. Thus, any spirituality that
advocates simple living and contentment rather than constant striving
for material possessions clearly reflects a sense of responsibility and
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is naturally beneficial towards environmental wellbeing. With the state
of the natural environment as it is, there is a great need at this time for
simplicity and contentment on the part of human beings. As Donald
Swearer remarks, “One chooses less so that all may flourish more” (1998,
93).

Generosity (caga) and giving (dana)

Generosity istheantidote for greed and attachmentand is considered
to be an essential quality of a superior person (sappurisa), alongside other
important qualities of faith, morality, learning and wisdom (Bhikkhu
Bodhi 1995). According to Bhikkhu Bodhi, generosity as a spiritual quality
1s important because “the goal of the path is the destruction of greed,
hate and delusion, and the cultivation of generosity directly debilitates
greed and hate, while facilitating that pliancy of mind that allows for the
eradication of delusion” (Ibid). True generosity is the underlying impetus
for the practice of dana parami, the perfection of giving that brings about
wholesome kamma essential to the path of enlightenment (Jootla 1995).
Indeed, giving is an admirable act and Buddhism focuses a great deal on
giving. However, the kind of giving that Buddhism is interested in is not
just any act of giving, but those acts of giving that are motivated by the
genuine internal disposition of generosity. Giving is so fundamental to
Buddhism that the Buddha usually preached to newcomers by beginning
with the topic of giving (V.I.15,18). Giving is also listed as the first of the
ten perfections (paramita), which are necessary for anyone who aspires to
travel the path towards arahantship. In the Anguttara Nikaya, the Buddha
specified eight motivations for giving: to insult the recipient, from fear,
to reciprocate, expecting a future gift in return, because giving is good,
because of the sense of justice, because of gaining a good reputation, and
to ornam