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Abstract 

The proliferation of ecological crises on the Earth in the twenty-first century is 

mainly due to a human arrogance founded on the metanarrative of 

anthropocentrism. Whereas Jesus rejected a claim to imperial power, Christianity 

is guilty of supporting Western civilization’s trajectory of colonization, genocide, 

and ecocide. Christian education has done little more than lay a thin veil of piety 

over the industrial model of preparing students for successful placement in the 

machine of Progress. All of this rests on a Platonic dualism: man [sic] over nature/

creation, civilized over uncivilized, orthodoxy over orthopraxy, mind over body. 

By separating meaning from being and segregating learning from the real world, 

the Western educational model leaves students adrift in a fragmented and abstract 

existence. This contrasts significantly with Native American and other Indigenous 

epistemologies and educational philosophies. To help heal the Earth and reclaim 

the econormative core of the Christian lifeway requires that we once again 

educate our children to be Indigenous in their local bioregion. 

Keywords 

education, philosophy, Christian, ecological, bioregionalism, ecocentrism, 
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Part 1 

Developing Econormative Educational Principles 

We cannot continue to produce, insouciantly, ever more recondite and 
isolated articles while the planet burns. 

—Art Dewey  1

This project is the culmination of more than a decade of eavesdropping on several 

academic conversations—educational, religious, philosophical, ecological—

looking for, and not quite finding, a “dark green” vision for Christian education in 

an age of ecological crisis. What I found were plenty of “light green” visions, 

mainly those that promote a continuance of Western lifestyle comforts while 

speaking loudly of relatively minor technological adjustments: solar panels, 

recycling, school gardens, etc. My intuition suggests that our current 

“unprecedented existential threat” requires a much more radical (literally “deeply 

rooted”) transformation of Western civilization into an ecological civilization that 

celebrates hard-won social justice progress (e.g., women’s, minorities’, LGBTQ 

and others’ gifts to society) and lives by a sense of human-nonhuman reciprocity 

akin to that in Indigenous cultures. How can Christian education help move us in 

that direction? 

	  Art Dewey, “Not a White, but a Pied Paper,” The Fourth R 32, no. 3 (May-June 2019): 2.1
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Chapter 1 

Prolegomena 

The year 2078, I will celebrate my 75th birthday. If I have children maybe 
they will spend that day with me. Maybe they will ask me about you. 
Maybe they will ask why you didn’t do anything while there was time to 
act. 

—Greta Thunberg, age 15  2

This is the most critical moment in the 150,000-year history of being 
human. 

—Mary Evelyn Tucker  3

Every year educators prepare their students for a worst-case scenario. Fire drills 

are practiced soberly, and the tornado drills at the midwestern school where I  4

taught were replaced by earthquake drills when I moved to the west coast. Student 

safety is of paramount importance. It is of course quite possible that a student may 

complete all her years of education and never experience a single fire, tornado, or 

earthquake. The point is not about probability but about preparedness. 

	  Greta Thunberg,  speech at COP24, Katowice, Poland, 2018, accessed October 18, 2

2019, https://www.lifegate.com/people/news/greta-thunberg-speech-cop24.

	  Mary Evelyn Tucker and Kathleen Dean Moore, “A Roaring Force from One 3

Unknowable Moment,” Orion 34, no. 3 (May/June 2015): 36. Thanissara warns us, “This is a 
deeply testing moment in our evolutionary arc…. We have to reject the delusional narrative of  
‘free trade,’ which treats the earth as a machine with endless resources, ensnares the poor in 
servitude, and sanctions the savage abuse of  animals. Livestock alone accounts for 51 percent of  
greenhouse gases and the use of  one-third of  the world’s water” (“The Dharma within the Climate 
Crisis,” Tikkun 31, no. 2 (Spring 2016): 47).

	  Regarding my use of  the word “I” in this dissertation, consider Rudestam and Newton’s 4

wry observation in their book on academic writing: “many theorists and researchers persist in 
using a style that suggests that it is inappropriate for writers to acknowledge their authorship or 
involvement with what they have written. Conventions of  referring to the self  in the third person, 
never using the word I, and predominantly using the passive voice suggest that even a writer who is 
discussing his or her own discoveries or theories must pretend it was someone else who thought or 
discovered or concluded. Of  course, when writers say ‘It was discovered that…’ or ‘It is reasonable 
to conclude that…,’ we all know that they mean ‘I discovered this’ and ‘I conclude that’…” (Kjell 
Erik Rudestam and Rae R. Newton, Surviving Your Dissertation, 3rd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2007), 
239).
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 Martin Rees, Astronomer Royal and former Master of Trinity College, 

Cambridge, draws on a scenario straight from Hollywood to use as an analogy for 

global preparedness. What if an asteroid had been tracked to hit Earth with a ten-

percent probability in 2100? Would we wait for another generation to begin 

working on a response? His point is ecological: “Earth has existed for 45 million 

centuries, but this is the first time when one species can determine the planet’s 

future…. [We must] protect…future generations against the worst-case scenario: 

really catastrophic warming, and tipping points triggering long-term trends, like 

the melting of Greenland’s ice cap.”  Even if the probability of catastrophic global 5

warming—i.e., leading to a near extinction of human life—over the next century 

or two is small, why are we reacting so slowly and not educationally preparing 

our children for this long-term emergency? As ecophilosopher Strachan Donnelly 

writes,  

We need a new form of Pascal’s wager…. Today the wager must not be 
about God, but about our earthly world. Wager that the worst might 
happen, so to provoke whatever remedial measures that we might still 
make to promote the resilience of the natural world. If sober but dire 
warnings prove false, so much the better. We will have lost nothing, for we 
will have laid the foundations for a better and more enduring human and 
natural world.  6

In other words, to stretch Rees’s analogy, we know the “asteroid” is coming and 

yet we continue to dither.  

	  Martin Rees, “Climate, Ethics, and Long-term Survival,” Natural History 127, no. 1 5

(December 2018/January 2019): 16-17.

	  Strachan Donnelly, Frog Pond Philosophy (Lexington, KY: University Press of  Kentucky, 6

2018), 86.
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 David Orr, a stalwart voice in ecological education, also recognized this 

public malpractice almost three decades ago. The public agenda rests on an 

ecological substrate  whether we acknowledge it or not: 7

The crisis of sustainability, the fit between humanity and its habitat, is 
manifest in varying ways and degrees everywhere on earth. It is not only a 
permanent feature on the public agenda; for all practical purposes it is the 
agenda. No other issue of politics, economics, and public policy will 
remain unaffected by the crisis of resources, population, climate change, 
species extinction, acid rain, deforestation, ozone depletion, and soil loss. 
Sustainability is about the terms and conditions of human survival, and yet 
we still educate at all levels as if no crisis existed.  8

Instead, Orr points out, educational discourse is preoccupied with “reforms” to 

make our children more competitive in the global economy—the very economy 

that is so ecologically destructive.  He writes, “But there are better reasons to 9

reform education, which have to do with the rapid decline in habitability of the 

earth. The kind of discipline-centric education that enabled us to industrialize the 

earth will not necessarily help us heal the damage caused by industrialization…. 

[What is required is] nothing less than the re-education of humankind,”  an 10

education that prioritizes connections and responsibility. 

	  Patrick Curry writes, “if  ecosystems collapse, so will economies and cultures” (Ecological Ethics 7

(Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2011), 16 (emphasis original)).

	  David Orr (writing in 1992) quoted in Bouma-Prediger, For the Beauty of  the Earth (Grand 8

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010), 4.

	  As Naomi Klein writes in her aptly named book, This Changes Everything, “our economic 9

system and our planetary system are now at war…. What the climate needs to avoid collapse is a 
contraction in humanity’s use of  resources; what our economic model demands to avoid collapse is 
unfettered expansion. Only one of  these sets of  rules can be changed, and it’s not the laws of  
nature” (This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2014), 21). 

	  David W. Orr, Earth in Mind: On Education, Environment, and the Human Prospect, 10th 10

anniversary ed. (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2004), 2.
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 Educator Theodore Richards makes a similar observation from inner-city 

Chicago yet wants to go beyond mere reform: 

Far more is at stake than how we run our schools. If our species is to 
survive the challenges of ecological collapse, of increased global 
instability, and of the end of the industrial age, we require an entirely new 
way of seeing the world, of being human. This can only be done if 
education is radically transformed. Modern education was created to 
reinforce the values that are destroying the living systems on the planet. 
Reforming it is simply not enough.  11

Whether reforming or transforming, the re-education of humankind will require a 

major change in educational practice. “Education,” says Ron Miller, “when it is 

understood as the total experience of learning and development and not merely as 

the technical procedures established in schools, is the primary vehicle of cultural 

transformation.”  12

 Such change is dependent, at least in part, on the stories that shape our 

imagination and fill our classrooms. It has been suggested that we live in a time 

between stories.  Are we caught in an era without a shared understanding of the 13

way our planet works just at the time when we are collectively powerful enough 

to disrupt those workings? “We need a powerful new story,” says Richard 

Schiffman, “that we are a part of nature and not separate from it. We need a story 

that properly situates humans in the world—neither above it by virtue of our 

	  Theodore Richards, Creatively Maladjusted: The Wisdom Education Movement Manifesto 11

(Danvers, MA: Hiraeth Press, 2013), xxxii.

	  Ron Miller, The Self-Organizing Revolution (Brandon, VT: Psychology Press/Holistic 12

Education Press, 2008), 14. 

	  Shimon Malin compares our time to the period that began with Copernicus’s De 13

Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (1543) and ended with Newton’s Principia Mathematica 
Philosophiae Naturalis (1686) (Nature Loves to Hide (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), xii).
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superior intellect, nor dwarfed by the universe into cosmic insignificance. We are 

equal partners with all that exists, co-creators with trees and galaxies and the 

microorganisms in our own gut.”  Schiffman critiques previous metanarratives: 14

both poles of humanism (our superior intellect will save us, or our insignificance 

absolves us from action) and the dominant narrative within Christianity vis-à-vis 

creation, namely, stewardship  (which places us above it). Some people, like 15

Thanissara, see “a new story emerging, which is actually a very old story, one that 

reclaims a respectful relationship with the natural world, as seen in the wisdom of 

Indigenous peoples and our wiser elders, who lived sustainably and within an 

ethical commitment to duty and compassion.”  16

 Is it even possible, or desirable, to gather all of humanity around a single 

story?  Hasn’t postmodernism made metanarratives and their power-over 

homogenization—“Resistance is futile”—passé? To mitigate the damage already 

felt by this arriving ecological “asteroid,” we must work together, not at cross-

purposes, even if we cannot all agree on a single metanarrative. Thanissara offers 

us a clue: listen to those who have lived for countless generations without 

damaging the delicate web of life of which they are a part (i.e., neither over it nor 

a diminishingly insignificant part of it). 

	  Richard Schiffman, “Together with Earth: Bigger Than Science, Bigger Than 14

Religion,” Yes! Magazine no. 73 (Spring 2015): 19.

	  Sister Miriam MacGillis of  Genesis Farm (founded by the Dominican Sisters of  15

Caldwell, NJ) says, “the stewardship model…hasn’t worked real well…. [It] is too small, it’s too 
human-centered, like we can do that. It’s really the opposite. Earth is taking total care of  
us” (quoted in Schiffman, “Together,” 22).

	  Thanissara, “Dharma,” 48.16
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 Indigenous peoples are rightfully wary of such talk, especially coming 

from Western, Christian Euroman.  Before Euroman arrived on the shores of 17

“America,” the Indigenous peoples of this land, by their own accounts, were more 

or less able to respect the diversity of each other’s local beliefs/myths/stories, all 

the while sharing some core attitudes/presuppositions/wisdom regarding their 

place/role in the greater family of creation. If it worked to preserve the integrity of 

creation in this part of the world for thousands of years, might it not work for “all 

humanity” in this age of increased ecological awareness? Not a monolithic 

metanarrative. Not a Euroman appropriation of Indian ways (cf. Dances with 

Wolves). But a mirror of the diversity of every healthy ecosystem: the symbiosis 

of myriad species respecting the creational boundaries that lead toward mutual 

flourishing. In the words of Raymond Chipeniuk, speaking for contemporary 

Native and non-Native Americans, “We must make ourselves indigenes” —each 18

community in its own unique way according to the needs of their particular 

bioregion.  The key to such re-indigenization is belonging, feeling welcome. 19

	  “Euroman” is the term for usurping, white Americans used by Native American 17

philosopher Viola Cordova. Cf. V. F. Cordova, How It Is: The Native American Philosophy of  V. F. 
Cordova (Tucson, AZ: The University of  Arizona Press, 2007). 

	  Quoted in Paul Shepard, Coming Home to the Pleistocene (Washington, DC: Island Press, 18

1998), 168.

	  Peter Berg and Raymond Dasmann say that a “bioregion refers both to a geographical 19

terrain and a terrain of  consciousness—to a place and the ideas that have developed about how to 
live in that place…. There is a distinct resonance among living things and the factors which 
influence them that occurs within each separate place on the planet” (quoted in Freeman House, 
Totem Salmon (Boston: Beacon Press, 1999), 126). Berg also writes, “Bioregions have distinct features 
such as climate, soils, landforms, watersheds, and native plant and animals. They have also been 
sites for adaptive long-term inhabitation by native peoples in the past, and they can be reinhabited 
by their present occupants” (“Finding Your Own Bioregion,” in Ecological Literacy, ed. Michael K. 
Stone and Zenobia Barlow (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2005), 126). More recently, Eileen 
Crist writes, “The guiding principle of  bioregional inhabitation is that there is sustenance, space, 
and freedom for all—human and nonhuman—to enjoy the freedom to express their natures and to 
move in the direction of  self-realization” (Abundant Earth (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
2019), 232). 
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“Belonging,” says Paul Shepard, “is the pivot of life, the point at which selfhood 

becomes possible—not just belonging in general, but in particular. One belongs to 

a universe of order and purpose that must initially be realized as a particular 

community of certain species in a terrain of unique geology.”  20

 Education, like the other spheres of life, must become more ecologically 

hospitable, more welcoming in its guidance of all of us to our proper place in the 

scheme of things. 

Welcome, tiny one, to my breast and to this hearth; 
  thank you for bringing your unique gifts. 
Welcome, little one, to our local bioregional Community;  21

  which animal do you relate to? 
Welcome, young one, to our playgroup; 
  which Adult will you mimic today? 
Welcome, first-blood girl, hormone-dazed boy, to young adulthood; 
  which grown-up path will you follow? 
  Or will you create a new one? 
  (And don’t forget the little ones mimicking you even now.) 
Welcome, spouse, parent, to the responsibilities of home life; 
  what sacrifices will you make today? 

   And what hidden joys will spring from those surrenders? 
Welcome, mentor, to the council of elders; 
 what wisdom can you share? 
Welcome, old one, to your eternal rest; 
 what stories have you left behind? 

Can education be a conduit of welcome, a communal pathway of homemaking, of 

finding our niche (“nest”) in the synergy of one’s individual gifts and their taking 

root and maturing in a particular Community? Christian scholars Steven Bouma-

	  Quoted in House, Totem, 158. Similarly, Alan Watts writes, “You did not come into this 20

world, you came out of  it. You are not a stranger here” (quoted in Frank MacEowen, The Mist-
Filled Path (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2002), 140).

	  Because we tend to read words like community, neighbor, social, etc. in exclusively 21

human terms, whenever I am using a word in a more inclusive (human and nonhuman) sense, I will 
capitalize it as a reminder. Noncapitalized words will continue to refer exclusively to humans unless 
otherwise noted.
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Prediger and Brian J. Walsh think so, but not without an honest critique of the 

homelessness that education causes today.  Quoting David Orr’s warning22

—“without significant precautions, education can equip people merely to be more 

effective vandals of the earth” —they call for “homecoming” or “homemaking” 23

to be “the guiding metaphor for our educational praxis.”  What do we envision 24

for our students: vandals or homemakers? “What,” Bouma-Prediger and Walsh 

ask, “are Christians doing playing the same game of competitive upward mobility 

as everyone else?”  Instead of a careerism that “requires a transient mobility…25

[and] is complicit in this vandalizing of the earth,”  we ought to be pursuing 26

downward mobility, both by growing roots down into the local earth and by living 

far more humbly. In Wendell Berry’s words, “We must achieve the character and 

acquire the skills to live much poorer than we do.”  27

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh ask, “How many of  our students know the trees that line 22

the sidewalks on which they walk to and from classes? How many of  our students know the 
watershed from which their drinking water comes? How many of  our students know where ‘away’ 
is when they ‘throw things away’? If  our students have no such specific knowledge of  their peculiar 
place and how it works, how will they know how to take care of  it, and why would they want 
to?” (“Education for Homelessness or Homemaking?: The Christian College in a Postmodern 
Culture” (paper presented at the “Christian Scholarship—for What?” conference at Calvin 
College, Grand Rapids, MI, September 28, 2001), 4, accessed October 19, 2018, http://
crc.sa.utoronto.ca/files/2010/01/education-for-homelessness-or-homemaking.pdf).

	  Quoted in Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 2.23

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 2.24

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 5-6.25

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 6.26

	  Quoted in Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 6n12.27
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 An education for downward mobility is an education of hospitality,  of 28

humility, of welcoming humans of all ages and religions to the more-than-human 

community where they can put down roots: relocalizing, renativizing, re-indigenizing. 

Bouma-Prediger and Walsh conclude by summarizing Berry: “there are at least 

two things that are required if we are to shift the paradigm of education from 

homelessness to homemaking, from vandalism to care. The first is that our 

education must engender an ethos of intimacy and affection [for this world]…. 

[T]here is a second thing[:]…we must secede from the empire.”  Downward 29

mobility? Secession from America’s consumeristic empire? These are truly 

revolutionary goals for a twenty-first-century education. 

 What might a welcoming, homemaking, re-indigenizing, downwardly 

mobile, secessionist philosophy of education look like when crafted within a 

community of Christians? The very fact that Christianity presents a set of 

universal ideals that are creationally anthropocentric  and not keyed to any 30

particular bioregion is problematic. Therefore, the first task herein is to create a 

set of principles by which to evaluate the ecological normativity of Christian 

	  I hesitate to call this a “hospitality education” for fear of  confusing it with the already 28

established hospitality industry (e.g., hotel manager training). More to the point, Parker J. Palmer 
writes regarding creating a space for learning: “Hospitality means receiving each other, our 
struggles, our newborn ideas with openness and care. It means creating an ethos in which the 
community of  truth can form, the pain of  truth’s transformations be borne” (To Know As We Are 
Known (1983; repr., New York: HarperOne, 1993), 73-74).

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, “Education,” 17-18.29

	  The meaning here is that the message of  Christianity tends to be focused exclusively on 30

humans and their human-human interactions. Even if  God or Christ is considered the true center 
(theo- or christocentrism), the next concentric circle out from that center is humanity; therefore, 
humans remain central to (implied: above or more important than) all the rest of  creation. Perhaps 
a better term would be anthropoconcentric.
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education. The next task is to unflinchingly sift the ecological wheat from the 

unecological chaff. Thirdly, assuming this sifting will leave Western, Christian 

education lacking in several ways, it behooves us to join in conversation with—

mostly listening to—Native American educators and philosophers of education to 

inspire (lit. “breathe into”) us with educational practices that are faithful to our 

particular North American bioregions. And finally, in an act of philosophical 

imaginativity, what might such a local, welcoming Christian education look like? 

It is to our great shame that Christian schools have misguided generations of 

students to not feel welcome in this world. Either we misinterpret and misapply 

the biblical “not of this world” to mean “not of this earthly, ecological 

family” (instead of, correctly, “not of this unecological, consumeristic empire”), 

or we betray Earth’s fragile gifts for upward mobility’s thirty pieces of silver. 

Instead, we should instill a sense of bioregional querencia in our children, that 

wonderful Spanish word meaning “affection for the place one calls home and the 

sense of well-being that places give one.”  31

 Education—teaching and learning—touches every aspect of society, of 

being human, and necessarily reflects the foundational assumptions and 

existential conditions in which it is practiced. The following two foundations 

(religious and philosophical) and three premises (ecological, civilizational, and 

epistemological) are not offered as unassailable assertions but as reasonably 

accepted conditions demonstrated via a survey of the writings of knowledgeable 

	  Quoted in Alan Jones, The Soul’s Journey (Boston: Cowley, 2001), 195.31
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and respected (and some, like Wendell Berry and Hendrik Hart, wise) scholars. 

Given the validity of these observations, what is the proper (normative, God-

glorifying) future of Christian education? 

Key Concepts (also in the Glossary for ease of reference). 

bioregion. One’s local habitat as circumscribed by similar biotic and geologic 

(e.g., watershed) limits. A “bioregion refers both to a geographical terrain 

and a terrain of consciousness—to a place and the ideas that have 

developed about how to live in that place…. There is a distinct resonance 

among living things and the factors which influence them that occurs 

within each separate place on the planet” (Berg and Dasmann). 

Community (capitalized). Inclusive of human and nonhuman members (cf. also 

Neighbor, Social, etc.) 

Euroman. Shorthand for white, patriarchal, European settler (colonizing) 

culture. 

querencia. Love for one’s home. 

re-indigenizing, relocalizing, renativizing. Developing a sense of querencia for 

one’s bioregional home. 

sustainability. The proper fit between humanity and its habitat. 

Summary. With a planet in crisis, Christian education should be about welcoming 

our children to their local bioregional Community and helping them become 

homemakers, not vandals, of creation. 
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1.1. Religious Foundations 

There is not, nor has there ever been, such a thing as “Christianity” or 
“Judaism.”… The Bible does not present a single, unified perspective on 
what it means to be a “Jew” or a “Christian.” Rather, it gathers together 
witnesses to a passionate, historical argument over what it means to be 
“God’s people.” 

—Wes Howard-Brook  32

I like Jesus…. He didn’t own anything…. He slept outside on the earth. 
He moved around all the time. He shared everything he got. He even 
talked to the Great Spirit as his Father. He was just like an Indian. 

—Dan, a Dakota elder  33

It is somewhat amusing that educators, as epistemic gatekeepers, have feigned 

neutrality, especially in the modern age, with regard to the knowledge they 

disperse; it is almost a childlike naivete. The outcome, however, is more 

complicated and certainly not innocent. So-called “objective neutrality” (or 

“neutral objectivity”) only acts as a Trojan horse to import the educator’s latent, 

perhaps unexamined, core-level motivations. Similarly, although the pretended 

autonomy—and neutrality—of theoretical thought has proven to be a boon to the 

world of scientific exploration and technology, especially since the Enlightenment, 

it comes at a terrible price for those left out of the calculations. It is therefore my 

	  Wes Howard-Brook, “Come Out, My People!”: God’s Call Out of  Empire in the Bible and Beyond 32

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010), xiii, 4. 

	  Quoted in Kent Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor Dog (1994, 2002; repr., Novato, CA: New 33

World Library, 2017), 207. In Nerburn’s interviews, Dan’s last name is never given.
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intention to examine and identify my biases and presuppositions so as to avoid 

any pretense.  34

 Already in the Introduction the suggestion of “downward mobility” 

betrays a position of privilege. Bouma-Prediger, Walsh, Berry and I share 

common traits—white, male, North American, middle-class (i.e., wealthy by 

global comparison), and Christian—that must be remembered as this study 

proceeds in an openly non-neutral fashion. To be part of the global conversation 

on the role of Christian education in an age of ecological crisis means, in this 

case, remaining open to other-than-white, female (or other-gendered), 

international (especially Indigenous), poor, and other-than-Christian voices. One 

of my presuppositions is that such a welcoming inclusivity was part of the life of 

Jesus; it should be here also. 

 Another presupposition is that Christianity, particularly in the form of 

Christian education, has something valuable to add to the broader discussion on 

humanity’s response to the global ecological crisis—a statement that may require 

a justification since much of what passes as Christianity today is closed-minded 

(i.e., not welcoming) to sciences such as biological evolution and ecology, and 

condescending (if not oppressive) to non-Christians. 

	  As Hendrik Hart writes, “The ultimate source of  what people accept as reliable 34

knowledge can be referred to as their god. Whatever people give their ultimate allegiance to is, 
essentially, what they worship” (Understanding Our World (Lanham, MD: University Press of  
America, 1984), 332). Similarly, William Ophuls writes, “We moderns are just as religious as our 
premodern ancestors, but we have chosen to worship two savage gods—Moloch and 
Mammon” (Plato’s Revenge (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2011), 8).
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 What if Christians had arrived on the shores of North America wanting to 

listen to and learn from Native Americans?  “Hello. We’re sorry to intrude, but 35

we’re fleeing from oppression. Is there a place we can stay? Can you show us 

around and teach us how things work, what they mean?” What gifts might the 

Christians have offered? Besides steel, firearms, and horses, they might have 

shared ideas on love of neighbor (and enemy), the sacrificial emptying of self 

(kenosis) unto death, and the presence of the divine within creation, inter alia—

only to discover that the various Indigenous groups shared many, if not all, of the 

same thoughts.  They might have even been reminded of what Francis of Assisi 36

had tried to teach, that “neighbor” extends to all of God’s creatures.  37

 However, in place of humility they brought condescension; in place of 

sacrifice of self, enslavement of others; in place of the holiness of creation, 

ecological destruction.  Why? What drove these self-proclaimed Christians to act 38

	  As Dan, a Dakota elder, says to his white interlocutor, “If  you had listened to us instead 35

of  trying to convert us and kill us, what a country this would be” (Kent Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor 
Dog, 159. This is reminiscent of  Martin Buber who, “in his book I and Thou, claimed two human 
beings by their dynamic interrelation co-create what he called ‘the Between’ (das Zwischen), a 
meeting place where the two subjectivities can influence and affect one another without danger of  
the one being absorbed into the other as an accidental modification of  the other’s existence and 
activity” (Ilia Delio, The Humility of  God (Cincinnati, OH: Franciscan Media, 2005), 82). 

	  Randy S. Woodley (Keetowah Cherokee), a professor at George Fox Seminary, outlines 36

the Harmony Way, a “life-concept” he believes is a place of  “common values” between Native 
American and Christian communities (Shalom and the Community of  Creation (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Eerdmans, 2012), xiii). Recognizing that “there is no universal Native American culture,” he 
nonetheless compares the ancient Semitic construct of  shalom to the Native American Harmony 
Way. “Shalom living,” he says, “is how life is meant to be…. [It] is the Creator’s original 
instruction for the way in which all societies should be ordered, and for how all life on this planet 
should be lived.… Shalom is always tested on the margins of  a society and revealed by how the 
poor, oppressed, disempowered, and needy are treated” (ibid., 1, 19, 15).

	  Ilia Delio writes, “The life of  Francis [of  Assisi] indicates to us that to be a Christian is 37

to find Christ in every person and living creature” (Humility, 9). She refers to this as “christifying” 
the universe. 

	  Not all did, of  course, but those who adopted Indigenous ways were accused of  “going 38

native” or of  religious syncretism and written out of  the history books.
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so unchristlike? More significantly than Christianity, what they brought was 

European culture. Their clothing, houses, and attitudes toward the nonhuman 

world (e.g., method of agriculture ) were influenced more by the history of 39

Western civilization and the exigencies of empire than by the careful application 

of Jesus’s principles to every aspect of daily life. In many ways, Native 

Americans lived more christlike lives in their interaction with the rest of creation 

than their “Christian,” European contemporaries.  40

 How have we ended up where, in the words of Richard Q. Ford, “the 

Christian concept of God also carries with it the freight of Western Christianity’s 

participation in Western imperialism”?  According to Wes Howard-Brook, 41

Christianity’s embracing of the empire  that Jesus rejected is nothing new. The 42

entire Bible, for Howard-Brook, is a record of two competing religions, “the 

religion of creation” and “the religion of empire,” “each pulling on people in 

	  Euro-American agriculture employs the uniformity and short-term efficiency of  39

monoculture crops, which are more susceptible to pest outbreaks, require pesticides, and deplete 
soil health over time. Indigenous agriculture includes polyculture fields (cf. The Three Sisters: 
corn, beans and squash growing together) that create an “ethical habitat for coexistence and 
mutual flourishing” (Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass (Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed 
Editions, 2013), 139).

	  When comparing the ecological impact of  so-called “developed” nations to Indigenous 40

peoples around the globe, this is still true. There is a precedent for talking about non-Christians 
acting in christlike ways. Tomáš Halík says that all people striving for what is right have a 
“(unconscious but real) kinship and affiliation with Christ” (Night of  the Confessor, trans. Gerald 
Turner (New York: Image Books, 2012), 44). Cf. Karl Rahner’s “anonymous Christianity” and 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s “unconscious Christians.”

	  Richard Q. Ford, “The Parable of  the Unjust Judge, the Book of  Revelation, and the 41

Denial of  Climate Breakdown: Part Two,” The Fourth R 32, no. 3 (May-June 2019): 12.

	  Sylvia C. Keesmaat and Brian J. Walsh write, “Empires are built on systemic 42

centralizations of  power and secured by structures of  socioeconomic and military control. They 
are religiously legitimated by powerful myths that are rooted in foundational assumptions, and they 
are sustained by a proliferation of  imperial images that captivate the imagination of  the 
population” (Romans Disarmed (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2019), 91).
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opposite directions.”  He sees “the core of Genesis…as a religion-of-creation 43

counternarrative” to the temptations of empire for “those exiled to Babylon in the 

sixth century BCE.”  Similarly, “under Roman rule, Jesus proclaims himself the 44

faithful messenger and embodiment of the religion-of-creation narrative, and 

rejects the religion-of-empire narrative as a ‘demonic’ or ‘satanic’ lie.”   This is 45

the true cleavage inherent in Jesus’s statement, “My kingdom [of creation] is not 

of this [imperial] world.”  Howard-Brook concludes: 46

Jesus’s and Paul’s vision of a living network of wildly inclusive, 
vulnerable communities, grounded in the fullness of love and embodied 
truth, has been replaced with institutional fortresses dedicated to keeping 
out dissenters and all sorts of “outsiders” with fear-based threats from a 
judgmental God. Jesus’s passionate, poetic parabolic speech has been 
“translated” into sharp-edged, doctrinal syllogisms…. The exciting, 
radical, dangerous life of discipleship had been replaced by the safe, 
routine business of “saving one’s soul.”  47

The waves of Christian immigrants to the North American continent over the 

centuries have been known for neither wild inclusivity nor risky discipleship but 

rather a creationally decontextualized and abstracted “soul-saving” apparatus 

from within the comforts of European colonialism and, later, the “American 

Dream” (dependent on an American empire). 

	  Howard-Brook, “Come Out,” 7.43

	  Wes Howard-Brook, Empire Baptized: How the Church Embraced What Jesus Rejected (Second-44

Fifth Centuries) (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2016), xiii.

	  Howard-Brook, Empire, xvii.45

	  As Jacob Klapwijk emphasizes, “the Kingdom of  God is the creation” (“Nothing in 46

Evolutionary Theory Makes Sense Except in the Light of  Creation,” Philosophia Reformata 77 
(2012): 67). Halík describes the use of  “this world” in John’s Gospel this way: “This is not some 
pseudo-platonic disparagement of  ‘secularity’ in the name of  some sort of  ‘world beyond,’ world 
of  ideas, and so forth. We could maybe explain the expression ‘this world’ by reference to 
Heidegger’s description of  ‘fallenness’ (Verfallenheit), ‘inauthentic experience,’ an irresponsible, 
‘dispersed’ life on the surface as one lives (man lebt) in the world” (Night, 217n4).

	  Howard-Brook, Empire, 296-97.47
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 The draw of the creaturely comforts of empire—at great expense to Others

—may be traced to the beginnings of agriculture  and civilization, but it is 48

typified by Plato’s denigration of the material and exaltation of the immaterial. 

There is an apparent paradox here: aren’t those who enjoy the comforts of empire

—from aqueducts to air-conditioners—materialists, not (platonic) immaterialists? 

Not necessarily. Have we not broken our covenant with matter (mater: our earthly 

“mother”) by technologically insulating ourselves from its needs and demands 

(e.g., the principles of ecological health)? The antinomy is that we believe we can 

transcend the limits of the nonhuman world (contra mater) for our own bodily 

pleasure (pro mater).  This is why it was already dangerous enough for the 49

ancient Israelites to abstract God’s voice/presence from the specific dynamism of 

this bush and that mountain to the static ink marks on a scroll, but to absorb so 

much Platonism, as the early Christians did, was only bound to give birth to a dis-

placed (ungrounded, unecological) Christianity.  As Bouma-Prediger and Walsh 50

point out, “a God who is understood as living high above this temporal realm in a 

	  Nahum Ward-Lev writes, “For nearly two hundred thousand years, close cooperation 48

within small groups of  people enabled our species to survive and ultimately to thrive. Significant 
competition within a community only arrived on the human scene relatively recently, around ten 
thousand years ago, with the advent of  agriculture. As Sebastian Junger wrote in his book Tribe, 
‘Agriculture…changed the human experience. The accumulation of  personal property allowed 
people to make more and more individualistic choices about their lives, and those choices 
unavoidably diminished group efforts toward a common good’” (The Liberating Path of  the Hebrew 
Prophets (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019), 129).

	  John P. Clark puts it this way: “It is hardly by coincidence that the founding philosophy 49

of  Western Civilization, Platonism, was based on an explicit denial of  the reality of  the Earth. Yet 
Platonism only expressed in ideal form what emerging Empire was decreeing in the sphere of  
material reality…. For a long time, the civilized thought that they were discovering things like New 
Worlds, spices, and slaves. In reality, they were only covering more and more of  the Earth” (Between 
Earth and Empire (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2019), 30).

	  Halík writes that Christianity has been “crippled by the old heresies—Manichean 50

dualism that rejected matter and creation” (Night, 38).
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heavenly home to which he invites forgiven sinners is not a God of creational 

homemaking. If we embrace a theology rooted in neo-Platonism with a stark 

dualism between earth and heaven, temporality and eternity, finite and infinite, 

body and soul, grace and nature, then homecoming can never be in this world.”  51

Christianity’s neo-Platonic rootlessness combined with the power of empire 

inevitably leads to the Manifest Destiny that bulldozes across the land, too often 

in the name of Christ.  One Dakota elder saw Christianity this way: 52

your religion didn’t come from the land. It could be carried around with 
you. You couldn’t understand what it meant to us to have our religion in 
the land. Your religion was in a cup and a piece of bread…that could be 
carried in a box. Your priests could make it [the bread and wine] sacred 
anywhere. You couldn’t understand that what was sacred for us was where 
we were, because that is where the sacred things had happened and where 
the spirits talked to us.  53

In addition to not growing organically out of any of North America’s bioregions, 

several other ecologically related criticisms have been leveled at Christianity.  54

 According to Bron Taylor, who has been researching the “greening” of 

religion for decades, “most individuals and groups affiliated with world religions 

	  Steven Bouma-Prediger and Brian J. Walsh, Beyond Homelessness: Christian Faith in a 51

Culture of  Displacement (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 274.

	  If  Christianity is worth salvaging, then we must learn from our mistakes; we cannot 52

turn our heads from our complicity in the atrocities committed here in North America (and 
elsewhere): “It was through bloody, violent, and genocidal acts of  war that this land was cleared to 
make room for the approaching onslaught of  white settlers, prospectors, soldiers, and 
missionaries…. You cannot discover and take possession of  lands that are already inhabited. That 
process is more accurately described as stealing, conquering, or even ethnic cleansing…. The 
notion that Europeans ‘discovered’ Turtle Island [North America] is a racist colonial concept that 
assumes the dehumanization of  aboriginal peoples…. The Declaration of  Independence, which so 
eloquently states, ‘All men are created equal,’ thirty lines later goes on to dehumanize natives as 
‘merciless Indian Savages’” (Mark Charles, “We Don’t Talk about That,” Comment Magazine 
(Winter 2015): 31-33).

	  Dan quoted in Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor Dog, 49.53

	  The following list is not intended to be exhaustive.54
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do not express and promote pro-environmental values and behaviours. [Those 

who do] are constrained by deeply-rooted beliefs, anthropocentric values, 

countervailing economic ideas and political ideologies…that hinder 

environmental concern and action.”  55

 For Arnold Toynbee, the move from divine immanence to transcendence 

leaves us free to raid the stores of creation. In his words, “Monotheism, as 

enunciated in the book of Genesis, has removed the age-old restraint that was 

once placed on man’s greed by his awe. Man’s greedy impulse to exploit nature 

used to be held in check by his pious worship of nature.”  56

 James A. Nash asserts that  

the bulk of the Bible is indifferent, insensitive, or even antagonistic to 
untamed nature (as opposed to domesticated nature). The Bible is in the 
main ecologically unconscious…. The prevailing biblical viewpoint seems 
to be that otherkind exists to serve humankind…. The Bible reflects an 
anthropocentric mindset, with the emphasis overwhelmingly on the 
divine-human relationship. Questions concerning the moral status of other 
species are not on that agenda.  57

It has also been observed that if “otherkind” extends to Indigenous peoples, the 

Bible canonizes a holy war against them.  58

	  Bron Taylor, “Religion and Environmental Behaviour (Part Two): Dark-Green Nature 55

Spiritualities and the Fate of  the Earth,” The Ecological Citizen 3, no. 2 (2020): 135. 

	  Quoted in Lloyd Geering, Reimagining God (Salem, OR: Polebridge Press, 2014), 228.56

	  James A. Nash, “The Bible vs. Biodiversity: The Case against Moral Argument from 57

Scripture,” Journal for the Study of  Religion, Nature, and Culture 3, no. 2 (2009): 214, 219, 225. 

	  Keesmaat and Walsh write, “For the children of  Abraham to have a home required the 58

genocide of  the inhabitants of  the land” (Romans, 109n10).
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 Perhaps the harshest critique is given by Christian farmer, poet, and 

scholar Wendell Berry: 

Christian organizations, to this day, remain largely indifferent to the rape 
and plunder of the world and of its traditional cultures. It is hardly too 
much to say that most Christian organizations are as happily indifferent to 
the ecological, cultural, and religious implications of industrial economics 
as are most industrial organizations. The certified Christian seems just as 
likely as anyone else to join the military-industrial conspiracy to murder 
Creation…. Modern Christianity has become willy-nilly the religion of the 
state and the economic status quo…. In its de facto alliance with Caesar, 
Christianity connives directly in the murder of Creation.  59

By saying that Christianity has become the religion  of the state, he does not 60

mean that the US is a Christian country but that Christianity has lost its salt, its 

light, and become a willing contributor to the empire’s anti-ecological un-

Christian machinations. Because of this complicity, says Stan Rowe, “None of the 

‘world religions’ challenge agriculture: the earliest and still the major battle field 

where ecodiversity and biodiversity are the adversaries. None challenges human 

population over-growth.”  This is echoed by Patrick Curry:  61

	  Wendell Berry, Sex, Economy, Freedom & Community (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 1993), 59

94, 114. Henk Jochemsen summarizes the research of  P. G. Heltzel by saying that “evangelical 
Christians…used to concentrate on the notion of  stewardship in their emphasis on human 
responsibility for the social and natural environment. However, this notion continued to conceive 
the ethical task of  humanity in anthropocentric terms (“The Relationship between (Protestant) 
Christianity and the Environment Is Ambivalent,” Philosophia Reformata 83 (2018): 40). Jochemsen 
then concludes, “in general, theologically conservative Christians are less concerned about the 
environment than more liberal and mainstream Christians” (ibid., 42).

	  Lambert Zuidervaart makes a helpful distinction between spirituality and religion that I 60

will adopt here. For him spirituality is the “all-encompassing orientation or direction of  people’s lives 
and their culture and society”; and religion refers to “institutionalized worship and faith. We employ this 
concept when we speak of  religious traditions and world religions” (Religion, Truth, and Social 
Transformation (Chicago: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2016), 239, emphasis original). Hendrik 
Hart emphasizes this spiritual directionality: “Spirit is a motion word in the Bible, conveying 
motivation…. On earth, only people, of  course, are spirits. But all earthly creatures, in being free 
to have functional room, are able to be participants in the spiritual movement of  creation toward 
its destiny. This is basically what individuality is all about: freedom to be oneself  or itself, either in 
being a spirit or in being open to spiritual dynamics” (Understanding, 341, 367).

	  Stan Rowe, Earth Alive: Essays in Ecology (Edmonton, AB: NeWest Press, 2006), 218.61
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the effect of allowing humans to continue multiplying, let alone 
encouraging it, is to harm God’s creation, and thus to disobey His wishes. 
But given Christianity’s unresolved (and perhaps unresolvable) 
anthropocentrism, whereby if one human is good then more must be even 
better, the odds of any major Christian leader openly admitting that human 
overpopulation is a problem are miniscule.  62

 All of these indictments—anti-environmental politics, exploitation, 

indifference, anthropocentrism—and more are a damning appraisal of Christianity 

and, by extension, what is being perpetuated by Christian education. Yet, to use 

Howard-Brook’s categories, what is being condemned is the religion of empire, 

not the religion of creation. John Michael Greer puts it this way: 

In most of the western world, Christianity in its historic forms sank to the 
status of a minority religion several centuries ago. The illusion that it 
remained a majority faith rose because a newer faith took over its outward 
forms, in much the same way that a hermit crab takes over the cast-off 
shell of a snail and pulls it along behind it through the sand. That new faith 
is the religion of progress, the established church and dogmatic faith of the 
modern industrial world.  63

Most Christians have reacted to this reduction in status in one of two ways, either 

forsaking Jesus’s anti-empire stance for crumbs from the imperial table or, in 

reaction to such a betrayal, retrenching into an anachronistic form. Yet a few 

visionary souls have seen a way forward, a way to reconnect Christianity to the 

earth, to continue the religion of creation. Tomáš Halík, a Catholic priest in the 

Czech Republic, writes,  

	  Patrick Curry, “Religion and the Natural World,” The Ecological Citizen 3, no. 1 (2019): 7.62

	  John Michael Greer, The Long Descent (Gabriola Island, BC: New Society, 2008), 209. 63

Keesmaat and Walsh write, “How can the church, which has been so close to power, so close to 
wealth, privilege, and cultural legitimacy—indeed, so close to empire—ever speak from the 
margins?... The good news…is that the church has itself  been marginalized. Having aided and 
abetted empire during the period of  conquest, and even having faithfully served as an agent of  
cultural genocide by colluding with the governing powers in the residential schools [for Native 
Americans], the church now finds itself  discarded as an irrelevant institution of  a past era…. The 
end of  ‘Christendom’ is a profound blessing” (Romans, 8, emphasis added).
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When human beings, or “God’s people,” are not capable of abandoning 
something that binds them and encumbers them for the future journey, the 
Lord sometimes resorts to methods of deliverance that we definitely do 
not find pleasant. “Zugrunde gehen,” as we know from Nietzsche, means 
not only running aground and disappearing, but also literally “going to the 
foundations” and touching the core.  64

 What if we flipped three-thousand-plus years of sky god imagery

—“heavenly Father”—on its head and taught our children to look down to find 

God?  Fred Bahnson, a Christian educator, describes his teaching as “bring[ing] 65

Christianity back down to Earth. We’ve let it float around too long in the Neo-

platonic ether. I try to help my students reclaim Christianity as the earthy, visceral, 

this-world-focused faith of Jesus.”  For Bahnson, the ecological crisis is an 66

“ecological crucifixion”: “we are crucifying the caress of God: the soil, the 

mountains, the water.”  He is not alone in this downwardly focused sentiment. 67

 Joe Grant talks about “growing down toward ‘earthy’ holiness”: “The 

closer we come to the earth, the shorter the distance wisdom has to travel. As we 

stoop ‘ground-ward,’ inclining our hearts to what is small and overlooked, we are 

graced with wonder in the natural sciences, blessed in contemplating life’s 

	  Halík, Night, 23. 64

	  For a modern image of  hell, try looking up. The “heavens” of  outer space are a place 65

of  no air, no sound, no heat, and no life. Yet even an atheist like Stephen Hawking does not want 
to look down: “Although the chance of  disaster to planet Earth in a given year may be quite low, it 
adds up over time, and becomes a new certainty in the next 1,000 to 10,000 years. By that time we 
should have spread out into space, and to other stars, so a disaster on Earth would not mean the 
end of  the human race.… Remember to look up at the stars and not down at your feet” (quoted in 
Weston Williams, “Stephen Hawking Says Humans Have 1,000 Years to Find a New Planet,” 
Christian Science Monitor (November 17, 2016), accessed November 17, 2016, http://
www.csmonitor.com/Science/2016/1117).

	  Fred Bahnson, “The Ecology of  Prayer: Faith and Resistance in the Age of  Climate 66

Change,” Orion 36, no. 4 (2017): 83.

	  Bahnson, “Ecology of  Prayer,” 90.67
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awesome mysteries, guided by the ancient learning of Indigenous communities.”  68

Why all the talk about going up? Francis Weller questions the “Christian 

mythology [of]…resurrection and ascension” that presents a “bias against going 

down,”  against sinking into our sorrows to fully experience them. 69

 Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest, says, “God hides, and is found, 

precisely in the depths of everything, even and maybe especially in the deep 

fathoming of our fallings and failures. Sin is to stay on the surface.”  Ilia Delio, 70

another Franciscan, thinks similarly: “We must bend down to see God. We will 

find him there in the frailty of our humanity, among the poor, the sick, the lame 

and the blind…. God needs human skin to live in the universe.”  71

 This is not to set divine immanence over against transcendence, as if we 

were stuck in a Cartesian understanding of creation, but a celebration of the 

	  Joe Grant, “Growing Down to Earth: Maturity in Meekness,” Oneing 1, No. 2 (2013): 68

24, 27.

	  Tim McKee, “The Geography of  Sorrow: Francis Weller on Navigating Our Losses,” 69

The Sun no. 475 (October 2015): 5. In a wonderful interview Weller reminds us of  Rilke’s words, 
“my God is dark,” and the Spanish concept of  duende: “the entire, juicy energy that makes things 
shimmer” (6) (cf. Oxford Spanish Dictionary: “magical quality”).

	  Richard Rohr, Falling Upward: A Spirituality for the Two Halves of  Life (San Francisco: 70

Jossey-Bass, 2011), 95.

	  Delio, Humility, 156.71
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Creator-creation interrelation in more creative terms.  Arthur Peacocke suggests 72

that “God is best conceived of as the circumambient reality enclosing all existing 

entities, structures, and processes, and as operating and through all, while being 

‘more’ than all.”  He quotes Augustine who saw “‘the whole creation’ as if it 73

were ‘some sponge, huge but unbounded…filled with that unmeasurable sea’ of 

God, ‘environing and penetrating it through every way infinite…everywhere and 

on every side.’”  “We are soil people,” Bahnson says: “Adam from adamah, as 74

the Genesis story reads: human from humus.”  Christianity as religion of creation 75

may be marginalized, but it is still alive with the “deep bass note of Divine joy 

humming just beneath the surface.”  76

 Even so, Halík warns against all this going-down talk merely becoming 

yet another neo-Platonic fallacy, a kind of mirror image of “up is better”: 

	  I find the term transcendence problematic as it is another metaphor pointing up, away 72

from the soil. Perhaps subscendence would be better?  In an act of  neologistic creativity, Thomas 
Berry “suggests that we can simply coin the word ‘inscendence’ and accept that God or divinity 
can be, at once, present within the whole of  life” (Noel G. Charlton, Understanding Gregory Bateson: 
Mind, Beauty, and the Sacred Earth (Albany, NY: State University of  New York Press, 2008), 170-71, 
based on Charlton’s personal communication with Thomas Berry). Of  course no one offers us 
creational wordplay full of  duende like Gerard Manley Hopkins. His poetry should line our 
Christian classrooms. Walford Davies, in his Introduction to Hopkin’s Poetry and Prose, writes, 
“‘Instress’ is the active energy that binds parts into the ‘inscape’ of  the whole, and for Hopkins it is 
the creative energy of  God himself, at work in the world…. [It is] the Incarnation[,]…the idea of  
infinite riches in a little room” (Walford Davies, introduction in Poetry and Prose (London: Orion, 
1998), xxxvii, xxxviii, xlix). Another helpful term to act as a synonym for the overused 
“flourishing” is viriditas (lit. “greenness”), used by Hildegard von Bingen and meaning something 
like vitality, fecundity, lushness, verdure, and growth.

	  Arthur Peacocke, “Articulating God’s Presence in and to the World Unveiled by the 73

Sciences,” in In Whom We Live and Move and Have Our Being, ed. Philip Clayton and Arthur Peacocke 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 146. 

	  Peacocke, “Articulating,” 146.74

	  Bahnson, “Ecology of  Prayer,” 88.75

	  Bahnson, “Ecology of  Prayer,” 90.76
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We must be very cautious in our use of this spatial analogy. We must take 
great care not to tumble into either the naivete of classical metaphysical 
realism, the “next-worldliness” of Platonism and Indian mythologies—or 
“subjectivism.” There are not two “objectively existing” worlds—the 
changeable world of the surface on the one hand and the real world of 
depth “beyond it” on the other.  77

He would rather we understand that “there is one reality that is infinitely 

diversiform,”  where the biblical “this world” is the surface of life and the 78

“Kingdom of God” is its depth dimension. 

 As one of many examples of Christian ecological-cosmological thought, 

consider Richard Rohr’s recent book, The Universal Christ. Rohr attempts to 

balance the universal and the particular by reminding us that “Christ is not Jesus’s 

last name.”  For him, this means that “Jesus is the archetypal human just like us 79

(Hebrews 4:15), who showed us what the Full Human might look like if we could 

fully live into it (Ephesians 4:12-16),…[and that] Christ is a good and simple 

metaphor for absolute wholeness, complete incarnation, and the integrity of 

creation.”  Without decreasing the importance of Jesus, Rohr erupts the concept 80

of Christ: it “is a word for the Primordial Template (‘Logos’)…[or] ‘Blueprint’ 

or…Pattern for reality…. Christ is both the Divine Radiance at the Beginning Big 

Bang and the Divine Allure drawing us into a positive future.”  Because of this 81

primordial and ongoing creativity, “No one religion will ever encompass the depth 

	  Halík, Night, 210.77

	  Halík, Night, 210.78

	  Richard Rohr, The Universal Christ (New York: Convergent, 2019), the title of  chap.  1.79

	  Rohr, Universal, 23.80

	  Rohr, Universal, 13, 22 (cf. John 1:3), 95.81
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of [the Christ Mystery].”  After all, even God in the Hebrew scriptures avoids 82

being limited to a name (cf. Exodus 3:14). Elsewhere Rohr says, “Christ is a life 

principle…[and] as such, is not precisely a religious principle, and certainly does 

not validate any organized or systematic religion…. The Christ Mystery…can be 

experienced by all, and in a million different ways.”  Similarly, Ilia Delio writes 83

that “for the fullness of the Christ mystery we must look to the entire cosmos. 

Only in the diversity of religions and peoples is the fullness of the Christ mystery 

revealed.”  Of course, Rohr and Delio are not representative of all of 84

Christianity. No one is. They are merely indicative of a tenaciously rooted 

minority who have all along been more interested in the religion of creation. 

 To hear Christians speak in such universalizing—planetizing—ways might 

well frighten those who have had enough of Christianity’s assimilationist 

tendencies. If, as Rohr says, “Christ is our word for the universal principle of truth 

and the process of growth (death and resurrection), just like Logos or Tao,”  then 85

perhaps this is just another ploy to subsume all other religions under the banner of 

Christianity. But that is neither what I hear Rohr or Delio saying, nor is it what I 

am after. As Rohr writes, because “God is hidden in the dirt and mud instead of 

descending from the clouds,” we must strive to “reground Christianity as a natural 

	  Rohr, Universal, 22 (emphasis original).82

	  Richard Rohr, “Introduction,” Oneing: An Alternative Orthodoxy 7, no. 1 (2019): 16.83

	  Delio, Humility, 110. MacEowen says similarly, “if  all of  Creation can be likened to a 84

great orchestra, different people, religions, and cultures hear different instruments and specific 
isolated strains of  the great music in ways that are congruent with who they are” (Mist-Filled, 
139-40).

	  Rohr, “Introduction,” 17.85
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religion.”  And how do we do that? By entering into dialogue with our 86

Indigenous neighbors and asking for their help in learning to dialogue with our 

more-than-human relations. And specifically regarding education, by opening 

ourselves to learn how to help our children connect to their local land at the root 

(zugrunde gehen) of their being. Euro-American Christians cannot expect to 

become Native American even if they wanted to; becoming an integral part of 

another culture requires a lifetime of learning, best started when one is very 

young. Yet we can aim to re-indigenize ourselves and our children over time as 

we honor the Christ that is “the transcendent within…every ‘thing’ in the 

universe,”  including all of our Relations—mitakuye oyasin (Lakota) —in our 87 88

local bioregion. 

 Regarding mitakuye oyasin, Rabbi David Mevorach Seidenberg wrestles 

with “the idea of God’s image, or tselem,…[being] stretched…to include more 

than human beings” in an effort to avoid “anthropo-archism, the perspective that 

all of Creation exists only for the sake of humanity.”  For the same reason, he is 89

not satisfied with the stewardship argument: “Stewardship still assumes a 

hierarchy that separates humans from the natural world, and the human self-

image as caretaker over other species can encourage arrogance rather than 

	  Rohr, Universal, 119, 6.86

	  Rohr, Universal, 5. Cf. Thomas Berry’s “inscendence.”87

	  Paul Whitehead (Otomi) describes this term this way: “In my spirit, I call to you (we are 88

of  the same breath)” (interview by author, Chino, California, August 14, 2019).

	  David Mevorach Seidenberg, Kabbalah and Ecology (New York: Cambridge University 89

Press, 2015), xvii, 26.
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mutuality.”  His honest rabbinic assessment of religions of the Book in light of 90

our response to the world’s most pressing needs is not encouraging: “aside from a 

handful of religious Indigenous traditions that are threatened with extinction, 

religion is failing. One could say that religion has already failed.”  Even so, Fr. 91

Halík has hope: 

Let us not fear the upheavals that the present epoch will bring, even 
upheavals in the field of religion. Much is disappearing and much more 
will disappear. However, something will remain on which to build[,]…‘a 
second-wind Christianity’: faith, hope, and love, these three. For the era 
on whose threshold we stand, my guess is that hope will be what is needed 
most of all.  92

Any second-wind Christianity must break free from empire (i.e., “the world”), 

and that begins with each one of us. As Howard-Brook says, “We are the 

privileged, imperial elite, even if we are struggling to make ends meet. What 

Walter Wink has called ‘the domination system’ (a.k.a., ‘the world’) works for our 

benefit. This implies that the central call to me—to us—is to ‘come out.’”  But, 93

he continues, such a breaking away, or “coming out,” has never been intended to 

hide or disappear but to create an alternative community that can teach by 

example. Howard-Brook explains that Jesus’s purpose “was to bring YHWH’s 

	  Seidenberg, Kabbalah, 150. Bouma-Prediger and Walsh admit that “the term 90

‘stewardship’ has come under some criticism in the environmental movement as of  late for its 
overly managerial overtones. For some environmentalists, the notion of  stewardship still smacks of  
anthropocentrism” (Beyond, 15n22). Nonetheless, they “do not find [the environmentalists’ 
argument] compelling enough to abandon the term” (ibid.). Instead, they broaden stewardship to 
include “human kinship and partnership with all of  creation” (ibid.). But however one defines the 
term, it still points to a power-over relationship, and one that humans have not exercised well these 
past ten thousand years, at least not so-called civilized people.

	  Seidenberg, Kabbalah, 2.91

	  Halík, Night, 213.92

	  Howard-Brook, “Come Out,” 392.93
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ancient purpose for humanity to fruition: the bringing forth of a people whose 

lives would be a light for others to show them how to live in true harmony 

(shalom) with God, one another and all creation.”  What would Christianity look 94

like if we purposely conflated “one another” and “all creation,” making neighbors 

of all God’s creatures? We know what happens when we don’t. Consider the 

words of Martin Luther King Jr., from an expanded ecological perspective, 

reading “the souls of man” as “the flourishing of all God’s creatures”: “Any 

religion that professes to be concerned with the souls of men and is not concerned 

with the slums that damn them, the economic conditions that strangle them, and 

the social conditions that cripple them, is a spiritually moribund religion in need 

of new blood.”  Consider the socioeconomic “slums” into which we have forced 95

the nonhuman world: zoos, cattle yards, pharmaceutical testing facilities, even 

“nature reserves” from which it is impossible to migrate. 

 There is hope for Christianity even as there is need for new blood, for a 

second wind. It is found in those who are looking down, coming home to creation 

and mitakuye oyasin, and teaching their children to feel welcome in its embrace. 

As Bouma-Prediger and Walsh state, “If there is to be covenantal homecoming in 

Jesus, if there is to be a realization of the prophetic vision of a kingdom of 

shalom, this will be a kingdom as wide as creation and a home suffused with the 

	  Howard-Brook, “Come Out,” 395 (emphasis original).94

	  Martin Luther King Jr., “Address at the Religious Leaders Conference on 11 May 95

1959,” The Papers of  Martin Luther King, Jr. (Berkeley, CA: University of  California, 2005), 5:200.  
Henk Jochemsen reminds us that “the image of  the world house as the place humanity shares with 
other creatures, put forward by Martin Luther King, helped to add the ecological concern to the 
social concern” (“Relationship,” 39).
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most radical hospitality…. Covenantal homecoming is always a homemaking of 

welcome, not one of exclusivity and enclosure for a special people.”  96

Key Concepts in 1.1. 

duende (Spanish). “The entire, juicy energy that makes things 

shimmer” (McKee); a synonym for flourishing.  97

mitakuye oyasin (Lakota). “All of our (human and nonhuman) relations.” 

Includes the wonderful double meaning of relations as (human and 

nonhuman) persons and as dynamic, two-way relationships 

(interconnections). 

religion. Institutionalized worship and faith (Zuidervaart). 

religion of creation. Imaging the Creator by living according to creational 

principles. 

religion of empire. Using “God” to further anthropocentric control and power. 

spirituality. The all-encompassing orientation/direction of a person’s life 

(Zuidervaart). 

stewardship. A troubled term originally designating humanity’s care of creation 

but tarnished by our vandalism of creation. 

viriditas. “Greenness”; a synonym for flourishing. 

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 205-206.96

	  Cynthia Moe-Lobeda suggests that in Genesis 1, tov “also implies ‘life-furthering…. 97

God creates a magnificently life-furthering world…[and] we are undoing that very ‘tov,’ Earth’s life-
generating capacity. We…are ‘uncreating’” (“Yom Kippur’s Call for Environmental Repentence: 
Overcoming Social Sin,” Tikkun 31, no. 4 (Fall 2016): 23-24).
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zugrunde gehen. “Going to ground”; returning to our ecological and spiritual 

foundations. 

Summary of 1.1.  Because Christ is the Primordial Pattern for all of creation 

(akin to the Logos or Tao), Christians, communally as “Christianity” and moved 

by Love, must divorce from empire and practice a religion of creation by feeling 

welcome on Earth, not trying to escape it. This requires becoming grounded in a 

particular, local bioregion, loving mitakuye oyasin as Neighbors, and, because the 

Christ Mystery can be experienced by all, listening to our Indigenous Siblings. 

Econormative Principle for Christian Education: 1.1. 

Spiritual Principle. A Christian education creates a space for students to 

experience the Christ Mystery through acts of love, mercy, reciprocity, 

artistic expression, etc. in relation to all their bioregional Neighbors. 
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1.2. Philosophical Foundations 

Western philosophy has a long history of looking down on the nonhuman 
world. Not only is it astonishing how few traces of human suffering show 
up in Western philosophy; it is equally remarkable how strongly this 
tradition has suppressed the groans of all creation. 

—Lambert Zuidervaart  98

If I am right, the whole of our thinking about what we are and what other 
people are has got to be restructured. 

—Gregory Bateson  99

Given Christianity’s continued relevance, that humbler, more chthonic versions 

might offer our children the latitude to imaginatively adapt to—feel welcome in—

local conditions, what distinctively Christian philosophical tools are available to 

create an ecologically normative rubric for Christian education? By philosophy I 

mean that helpful organizing science “aimed at the interconnectedness of 

everything in created reality”:  “Philosophy aims at an all-encompassing 100

overview; it offers theories which seek to explain the general connections of all 

the aspects [of reality] and therefore of all the sciences.”  And by distinctively 101

Christian I refer to any knowledge-organizing schemas that non-neutrally 

acknowledge that the meaning of all these connections are neither tautological nor 

autonomous but are found beyond the horizon of creation, i.e., with the Creator. 

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 318.98

	  Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of  Mind (1972; repr., Chicago: University of  99

Chicago Press, 2000), 468.

	  D. F. M. Strauss, Man and His World (Bloemfontein, South Africa: Tekskor Bk, 1991), 2.100

	  Roy A. Clouser, The Myth of  Religious Neutrality: An Essay on the Hidden Role of  Religious 101

Belief  in Theories, rev. ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of  Notre Dame Press, 2005), 60. Both 
Strauss and Clouser draw inspiration from Herman Dooyeweerd, who writes, “Philosophy must 
direct the theoretical view of  totality over our cosmos and, within the limits of  its possibility, 
answer the question, ‘Wie alles sich zum Ganzen webt’ [‘How everything is woven together’]” (A 
New Critique of  Theoretical Thought, 4 vols. (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1969), 1:4).
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 Christian philosophy, like every other Western philosophy that is at least 

semi-Aristotelian in its hierarchy of being, tends to focus “upward” toward 

humans and human culture (and “beyond” to heaven, eternity, etc.) at the expense 

of those things farther “down” the scale (animals, plants, land, water, etc.). Even 

something as earthy as physics has moved largely from Newtonian concerns with 

the ordinary to the esoteric world of quantum mysteries—all while we 

underestimate the causes and effects of our industrial civilization. And biology 

has migrated from the fieldwork of naturalists to the high-tech laboratories of 

genetic manipulation—while record numbers of species are going extinct. Hence 

the need for the holistic science of ecology to restore a sense of balance by 

placing all of the above—humans and their high-tech culture—in the nonhuman 

context that makes all of it possible. In this way “ecology” expands to reconnect 

all that was previously severed in the race toward specialization and 

differentiation: ecofriendly or green business models and economics, politics, 

even ecotheology and, of greater relevance here, ecophilosophy and ecopedagogy. 

 What has happened to the “love of wisdom” in the West? Why has it 

transformed into the “love of (scientific) knowledge,”  an academic exercise 102

(and usually an elective in the curriculum), and become a battleground of esoteric 

	  Philoscientia, anglicized to an unpalatable philosciency? A more accurate name would be 102

philology (philologos) in the broader sense (beyond linguistics) of  the love of  learning, especially 
studying the patterns and connections that make up the fabric of  creation
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arguments, word games, and absurdities?  Wisdom may occasionally be found 103

in a classroom, but it is more readily received at the feet of a respected elder, 

away from the artificial confines of schedules, accreditation, and standardized 

testing. By wisdom I refer to the hard-won, holistic, grounded, full-body, time- 

and Community-tested knowledge of “how life works.” It requires a lifetime of 

successes and failures, a willingness to see and experience things from other 

perspectives, and an intuitive sense of how everything flows in a Pattern.  As 104

philosopher (lover-of-wisdom) James H. Olthuis writes, 

The secret to living is not to adopt a mind of safety in which we try to hold 
off and control the flux (which is the modernist temptation) nor to resign 
ourselves to powerlessness in the flux (the postmodern temptation). The 
secret of a full and abundant life is instead to join forces with the flow of 
God’s love in the world, and to take up one’s life as a coworker in God’s 
ministry of healing.  105

Elders who know this secret are still found in the center of many Indigenous 

communities, but they have been marginalized to the point of unrecognizability 

anywhere that has been influenced by the American cult of youth (“pop culture”). 

	  Michael A. Peters observes that “the social and cultural sciences over the last few 103

decades have experienced a number of  incursions” (“Foreword: Complexity and Knowledge 
Systems,” in Complexity Theory and the Philosophy of  Education, ed. Mark Mason (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2008), xi). He lists Marxism (1970s); linguistic and postmodern turns (1980s); body, 
performative and global culture turns (1990s); and a complexity turn (2000s). With all of  these 
turns it is no wonder that philosophy is dizzy today.

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh write, “Wisdom…is the ability to discern compassionate 104

paths of  justice and peace. But such discernment is rooted most foundationally in being deeply 
attuned to God’s ways with creation” (Beyond, 222). Although wisdom need not be limited to justice 
and peace, those are critical components, and “God’s ways with creation” is another way of  saying 
“everything flows in a Pattern.” Also, even though wisdom usually comes with age, there are two 
caveats. First, not everyone automatically gains wisdom with age; in the Hollywood-style youth 
culture, “staying young” (and unwise) is often celebrated. Second, occasionally someone is born 
with preternatural wisdom (something long recognized in the East but little understood and often 
ignored or denied in the West) and/or gains it quickly in her youth (usually through the fires of  
adversity).

	  James H. Olthuis, The Beautiful Risk: A New Psychology of  Loving and Being Loved (Grand 105

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 38.
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 Philosopher Lambert Zuidervaart discusses wisdom this way: “To be a 

true friend of wisdom, philosophy has tried to be comprehensive, gathering all of 

reality into one theoretical system. But contemporary philosophy in the West has 

given up on that project. At most it seeks specialized insight into the world right 

now, not comprehensive wisdom about the world’s past and future.”  It is our 106

past civilizational sins and their current and future ecological repercussions that 

so desperately need to be addressed by a comprehensive wisdom today. While 

Western philosophy has been spinning in linguistic and other “turns,” wondering 

if epistemology precedes ontology or vice versa, Eastern (Chinese, Indian, et al.) 

and Indigenous philosophies have, in some cases for thousands of years, been 

concerned primarily with the relationality of all things. Far East scholar Joseph 

Needham says “While European philosophy tended to find reality in substance, 

Chinese philosophy tended to find it in relation.”  107

 An interesting correlate to this philosophical difference (European 

philosophy : substance :: Chinese philosophy : relation) is the existence of 

languages that are verb-based rather than noun-based. Many Indigenous 

languages fall into the former category. This is more than just a linguistic 

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 318-19.106

	  Quoted in Dolores LaChapelle, Sacred Land, Sacred Sex (Durango, CO: Kivaki Press, 107

1988), 9. Similarly, E. R. Hughes in his 1943 translation and commentary on the I Ching writes, 
“The main distinction between a western and a Chinese tradition [is] the western has tended to 
see reality as substance, the Chinese to see it as relationship. Behind the metaphysical idea of  
‘substance’ lies the logical idea of  ‘identity’; and western philosophers laid down as a basic 
principle of  thought that a thing cannot both be and not be at the same time. Chinese philosophy, 
on the other hand, laid down that a thing is always either becoming or de-becoming if  the term be 
allowed. It is all the time on the way to being something else. Thus the idea of  ‘identity’ is blurred” 
(quoted in ibid., 93).
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curiosity. As Native American educator Gregory Cajete (Tewa) writes, “The verb-

based nature of Native languages is also connected to the Native cosmological 

assumption that we live in an interrelated living world in perpetual creative 

motion.”  It is the cosmological connection and its impact on daily life that is of 108

relevance here. Obviously, our language influences the way we view and think 

about and act in the world around us. It also reflects our culture’s philosophical 

categories; it is reciprocal. Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) discusses the 

lingual aspect of the European-Native American confrontation: 

It’s no wonder that our language was forbidden. The language we speak is 
an affront to the colonist in every way, because it is a language that 
challenges the fundamental tenets of Western thinking—that humans alone 
are possessed of rights and all the rest of the living world exists for human 
use. Those whom my ancestors called relatives were renamed natural 
resources. In contrast to verb-based Potawatomi, the English language is 
made up primarily of nouns, somehow appropriate for a culture so 
obsessed with things.  109

Kimmerer is not arguing for linguistic determinism but building a case against 

Euro-American eco-colonialism by gathering corroborative evidence in both word 

and deed of destructive objectification: “the most profound act of linguistic 

imperialism was the replacement of a language of animacy with one of 

objectification of nature, which renders the beloved land as lifeless object, the 

forest as board feet of timber.”  Kimmerer is also not proposing that we all learn 110

	  Gregory Cajete, Native Science (Santa Fe, NM: Clear Light, 1999), 184.108

	  Robin Wall Kimmerer, “Speaking of  Nature: Finding Language That Affirms Our 109

Kinship with the Natural World,” Orion 36, no. 2 (March/April 2017): 17. In her book Braiding 
Sweetgrass, Kimmerer describes in greater detail learning her ancestral language: “Only 30 percent 
of  English words are verbs, but in Potawatomi that proportion is 70 percent…. [A]ll kinds of  
things seemed to be verbs: ‘to be a hill,’ ‘to be red,’ ‘to be a long sandy stretch of  beach,’ and…‘to 
be a bay.’… A bay is a noun only if  the water is dead…. [R]ocks are animate, as are mountains and 
water and fire and places…and even stories…” (53-56).

	  Kimmerer, “Speaking,” 17.110
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Potawatomi but that we become more aware of the biases inherent in our 

language: “The arrogance of English is that the only way to be animate, to be 

worthy of respect and moral concern, is to be a human.”  But such 111

anthropocentrism is a very small world indeed. A planet in need of healing 

requires humans to open their ears to other-than-human voices, to recognize, in 

Kimmerer’s words,  

the capacity of others as our teachers, as holders of knowledge, as guides. 
Imagine walking through a richly inhabited world of Birch people, Bear 
people, Rock people, beings we think of and therefore speak of as persons 
worthy of our respect, of inclusion in a peopled world…. We don’t have to 
figure out everything by ourselves: there are intelligences other than our 
own, teachers all around us.  112

 Philosophy in the present context is no mere academic  exercise but the 113

pursuit of wisdom in service of creating an organizational structure of education 

that is motivated by love (Jesus’s central summons) to enhance the life of all our 

ecological Neighbors. Nel Noddings, notably in a nonreligious setting, puts it this 

way: “My particular philosophy of education is important to me, and I am 

committed to it for my own practice. But the living other is more important than 

any theory, and my theory must be subordinate to the caring relationship.”  114

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 57.111

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 58. Kimmerer shares a personal anecdote with an educational 112

message: “I delight in listening to my grandson, who like most toddlers watching a butterfly flit 
across the yard says ‘He is flying,’ or ‘She sits on a flower.’ Children speak at first with a universal 
grammar of  animacy, until we teach them not to. My grandson is also completely smitten with bulldozers 
and will watch them endlessly, but despite their motion and their roar he is not confused as to their 
nature: he calls them ‘it’” (“Speaking,” 27 (emphasis added)).

	  How sad and telling it is that academic can mean “Having no practical meaning or 113

usefulness” (Webster).

	  Nel Noddings, The Challenge to Care in Schools: An Alternative Approach to Education (New 114

York: Teachers College Press, 2005), xviii (emphasis original).	  
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Rabbi Nahum Ward-Lev finds something similar in the French Jewish 

philosopher Emmanuel Levinas: 

Levinas was critical of the entire stream of Western philosophy that lays 
primary emphasis on the exploration of the nature of Being, on an 
independent existence that precedes relationship…. For Levinas, no being 
precedes relationship…. By contrast [to Western ego-centered 
philosophy], Levinas placed the encounter with the “face of the other” at 
the center of philosophical exploration. In this way, one’s existential 
dependence on the other and one’s obligations to the other take central 
stage.  115

 Levinas is not the only one critical of the isolation of being in Western 

philosophy. According to Christian philosopher Lambert Zuidervaart, Dutch 

reformational scholars Herman Dooyeweerd and D. H. Th. Vollenhoven 

“attempted nothing less than to reexamine the entire tradition of Western 

philosophy and to develop a comprehensive alternative that resonates with the 

Good News of Jesus Christ.”  Like Levinas, they did not see being as an isolate 116

but as integrally bound up with relational ligaments of meaning. Dooyeweerd 

writes, “Meaning is the being of all that has been created.”  Andrew Basden, in 117

his elucidation of Dooyeweerd’s ideas on being/meaning, writes, “Meaning 

implies referring and expressing.”  Unlike most Western philosophy, it is not as 118

	  Ward-Lev, Liberating, 126 (emphasis added).115

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 50.116

	  Dooyeweerd, New Critique, 1:4 (emphasis original). Canadian poet-philosopher Robert 117

Bringhurst finds something similar in Parmenides: “to be and to have meaning are the 
same” (Bringhurst’s translation in his Everywhere Being Is Dancing (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 
2008), 145). Bringhurst comments, “Parmenides…asks what being, meaning, and thinking have to do 
with one another, and wonders whether any of  these three could be negated without annihilating 
them all…. [H]is poem is the oldest solid evidence we have of  someone tackling [such questions] 
more or less head-on” (ibid., 166). This brings up the fascinating topic of  ontoepistemology (cf. 
Jonathan Andreas, “Ontoepistemology” in a forthcoming festschrift for Doug Blomberg).

	  Andrew Basden, “Dooyeweerd’s Understanding of  Meaning (1),” Philosophia Reformata 118

84 (2019): 110. 
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if the being of the things around us is neutral or meaningless until humans come 

along and give those things meaning or value: “it is erroneous to say things have 

or bear meaning…. Instead, things are meaning(fulness)…. [M]eaningfulness not 

only surrounds us as something on the outside, but pervades us, constituting our 

very being.”  From whence does this meaningfulness originate? Not from 119

anywhere within creation, for, contrary to materialism (an antinomy of 

physicalism), no one thing or aspect of a thing is more basic or independent from 

all others.  Basden quotes Dooyeweerd regarding meaning: it “cannot exist by 120

itself, but supposes an [arché], an origin which creates meaning. All meaning is 

from, through, and to an origin, which cannot itself be related to a higher 

[arché].”  What relevance does this “ocean of meaningfulness” (Basden) have 121

for educators in an age of ecological crisis? 

 Listening is an integral part of teaching and learning, yet artificially 

separating meaning from being places us outside those voices. First we become 

deaf to the more-than-human world, and then we tune out those humans who do 

not meet our standards, e.g., the “uncivilized” or “undeveloped” people. To the 

contrary, philosopher Kaitlyn Creasy draws on both Nietzsche and Aldo Leopold 

to remind us to “restrain our hubristic impulse to project meaning onto the Earth 

and more-than-human life before we have made ourselves listeners, receptive to 

	  Basden, “Dooyeweerd’s Understanding (1),” 113, 119 (emphasis original).119

	  For example, all things may include physical and spatial (and other) aspects, but no one 120

aspect can explain the existence/meaning of  all the others.

	  Basden, “Dooyeweerd’s Understanding (1),” 111. The quote is from Dooyeweerd, New 121

Critique, 1:9 (emphasis original).
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the lessons the natural world and non-human life have to teach.”  Although 122

humans may generate and add meaning to the world—e.g., adding aesthetic 

meaning to a fallen branch by turning it into a carving—it does not come to us 

bereft of meaning. Creasy encourages us to “valu[e] the ecosphere not only in 

itself but as a way to experience a matrix of meanings, values and purposes that 

allow us to recognize that we live in an inherently meaningful world that exceeds 

us.”  She gives the example of a plant, a goldenrod, that “might be said to have 123

a positive evaluative orientation towards sunlight—…to value sunlight.”  We 124

are so reticent in Western discourse to speak in terms of nonhumans having any 

sense of values or goals that we lose our abilities to listen to and learn from them. 

But Creasy wants us to remember that it is our duty to listen: “Indeed, the more 

we recognize the purposes, ends and interests of other-than-human life forms—

that is, the more we acknowledge the intrinsic value of the more-than-human—the 

more we must face the fact that we are, to some extent, ethically obligated to 

them.”  Such a listening posture within the “oceanic idea of meaningfulness,” 125

says Basden,  

encourages, and gives a philosophical foundation for, cross-cultural 
research. What is said or written…does not translate well across cultural 
barriers, so misunderstandings might occur; but if both researcher and 
those being researched function within, and are surrounded by, the same 

	  Kaitlyn Creasy, “Envisioning a Nietzschean Land Ethic,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. 122

C (2020): 16. 

	  Creasy, “Envisioning,” 19.123

	  Creasy, “Envisioning,” 18.124

	  Creasy, “Envisioning,” 18.125
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spheres of meaningfulness, we may expect at least some degree of mutual 
understanding, especially at the intuitive level.  126

 As an example of such mutual understanding, consider Shawn Wilson’s 

(Opaskwayak Cree) Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods, in 

which he compares his experience in earning a Western PhD with that of other 

Indigenous  scholars. He refers to the Mayan scholar Carlos Cordero who points 127

out that Western research emphasizes the separation of disciplines and the use of 

the intellect, while Indigenous research emphasizes disciplinary integration and 

the use of intuition.  The slight difference in initial emphases leads to a 128

significantly different outcome. In the West, separation begets individualization  129

and hierarchy which, according to Hawaiian scholar Manu Meyer, breeds an 

adversarial dialogue—a win-lose relationship.  By comparison, Wilson states 130

that  

an Indigenous paradigm comes from the fundamental belief that 
knowledge is relational. Knowledge is shared with all creation. It is not 
just interpersonal relationships, or just with the research subjects I may be 
working with, but it is a relationship with all of creation. It is with the 

	  Andrew Basden, “Dooyeweerd’s Understanding of  Meaning (2),” Philosophia Reformata 126

84 (2019): 153.

	  Wilson makes the argument that Indigenous in reference to people ought to be 127

capitalized: “The term Indigenous itself  is in the process of  being reclaimed by Indigenous 
peoples. In this respect, Indigenous differs from ‘small I’ Indigenous, which is sometimes used to 
indicate things that have developed ‘home grown’ in specific places…. [I]n the field of  academia, 
the term Indigenous, as an adjective, has come to mean ‘relating to Indigenous people and 
peoples…[and] is inclusive of  all first peoples’” (Shawn Wilson, Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous 
Research Methods (Winnipeg, MB: Fernwood Publishing, 2008), 15-16). 

	  Wilson, Research, 55.128

	  Wilson summarizes the work of  E. Guba and Y. Lincoln in their Handbook of  Qualitative 129

Research (1994) by saying that “knowledge is seen as being individual in nature” (Wilson, Research, 38) 
in the four major research paradigms of  positivism, post-positivism, critical theory, and 
constructivism.

	  Wilson,	Research,	57.	Cf. Martin Buber’s “I-It” relation. 130
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cosmos; it is with the animals, with the plants, with the earth that we share 
this knowledge. It goes beyond the idea of individual knowledge to the 
concept of relational knowledge…. [Y]ou are answerable to all your 
relations when you are doing research.   131

How many dissertations, theories, or even newly marketed products are 

answerable to the global poor, the rainforests, the health of the biosphere in 

general? 

 This answerability, or responsibility, of Wilson and his interlocutors flows 

out of an Indigenous ontology that he defines by saying that “reality is 

relationships or sets of relationships.”  He explains this a bit more with a 132

metaphor: “Every individual thing that you see around you is really just a huge 

knot—a point where thousands and millions of relationships come together…. We 

could not be without being in relationship with everything that surrounds us and is 

within us.”  There are Christian thinkers who share this idea.  Theologian 133 134

Dominic Crossan writes, “Reality is neither [solely] in here in the mind nor out 

there in the world; it is the interplay of both mind and world…. Reality is 

	  Wilson,	Research,	56-57	(emphasis	original).	Cf. Buber’s “I-Thou” relation. 131

	  Wilson, Research, 73 (emphasis original).132

	  Wilson, Research, 76 (emphasis original).133

	  Such a relation-based conceptualization of  reality is also not unheard of  in the 134

“nonreligious” West. Physicist Meinhard Kuhlmann describes what is called ontic structural 
realism as “relations are all there is…. [W]e might as well dispense with things and assume that the 
world is made of…nets of  relations” (“What is Real?,” Scientific American 309, no. 2 (August 2013): 
45-46).  On my reading, Kuhlmann’s description merely flips the traditional Western view, giving 
ontic priority to properties over objects, viz., he remains beholden to a dualistic and autonomous 
paradigm. Besides, as philosopher Hendrik Hart asks rhetorically in reference to Kuhlmann’s 
ideas, “Relationships normally are between relata. Are these relata relationships as well? Do 
relationships relate to relationships?” (e-mail message to author, September 8, 2013). 
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relational and relationship.”  Reformational philosopher Hendrik Hart echoes 135

the emphasis on relationality: “Creation is seen as relational or relative…. [A] 

creational view of reality can have room for both relativity and for stability.”  136

Bouma-Prediger and Walsh draw on contemporary Jewish thought: “As Martin 

Buber once said, ‘In the beginning is the relation.’ Relationality is a fundamental 

characteristic of the world. Being is being-with. Being-in-relation is the nature of 

things.”  They also remind us that Olthuis replaces “an ontology of ‘being’ with 137

an ontology of relationship.”  Olthuis’s words form a meeting place for Western 138

and Indigenous philosophies: “connection rather than control”;  “power-with 139

replaces power-over or power-under.”  For Olthuis, spirituality is relationality 140

and connectivity (cf. Hart’s spirituality as directionality). All of life is spiritual/

relational:  

An integrally spiritual [education] begins from the conviction that there is 
only one reality, a creation that is thoroughly spiritual all the way down. In 
fact, creation exists only as spiritual—as a cosmic process of connections 
and interconnections that hold together in the love of God. Life is a matter 
of relationships—trees with stars, animals with flowers, humans with 

	  Dominic Crossan, The Dark Interval: Towards a Theology of  Story (Niles, IL: Argus 135

Communications, 1975), 22.

	  Hart, Understanding, 346.136

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 281. Denis Edwards writes, “The theological 137

insight that God is persons-in-relation, that God is communion, can provide a basis for a vision of  
the fundamental reality of  the universe as relational…. In such an understanding of  reality, not 
only is God persons-in-relation, but each creature can be understood as a being-in-relation. 
Science tells us that each creature exists in a nested pattern of  constitutive relations. Theology 
grounds this in the trinitarian relationships of  mutual love” (“A Relational and Evolving Universe 
Unfolding with the Dynamism of  the Divine Communion,” in In Whom We Live and Move and Have 
Our Being, ed. Philip Clayton and Arthur Peacocke (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2004), 204).

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 282. 138

	  Quoted in Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 282.139

	  Olthuis, Beautiful, 37.140
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rivers, people with people, all creatures with God. Life from beginning to 
end, in its breadth and height, its depth and length, is life-with-God.  141

Similar to Indigenous philosophers, Olthuis is never lost (disconnected) in 

abstractions, but finding meaningful relationships in his local environs: trees, 

flowers, rivers. This is in keeping with the Jewish concept of torah kelulah, that 

through creation we can feel the “all-loving throbbing of God’s heart…[and hear] 

God’s voice, which speaks through…the flower.”  An explanation of 142

Dooyeweerd’s view of relationality is a fitting summary for the Christian position 

offered here: “For Dooyeweerd, all the components of creation exist in mutual 

interdependence. It is not that things cause relations or relations produce things; it 

is not that things cause events or events cause things; it is not that there are 

properties because there are laws, or laws because there are properties. Rather, 

they are all produced and sustained in mutual interconnectedness by God.”  143

 The point of this emphasis on relationality and interdependence is to 

contrast it to the dominant research paradigm in the West, reductionism (and its 

dependence on decontextualization and demythologization). As J. R. R. Tolkien 

warns us, “It is indeed easier to unravel a single thread—an incident, a name, a 

motive—than to trace the history of any picture defined by many threads. For 

with the picture in the tapestry a new element has come in: the picture is greater 

	  Olthuis, Beautiful, 55. I have taken the liberty of  changing “psychotherapy” to 141

“education” in this quote to fit the current context. I do so only because I think Olthuis’s words fit 
beautifully in either context.

	  Michael Fishbane, Sacred Attunement: A Jewish Theology (Chicago: University of  Chicago 142

Press, 2008), 158-59.

	  Roy Clouser, email message to author, October 22, 2013.143
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than, and not explained by, the sum of the component threads. Therein lies the 

inherent weakness of the analytic (or ‘scientific’) method.”  Perhaps we can 144

think of analysis less as a scalpel to sever and isolate (i.e., a tool of reductionism), 

and more as a loosening of the “knot of relationships” so that we might more 

closely examine those relations and study the ones we are most interested in—

without forgetting the others.  Wilson, speaking on behalf of his fellow 145

Indigenous scholars, concludes that “with all of these knots of being/relationships 

as our reality,…our [research] methodology [is]…the more relationships between 

yourself and the other thing, the more fully you can comprehend its form and the 

greater your understanding becomes.”  For Cora Weber-Pillwax (Cree), this is 146

summed up as the Three Rs of Indigenous research: respect, reciprocity, and 

responsibility.  147

 As the knot of Western/American, globalized/imperial educational 

philosophy is loosened, my aim is to trace the threads of relationship to the 

nonhuman world and evaluate its health according to Weber-Pillwax’s Three Rs. 

	  J. R. R. Tolkien, “On Fairy-Stories,” in The Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays, ed. 144

Christopher Tolkien (New York: HarperCollins, 1997), 121n1 (emphasis original).

	  In the context of  analysis as “loosening up the connections,” Doug Blomberg writes, 145

“If  the outcome of  analysis is disconnected, so-called ‘brute facts,’ then wisdom moves counter to 
it. It moves in the direction of  seeing how everything has its meaning in its connection to other 
things, ultimately, to everything else” (Wisdom and Curriculum (Sioux center, IA: Dordt College Press, 
2007), 124).

	  Wilson, Research, 79.146

	  Wilson, Research, 77.147
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Are our educational endeavors demonstrating respect, reciprocity,  and 148

responsibility in relation to the nonhuman world? If not, how might we repair the 

damaged or broken relationships (tikkun olam)? 

 Acknowledging the fundamental net-of-relations view of reality and its 

relational referencing of the Creator as the source of all meaning, we run into the 

same problem as with religion: the struggle between universality and particularity. 

How do the universal principles of Jesus (“Christianity”) relate to the local 

conditions in each particular ecoregion? Postmodernism has called into question 

any declaration of a universal as a kind of hegemonic metanarrative: power-over 

rather than power-with. One author, in his book on the craft of writing, represents 

the postmodern view with his emphasis on “the specificity of everything. One of 

the great failings of our culture is the nearly universal belief that there can be 

anything universal…. There is nothing apart from the particular. Now, I can 

certainly generate abstract notions of writing or humanity or cities or nature or the 

world, but they’re not real. What is real is immediate, present, particular, 

specific.”  It is a welcome counterpoint in a world still haunted by traces of 149

religious despotism. Even Crossan, a Christian scholar, says there are no 

universals, only “bundles of relations.”  However, an emphasis on relationality, 150

	  Ward-Lev writes, “Reciprocal relations create the interactive fabric that nurtures 148

healthy living systems. Multiple layers of  giving and receiving by creatures large and small—a gift 
economy—sustain the world. The well-being of  the earth and all that lives on it requires that 
humans live in reciprocity, that people continually ask what are the gifts that they need to bring to 
the land—and to all the lives on the land—that life might flourish and delight in itself ” (Liberating, 
201).

	  Derrick Jensen, Walking on Water: Reading, Writing, and Revolution (White River Junction, 149

VT: Chelsea Green, 2004), 60.

	  Crossan, Dark, 33. 150
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on (re)contextualization, need not mean we lose our sense of the forest because 

we are momentarily fascinated by one particular tree. One Christian scholar, 

Tricia Van Dyk, analyzes this dilemma in a helpful way: “pseudo-universality 

arises when what is general is treated as universal[;]…pseudo-individuality arises 

when particulars are taken out of the context of plurality.”  Deftly using the 151

terms general and plurality, Van Dyk moves us away from the Hellenistic sterility 

of an ethereal everywhere-and-always or the myth of the isolated individual and 

grounds us in the relative messiness of creation. Discussing universals as orders, 

Hart puts it this way: “Biblical order is [a] path along which to move, while Greek 

order is [an] immutable structure in which all is enclosed.”  Regarding these 152

earthly paths/orders, he says, “Some are long lasting, all provide continuity/

identity, all are channels for blessing whenever they come from God…. ‘[O]rder’ 

is no more than what we see of reality from a logical point of view…. This brings 

fundamental relativity (though not arbitrariness) into our lives.”  Therefore the 153

aim for the present study is not to discover or declare the (pseudo-universal) One 

Best Way for all Christian schools in this age of ecological crisis, but rather to 

examine a plurality of grounded (not solely abstract) educational philosophies 

	  Tricia Kay Van Dyk, “Narrative Companionship: Philosophy, Gender Stereotypes, 151

and Young Adult Literature” (PhD diss., Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2016), 5-6.

	  Hendrik Hart, “Creation Order in Our Philosophical Tradition: Critique and 152

Refinement,” in An Ethos of  Compassion and the Integrity of  Creation, ed. Brian J. Walsh, Hendrik Hart, 
and Robert E. VanderVennen (Lanham, MD: University Press of  America, 1995), 88n40C 
(emphasis original).

	  Hart, “Creation,” 92n57, 93n58 (emphasis original).153
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with the hope of sketching a general “holding pattern”  of ideas. The 154

discernment of such holding patterns, though never perfect and best done in 

Community, can be distilled into norms for acting “with the grain” of creation 

(normativity). As Sander Griffioen says, “A norm is like a star helping seafarers to 

stay on course under varying circumstances.”  155

 This quest is affirmed by Jonathan Chaplin:  “The principal task of a 

social philosophy is the critical, systematic elucidation of these social structural 

principles in continuous interaction with empirical data drawn from as many 

cultural and historical contexts as possible.”  Educational philosophy is a social 156

philosophy in search of social structural principles that are internal to education. 

Chaplin explains: 

These internal principles are the transcendental conditions, the conditions 
of possibility for all societal phenomenon. They continually impinge upon 
human societal experience with sufficient force that they can, in principle, 
be identified. Using the “integral empirical method,” it is possible to 
disclose structural principles by careful philosophical analysis of 
“factually existing structures” and, in particular, the typical behavior 
patterns, persisting boundaries to possible variety, or continually recurring 
patterns of relationship seen within them. Structural principles are 
discoverable because they “urge themselves” on human experience. 
However damaged a particular factual structure may have become, human 

	  I believe Olthuis once referred to universals as “holding patterns,” i.e., creational 154

structures that obtain, in one of  his lectures. It reminded me of  flying. An airplane in a holding 
pattern over an airport follows the idealized, abstract course on the pilot’s chart, but the actual 
aircraft itself, even on autopilot, will never traverse the exact same course twice. Creational 
relations—wind, air pressure, etc.—are always in flux. Kurt Richardson says something similar: 
“maybe patterns could be found that in a rough and incomplete way would allow for a description 
to be extracted that would indeed be less than the total description and yet still contain useful 
understanding” (“The Hegemony of  the Physical Sciences,” Futures 37 (2005), §3.1).

	  Sander Griffioen, “On Worldviews,” Philosophia Reformata 77 (2012): 27. To which I 155

would add: even stars change position over time.

	  Jonathan Chaplin, Herman Dooyeweerd: Christian Philosopher of  State and Civil Society (Notre 156

Dame, IN: University of  Notre Dame Press, 2011), 86.
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beings cannot alter the structural principle that makes possible its factual 
existence.  157

With these words Chaplin lays out the context for a research method that is both 

grounded in the creational web of relations (and, as such, is resonant with 

Indigenous methodologies) and acknowledges a deeper ultimacy of meaning. The 

latter is seen in his “transcendental conditions” which are “conditions of 

possibility” and cannot be altered by humans no matter how much we err in the 

construction of “factual structures” such as schools. Such conditions are disclosed 

as structural principles which act as guidelines (cf. mitzvot) for, in this case, the 

educational institutions we create. As Chaplin points out, these principles are 

reverse-engineered by observing and analyzing “factually existing structures” and 

looking for “recurring patterns of relationship,” a process he refers to as the 

“integral empirical method.” To properly analyze structures and identify patterns 

requires clear boundaries, even though such clarity is rarely found in the real 

(“factually existing”) world. Only then can we make the judgments necessary to 

declare one (aspect of a) structure or pattern healthy or another unhealthy. 

 Zuidervaart augments the concept of societal principles in two important 

ways. First, he emphasizes that they “are not Platonic forms, nor Augustinian 

ideas in the mind of God. Nor are they regulative ideas, on a Kantian model. 

Rather, they are inescapable horizons that have emerged during the course of 

human history and that take shape in cultural practices and social institutions.”  158

	  Chaplin, Herman, 87.157

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 306.158
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They are neither ethereal nor ephemeral but part of the potentiality of creation that 

we ignore at our peril. Second, “being faithful to these societal principles now has 

implications for the future: such fidelity is a way in which God redeems suffering 

humanity and a broken creation and ushers in an advent of interconnecting 

flourishing.”  There is no ivory-tower (educational) disconnection here. Finding 159

and following these principles are about making life more abundant for all 

earthlings here and now. Zuidervaart asks, “To what extent…does the schooling 

we provide…bear the promise of God’s future [of widespread justice and peace]? 

If we conclude that the contemporary societal formation is fundamentally 

misdirected, then reform measures will never be enough. Society as a whole will 

need to be transformed.”  160

 Whole-society transformation is hardly a reasonable topic for a single 

dissertation, yet given the interrelatedness of all things, the principles identified 

herein that require a transformation of Christian education will necessarily imply 

broader societal changes as well. The research paradigm employed here can be 

summed up using an image that Wilson learned from one of his Indigenous 

colleagues: in the “metaphor of the circular fishing net, the outside string is very 

strong and is used to pull in the rest of the net. The framework of the research 

paradigm can be seen as this outside string—containing and providing boundaries 

for the research, while being used to pull it all together.”  The fish I am trying to 161

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 263.159

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 322.160

	  Wilson, Research, 123.161
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catch in this dissertation is Christian education, and the “circular fishing net” is 

the ecosphere in crisis. The “outside string,” or framework of the research 

paradigm, is woven from the ideas that being is meaning, that all things are 

interconnected, and that ultimate meaning is found outside the “net” of creation. 

 Before examining education as such, our survey of the “lay of the land” 

must be completed. From religious and philosophical foundations we move to 

ecological, civilizational, and epistemological premises. As we do so, it is worth 

pausing a moment to consider the usage of the terms nature and creation. As 

Halík says, there is “confusion in modern times surrounding the concept of 

‘nature.’”  It has developed a mechanistic connotation so that, in the words of 162

Bouma-Prediger, “for many the term ‘nature’ implies a God-less universe, a 

cosmos for which there is no maker, whereas the term ‘creation’ implies a 

Creator.”  Even those who believe in a Creator today tend to assume the 163

Creator-creation relation is merely mechanical, like a First Cause or Prime Mover, 

to which Halík replies, “God is not a ‘physical cause of the world,’ but the 

mystery of its meaning.”  Ursula K. Le Guin tells it this way:  164

As hunter-gatherers,…[the way] we lived for hundreds of thousands of 
years…, our relationship to the animals was not one of using, caretaking, 
ownership. We were among, not above. We were a link in the food 
chain…. By the eighteenth century in Europe we’d invented ‘Nature.’ 
Nature comprises all the other species and all the places they live and we 

	  Halík, Night, 72.162

	  Bouma-Prediger, Beauty, xv.163

	  Halík, Night, 73 (emphasis original).164
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don’t. Idealized or demonised, Nature is humanity’s Other. We stand 
outside it and above it.   165

This is a terrible loss as the term nature is related to such dynamically relational 

words as native and nativity. I vote to reinstate it in a more expansive way, 

making it a synonym for creation which, Zuidervaart says, “includes not only the 

so-called natural world but also culture, society, and human life.”  After all, 166

what is culture, human or otherwise, than nature/creation continually naturing/

creating via the spirit (directional élan, breath, ruach) of the Creator? Halík again: 

“creation is not ‘manufacturing’ or ‘making’ the world, as the Enlightenment 

deists imagined it but instead creatio continua: a continuous process.”  In this 167

way, says Robert Bringhurst, 

Sun, moon, mountains and rivers are the writing of being, the literature of 
what-is. Long before our species was born, the books had been written. 
The library was here before we were. We live in it. We can add to it, or we 
can try; we can also subtract from it. We can chop it down, incinerate it, 
strip mine it, bury it under our trash. But we didn’t create it, and if we 
destroy it, we cannot replace it. Literature, culture, pattern aren’t man-
made, the culture of the Tao is not man-made, and the culture of humans is 
not man-made; it is just the human part of the culture of the whole.  168

Therefore, beyond the Creator, all is creation/nature/culture unfolding in infinite 

creativity/nativity. Ilia Delio sees it similarly: 

The ontological distinction between “nature” and “technology” no longer 
holds, as scientists now recognize a connection between bios and techne, 
yielding to what we can aptly describe as the “plasticity of nature.” Nature 
is pluripotent; it has infinite potential to be something; and every time 
nature becomes some thing, the thing itself transcends the givenness of 

	  Ursula K. Le Guin, Cheek by Jowl (Seattle: Aqueduct Press, 2009), 45, 47.165

	  Zuidervaart, Religion, 255.166

	  Halík, Night, 78.167

	  Robert Bringhurst, The Tree of  Meaning (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2008), 143.168
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nature. Hence, nature is techne in that “toolmaking” is part of nature’s 
inherent capability to optimize life and creatively transcend itself.  169

Even so, not every writer refers to nature in such an expansive way; we need to 

consider the context as we read others’ uses of these terms. 

Key Concepts in 1.2. 

Christian (adj.) (normative). Adhering to the Creator’s Primordial Template/  

 Pattern. 

creation. All of reality outside of the Creator. 

nature. A synonym for creation (Andreas); independent physical reality (common 

usage). 

philosophy. A theoretical overview of creational interconnectedness. 

reciprocity. “Reciprocal relations create the interactive fabric that nurtures 

healthy living systems. Multiple layers of giving and receiving by 

creatures large and small—a gift economy—sustain the world. The well-

being of the earth and all that lives on it requires that humans live in 

reciprocity, that people continually ask what are the gifts that they need to 

bring to the land—and to all the lives on the land—that life might flourish 

and delight in itself” (Ward-Lev). 

structural principles. Regular, generally predictable patterns (“laws”) for a given 

aspect of creation. 

	  Ilia Delio, Birth of  a Dancing Star (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019), 181. Delio gives 169

the examples of  the shells of  clams and snails, and also the hull of  a seed.
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wisdom. Hard-won, holistic, grounded, full-body, time- and Community-tested 

knowledge of “how life works.” 

Summary of 1.2. Because being is meaning, the study of creation’s 

interconnections (philosophy) is part of the path of wisdom. Another part is 

analysis which temporarily and imaginatively loosens some (macro) connections 

only to discover additional (micro) connections and meaning. Such newfound 

analytical knowledge is used most responsibly when reconnected with the larger 

(macro) world. This net of relations is also experienced in the “recurring patterns 

of relationship” (Chaplin) that are called structural principles. 

Econormative Principle for Christian Education: 1.2. 

Philosophical Principle. A Christian education provides students christifying 

experiences in all aspects of human life by practicing contextual (macro) 

and analytical (micro) ways of knowing as they explore and unfold being-

in-relation (being/meaning). In this way they can begin to walk the path of 

wisdom by learning to identify creational (structural) principles and to live 

accordingly.  
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Chapter 2 

An Examination of Premises 

This dissertation is an act of philosophical imaginativity. The primary focus of 

this philosophical and imaginative exercise is upon the future of education, 

namely, what it ought to look like in light of a world in ecological crisis. My 

hypothesis is that an education in tune with ecological principles will look very 

different from the predominant twenty-first-century, Western, industrial, 

globalized educational models. This hypothesis rests on three interrelated 

premises. First, that the myriad ecological crisis reports from numerous 

international sources are not only accurate and trustworthy but also point to an 

existential crisis the size and scope of which is unprecedented in human history. 

Second, at root this has been caused by the fact that our ten-thousand-year 

experiment of human civilization has taken a damaging, self-defeating approach 

in relation to the nonhuman world, i.e., a move away from “humans as nature” 

toward “humans above (or even against) nature.” And third, this split is best 

understood and healed (in educational and other ways) in spiritual terms, i.e., by 

examining our ultimate desires and the meaning-making trajectory of our actions. 

Therefore, it is proposed that any future ecological civilization—including its 

educational institution(s)—will be one that is (1) influenced by ecocentric 

principles; and based on (2) a move toward a deindustrial society; as well as (3) 

becoming re-indigenized (for those who are not already Indigenous), i.e., 

developing an intimate love for, knowledge of, identification with the local 
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bioregion—and indeed experiencing it as the primary locus of interaction with the 

Creator (sanctus sanctorum). 

 The three premises below expose a common fault line, a form of neo-

Platonic (anti-creation) apartheid. The first premise is a reminder of the ecological 

limits of our planet and the dangers of surpassing them—something we have 

forgotten in our deliberate indifference. The second premise shows the trajectory 

of this artificial bifurcation of creation throughout the history of human 

civilization. And the third premise is a necessary anthropological corrective to the 

false dichotomy of “mind” over (i.e., more important than) “body” with regard to 

education. In contrast to the preceding religious and philosophical foundations, 

which I offer as givens—we all must write from some basic community of 

concepts—these three premises are necessary clusters of evidence that I am 

accepting as “true enough” (and offering with minimal explanation) in order to 

proceed to the pressing topic at hand: creating a Christian education against the 

wind of these otherwise ignored neo-Platonic presuppositions. 
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2.1. Premise One: Facing Our Urgent, Existential, Ecological 

Crisis 

The last time the earth was four degrees warmer…, there was no ice at 
either pole and the sea level was 260 feet higher. There were palm trees in 
the Arctic. 

—David Wallace-Wells  170

Even though ecological issues are more widely proclaimed than ever before—

from the daily news to the Pope’s extensive document —the urgency of the 171

existential threat has not translated into significant political or economic change 

on the global scale.  We remain mesmerized by the illusion of endless “natural 172

resources” and a belief in salvation by technology. We fall for this illusion 

generation after generation because human lifetimes and even our “ancient” 

histories are too short, too recent, to see the larger temporal horizon of our place 

in the unfolding of life on Earth. If humans have been walking around on this 

planet for hundreds of thousands of years, why did civilization only appear about 

ten thousand years ago? The standard assumption is that we are getting smarter 

	  David Wallace-Wells, The Uninhabitable Earth (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2020), 72.170

	  Francis, Laudato Sí: On Care for our Common Home, Papal Encyclical Letter (Rome: 171

Libreria Editrice Vatican, May 24, 2015), accessed June 18, 2015, http://w2.vatican.va/content/
francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html.

	  In 2018, Andrew Revkin, a veteran environmental journalist, wrote a retrospective on 172

his professional journey. Of  particular note is how little has changed in the rhetoric from thirty 
years ago. He recalls that in 1988, James E. Hansen testified before the U.S. Senate that “the 
greenhouse effect has been detected and is changing our climate now” (Andrew Revkin, “Climate: 
The More Things Change…,” National Geographic 234, no. 1 (July 2018): 18). That same year 
Harvard professor Michael B. McElroy said, in so many words, if  we choose to deal with this, we 
can minimize the damage—and, as Revkin reminds us, “concerned politicians have been making 
similar statements ever since” (ibid.). Revkin, writing in 2015, reminds us that planetwide tropical 
forest loss, paper manufacturing, water use, and CO2 emissions, to name just a few, are still 
accelerating. Patrick Curry summarizes “the WWF’s Living Planet Report 2016: by 2020, human 
activity will have destroyed two-thirds of  the world’s vertebrate populations relative to 1970, a 
mere 50 years ago. The result of  our relentless assault on forests, oceans, rivers, air and the world’s 
remaining wild places and animals is ecocide; and given that a healthy planet is the prerequisite for 
everything we and our fellow-creatures are and do, there is no more important issue” (“The Ecological 
Citizen: An Impulse of  Life, for Life,” The Ecological Citizen 1, no. 1 (2017): 5 (emphasis added)).
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(wiser, sapient) over time. But seen through an ecological lens, it could be argued 

that we were wiser during the vast precivilizational time of our species’ existence, 

leaving little or no evidence of (or damage from) our passing through, and only 

recently have we lost that wisdom. Part of the answer is found in the history, the 

deep history, of our planet’s climate. 

 Peter Wadhams’s recent book, A Farewell to Ice, is both a panegyric to the 

miracle of ice and a stark warning to humanity: “One of the lessons from climatic 

history is that there is no period in Earth history that we know about where the 

rate of rise of atmospheric CO2 is as great as it is today. Human beings are truly 

carrying out a global experiment involving an unprecedented level of interference 

with the natural system.”  This includes the spike in CO2 levels following the 173

dinosaur destroying K-T asteroid impact on the Yucatan Peninsula in Mexico 65 

million years ago. In that situation, the global temperature rise occurred over 

approximately 10,000 years. Our current CO2 rise rate is more than ten times 

that.   174

 Is the rise rate significant and, if so, what does it mean for our 

descendants? Wadhams answers with a lesson in Earth history. Life on Earth, for 

the first few billion years, remained microscopic for good reason. Anything larger 

	  Peter Wadhams, A Farewell to Ice: A Report from the Arctic (Oxford: Oxford University 173

Press, 2017), 27. Wadhams, who has been studying ice since 1970, is a professor of  ocean physics 
and the head of  the Polar Ocean Physics Group at Cambridge University. He is a part of  the 
consensus community yet remains critical of  efforts that are watered down for political expediency.

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 27-29. Bill McKibben concurs, “There are perhaps four other 174

episodes in Earth’s 4.5-billion-year history where carbon dioxide has poured into the atmosphere 
in greater volumes, but never at greater speeds—right now we push about forty billion tons into 
the atmosphere annually” (Falter (New York: Holt, 2019), 22).
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could not have survived the extreme conditions. About 580 million years ago, 

things calmed down enough for larger creatures to evolve; although, as we know, 

larger mammals took a longer time to arrive. Then, a few million years ago, for 

some reason we do not know, the earth settled into a cycle of ice ages. Our 

clearest records are of the last four which repeat with surprising regularity 

approximately every 100,000 years: “The Earth emerges with a jerk from an ice 

age, warming quickly through about 10ºC in 1,000-2,000 years to reach an 

interglacial state, then gradually it starts to cool off again, taking about 100,000 

years of slow and fairly steady cooling to reach the depths of the next ice age.”  175

Interestingly, none of the previous warm, interglacial periods were as long as our 

current one. As Wadhams points out, the temperature of those previous 

interglacial periods was not stable long enough for humans to develop agriculture 

and to settle into one area for too many generations: “We owe the whole of human 

civilization to the stability of our interglacial climate.”  Even so, by 1000 CE, 176

temperatures were cooling and the downward slide to the next ice age had begun

—that is, until the mid-nineteenth century and the Industrial Revolution. Since 

then, and increasing in recent decades, the rise of CO2 has far surpassed even the 

spike that led to previous interglacials. What took them a couple of millennia we 

are doing in less than two centuries—and we are still accelerating. 

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 36.175

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 41 (emphasis added).176
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 What is so bad about delaying the next ice age? Perhaps global warming is 

helping to extend this “extraordinarily stable”  interglacial period. By 177

Wadhams’s calculations, we may even be shutting off the ice age cycle entirely. 

Wouldn’t that be desirable? Wouldn’t opening up the arctic, for example, be good 

for world commerce? These are moot questions because the fact is “we are clearly 

overshooting,”  i.e., due to our planet’s feedback and oceanic heat-storage 178

systems, the delay effect means that “the existing level of carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere is sufficient to cause unacceptable amounts of warming in the 

future.”  Unacceptable warming means reduced crop production  due to 179 180

extreme weather events, half the global population facing inadequate water 

supplies,  and 80 percent of the adverse effects hitting the world’s poorest 181

economic regions. 

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 41.177

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 45.178

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 192 (emphasis added). McKibben reports, “A 2018 study 179

concluded that even if  we stopped emitting all greenhouse gases today, more than a third of  the 
planet’s glacial ice would melt anyway in the coming decades” (Falter, 28).

	  Wadhams,	Farewell,	127.	McKibben	writes,	“In	June	2018,	researchers	found	that	180

a	two-degree	Celsius	rise	in	temperature—which,	recall,	is	what	the	Paris	accords	are	now	
aiming	for—could	cut	U.S.	corn	yields	by	18	percent.	A	four-degree	increase—which	is	where	
our	current	trajectory	will	take	us—would	cut	the	crop	almost	in	half	(Falter,	36-37).	To	
make	matters	worse,	grain	grown	at	those	higher	CO2 levels holds around 8 percent less 
calcium, iron, and protein. There will be not only less grain grown, but it will be less nutritious 
(ibid., 38). Also crop pests will thrive in the new heat. “Even if  we hit the UN target of  limiting 
temperature rise to two degrees Celsius, pests should cut wheat yields by 46 percent, corn by 31 
percent, and rice by 19 percent” (ibid., 39).

	  Based on NASA satellite imagery from 2003-2013, a “study in the journal Water 181

Resources Research warned that 21 of  the world’s 37 largest aquifers aren’t being recharged fast 
enough to meet the demands of  agriculture and industry” (“Running Dry,” Earth Island Journal 30, 
no. 3 (Autumn 2015): 8). Mauro F. Guillén writes, “The OECD has estimated that by 2030 almost 
4 billion people…will live in areas with serious water shortages, mostly in East Asia, South Asia, 
and the Middle East, precisely where cities are growing the fastest…. Around 1.2 billion people 
presently lack access to clean drinking water, and about 2.8 billion face water scarcity during at 
least one month a year” (2030, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2020), 137).
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 Wadhams’s conclusion is clear: “it is not enough to reduce carbon 

emissions…. By now it is too late. The CO2 levels in the atmosphere are already 

so high that when their warming potential is realized in a few decades, the 

resulting temperature rise will be catastrophic. To avoid such a fate, we must not 

only go to zero emissions, we must actually remove carbon dioxide from the 

atmosphere.”  His solution is directly related to education: “immediate research 182

is necessary on an emergency scale…to undertake a colossal scientific and 

technical research programme on geoengineering and on carbon dioxide 

removal…. We need a new Manhattan Project to clean up our atmosphere.”  It is 183

also a statement of Wadham’s faith: human technology, given the opportunity, will 

solve the problem. 

 As serious as the climate crisis  may be, some scientists believe it is not 184

the largest threat we face. In a recent issue of the peer-reviewed journal The 

Ecological Citizen, editors Joe Gray and Eileen Crist write that “it is discouraging 

and even maddening that anthropogenic climate change…is typically framed as 

the major ecological and social emergency.”  As they point out, climate change, 185

as great a problem as it is, is merely “a side effect of the actual problem of human 

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 192 (emphasis added).182

	  Wadhams, Farewell, 129, 205, 177.183

	  Peter Forbes reports that at COP23 (UN Climate Change Conference, Bonn, 2017) a 184

3˚C rise by 2100 is now seen as the realistic expectation: “we’ll be generating climate conditions 
last experienced during the Cretaceous period (145-65.95 million years ago)…[with] no ice at the 
poles once again, and sea levels would be about 216 feet (66 metres) above current levels” (“We 
Are Heading for a New Cretaceous, Not for a New Normal,” Aeon (October 29, 2018), accessed 
July 1, 2020, https://aeon.co/ideas/we-are-heading-for-a-new-cretaceous-not-for-a-new-normal.

	  Joe Gray and Eileen Crist, “The Biodiversity Crisis Must Be Placed Front and 185

Centre,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. A (2019): 5.  
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expansionism within the ecosphere: ceaseless growth on the consumptive, 

demographic and technological-infrastructural fronts.”  The greater crisis caused 186

by human expansionism, they say, is the loss of biodiversity, for “life might have 

been able to handle a certain degree of climate change were it not for both its 

beleaguered condition and, in the case of terrestrial organisms, the impermeability 

of the landscape (due to industrial agriculture, infrastructures, and other human 

obstacle courses).”  This may not be the Earth’s first climate change, but during 187

past changes, which generally happened over much longer periods of time, 

species were able to migrate to new environs more or less successfully. This time, 

however, it is not only happening relatively quickly but humans have made much 

of the Earth “impermeable” with parking lots, housing tracts, and farms so species 

are not so free to move. The end result is being called the sixth mass extinction.  188

“All told,” the editors conclude, “the coming years are arguably the most 

significant in human history, with nothing less than the fate of the Earth and 

humanity at stake.”  189

 The scope and impact of the ecological crisis is well documented across a 

wide variety of scientific journals and is regularly summarized by reports from 

internationally recognized institutions such as the Intergovernmental Panel on 

	  Gray and Crist, “Biodiversity,” 5.186

	  Gray and Crist, “Biodiversity,” 5.187

	  Edward O. Wilson writes, “In one lifetime exploding human populations have reduced 188

wilderness to threatened nature reserves. Ecosystems and species are vanishing at the fastest rate in 
65 million years” (Naturalist (New York: Warner Books, 1994), xii).

	  Gray and Crist, “Biodiversity,” 5.189
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Climate Change (IPCC).  The following four articles are merely a tiny sample 190

of reports offered here for the purpose of demonstrating the direct impact of such 

findings on human society. 

 In his article “The Green World,” Tim Hogan summarizes the state of our 

planet’s plants: “The species diversity of the world’s flowering plants is being 

extirpated to the extent that fully one in five (20%) of the estimated 390,000 

vascular plants are threatened with extinction.”  A study “to assess the 191

effectiveness of corporate commitments to zero deforestation in their supply chain 

by 2020” looked at the “total loss of forests worldwide between 2001 and 2015” 

and concluded that “the rate of commodity-driven deforestation has not 

declined.”  After a list of the devastation historically wrought across the forests 192

of the Mediterranean, North American, and Southeast Asian regions, Hogan 

concludes: “The loss of species across these biologically rich, continental-scaled 

biomes is a disquieting reproach to our human tenure on planet Earth.”  193

	  Cf. https://www.ipcc.ch/. As Will Steffen et al. write, “the relatively stable, 11,700-190

year-long Holocene epoch, the only state of  the planet that we know for certain can support 
contemporary human societies, is now being destabilized” (“Planetary boundaries”). Steffen and 
seventeen other scientists representing the international community identified nine planetary 
boundaries that interrelate as an integrated Earth system. Two of  them are considered core 
boundaries, biosphere integrity and climate change. The former is, as of  2015, in the “high risk” 
zone, and the latter is in the “increasing risk” zone. Two other boundaries are also in trouble: land-
system change (“increasing risk”) and biochemical flows (“high risk”). Also, cf. 350.org (https://
350.org/); United Nations Climate Action Summit (https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/); 
World Resources Institute (https://www.wri.org/); Worldwatch Institute (http://
www.worldwatch.org/); Vital Signs (http://vitalsigns.org/); National Environmental Education 
and Training Foundation (https://www.neefusa.org/).

	  Tim Hogan, “The Green World,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. A (2019): 14. 191

	  Hogan, “Green,” 16.192

	  Hogan, “Green,” 17.193
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 In “Addressing Global Insect Meltdown,” Michael J. Samways draws on 

the latest studies to state that “insects are not as abundant or diverse as in the 

recent past. Insect decline was already recognized in the 1870s…, and has become 

concerning since the 1950s, but today it is alarming. This could be the start of the 

largest global meltdown of insects—species and individuals—since the 

Cretaceous, 66 million years ago.”  194

 In “The Unnoticed Collapse of Big Freshwater Animals,” Brandon Keim 

quotes recent biological research: “Globally, freshwater megafauna populations 

declined by 88 percent from 1970 to 2012…. Declines were especially precipitous 

in Europe, Asia and northern Africa, with losses of between 97 and 99%.”  195

 In “Restoring the Living Ocean,” Eileen Crist demonstrates how, “of the 

multiple threats to the ocean, industrial fishing has caused and continues to cause 

the greatest devastation.”  It is well known that cetaceans are among the most 196

intelligent and socially complex of the sea creatures, yet  

	  Michael J. Samways, “Addressing Global Insect Meltdown,” The Ecological Citizen 3, 194

suppl. A (2019): 23. 

	  Brandon Keim, “The Unnoticed Collapse of  Big Freshwater Animals,” The Ecological 195

Citizen 3, suppl. A (2019): 77. Then there are the large terrestrial animals. Wildlife biologists Louisa 
Willcox and David Mattson ask us to consider “the contrast between the United States and 
Europe. We eliminated bears from 98 percent of  their habitat in the contiguous U.S. within about 
a sixty-year period…. Europe still has 40 percent of  the bear distribution that it had six thousand 
years ago” (quoted in Savannah Barnes, “A Test of  Our Compassion: Louisa Willcox & David 
Mattson on the Plight of  the Grizzly Bears,” The Sun no. 529 (January 2020): 8). Carl Safina says, 
“In my lifetime, as the human population has doubled, African lion populations have declined by 
75 percent. For large mammals—and most birds, reptiles, amphibians, and fishes—populations 
levels are at their lowest in millions of  years because of  habitat destruction and hunting” (quoted 
in Sam Mowe, “Signs of  Intelligent Life: Carl Safina’s Evidence That Other Animals Think and 
Feel,” The Sun no. 488 (August 2016): 11).

	  Eileen Crist, “Restoring the Living Ocean: The Time Is Now,” The Ecological Citizen 3, 196

suppl. A (2019): 27. 
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one hundred thousand small whales, dolphins, and porpoises are 
deliberately slaughtered every year…. Whales are washing up emaciated 
and with their stomachs full of plastic and garbage…. Seabird populations 
have declined by 80%…. All species of sea turtles are endangered from 
multiple pressures…. Over a million seabirds, 100,000 marine mammals 
and uncountable fish die yearly in the North Pacific from eating plastic or 
getting ensnared in it.   197

Even though the “global fish catch peaked over two decades ago,”  we continue 198

the most destructive practice of all, industrial trawling: 

Where submerged continents extend out toward ocean depths, they form 
once-life-prolific continental shelves: In rampages of demolitions, 
industrial trawlers have gouged out marine beings and shattered their 
three-dimensional, life-creating habitats. Rolling hills filled with fish, 
mussels, oysters, crabs, anemones, tubeworms and sponges, among others, 
have been smashed and levelled, while leafy glades and sea forests have 
been turned to muddy flats. “Each year,” writes Ted Danson, “the world’s 
fleet of bottom trawlers disturbs a seabed area twice the size of the 
contiguous United States.”  199

As if this is not enough of an assault on our oceans, “since the turn of the 

century…the International Seabed Authority (ISA), a United-Nations-created 

body of 168 states, has already conceded 29 exploratory mining contracts for the 

high seas covering over 1.2 million square miles.”  This additional unobserved 200

and unregulated destruction “is deemed necessary for making ever more cell 

phones, iPads, PCs, Kindles, batteries, LED bulbs, flatscreen TVs, fuel cells, wind 

turbines and so on, not to mention ‘essential parts of advanced military 

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 31, 32. Bill McKibben writes, “By the middle of  this century the 197

ocean may contain more plastic than fish by weight, partly because we toss away so many bottles 
and partly because we take far more life from the ocean than it can reproduce” (Falter, 46).

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 32.198

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 33.199

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 36.200
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technology,’ like missile guidance, laser targeting and radar surveillance.”  It is 201

necessary because “less than one per cent of rare earths are recycled.”  Crist is 202

worried. After all, “the global middle class—the clientele of high-tech products—

is growing rapidly. The middle-class population is projected to reach 5 billion 

before mid-century.”  Therefore, says Crist, we must abolish industrial fishing, 203

ban trawling, stop polluting the ocean (and do more to clean it up), demand a 

paradigm shift in the high-tech industry, and humanely reduce the human 

population to two billion. Ultimately, she says, this is due to our worldview of 

human supremacy and “its nature-mutilating and mind-numbing framework of 

‘natural resources.’” When we label something a “resource,” we can pretend it 

“does not feel, think or know pleasure. It cannot die, starve, suffer or be treated 

unjustly. A resource does not create exquisite worlds nor look you in the eye. It 

can be ‘harvested unsustainably’ or, unwanted, thrown overboard like trash. A 

resource can be ‘depleted’ and may even ‘collapse.’”  204

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 37.201

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 38.202

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 39.203

	  Crist, “Restoring,” 36.204
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 Then there is worldwide farmland soil erosion,  air pollution,  pesticide 205 206

poisoning of water,  ocean acidification,  forests overharvested,  overuse of 207 208 209

antibiotics,  and the destruction caused by the fossil fuel and construction 210

	  Some have erroneously suggested that if  we ruin the American Midwest we can simply 205

move the “Breadbasket of  the World” north. McKibben asks facetiously, “Warmer temperatures 
should make the Arctic into the new Kansas, right?” to which he answers, “Iowa is not Iowa not 
just because of  the temperatures. There’s also that topsoil, none of  which you find once you move 
north; instead, the ground there is underlain with ice” (Falter, 63). Timothy King reports that 
“nearly half  the world’s soil suitable for growing crops has disappeared since humans started tilling 
and planting…. A study by the National Academy of  Sciences estimates that we are losing soil 10 
times faster than we can replace it” (“Saving Seeds, Soil, and Souls,” Sojourners 45, no. 3 (March 
2016): 10).

	  McKibben writes, “Around the world, air pollution kills 9 million people a year, far 206

more than AIDS, malaria, TB, and warfare combined” (Falter, 19). How many nonhuman 
creatures are killed?

	  Tom Philpott reports that due to run-off  from Midwestern farms (via the Mississippi 207

River), there is a “Connecticut-sized dead zone at the heart of  the continental United States’ most 
productive fishery, the Gulf  of  Mexico” (“How the Midwest’s Corn Farms Are Cooking the 
Planet,” Mother Jones (August 12, 2015), accessed August 12, 2015, http://www.motherjones.com/
tom-philpott/2015/08/how-midwests-corn-farms-are-cooking-planet).

	  McKibben writes, “The oceans have seen their acidity increase by about 30 percent…. 208

During the End-Permian, which wiped out 90 percent of  marine species, the ocean acidified by 
0.7 pH units over the course of  10,000 years; on current trends, we will have dropped the pH by 
0.5 units in the 250 years ending in 2100” (Falter, 49, 53). This more than just numbers: “The 
Great Barrier Reef  is the largest living structure on Earth, but it is roughly half  as living as it was 
three years ago” (ibid, 48).

	  Suzanne Simard writes, “In 2014, the World Resources Institute reported that Canada 209

in the past decade has had the highest forest disturbance rate of  any country worldwide, and I bet 
you thought it was Brazil. In Canada, it’s 3.6 percent per year. Now, by my estimation, that’s about 
four times the rate that is sustainable” (“How trees Talk to Each Other,” TEDSummit (June 2016), 
accessed July 25, 2016, http://www.ted.com/talks/ 
suzanne_simard_how_trees_talk_to_each_other). In Brazil, “2019 marked the highest rate of  
primary forest loss…in more than a decade” (“Declining Green,” Earth Island Journal 35, no. 3 
(Autumn 2020): 10).

	  Stephen Harrod Buhner reports, “The annual dumping worldwide of  more than a 210

hundred thousand tons of  antibiotics into the ecosystem is stimulating changes in bacterial 
behavior not seen since the Earth moved away from methanogens as the dominant form of  
organism some 2.5 billion years ago. And yet physicians continue to utilize antibiotics without 
much thought. We focus on the misuse of  painkillers, when the most dangerous thing we do is 
overuse antibiotics. Resistant bacteria are a more severe problem for the survival of  this civilization 
than oil depletion, global warming, topsoil erosion, and water scarcity” (quoted in Akshay Ahuja, 
“Living Medicine: Stephen Harrod Buhner on Plant Intelligence, Natural Healing, and the 
Trouble with Pharmaceuticals,” The Sun no. 468 (December 2014): 13).
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industries.  And what about the human cost: mining of rare earth minerals for 211

your cellphone dependent on child labor and soldiers and leading to territorial 

wars and mass raping of women; coal miners dying young of poisoned lungs to 

provide electricity (for your electric car); and poor people in Southeast Asia 

disassembling toxic, discarded electronics from America in unregulated settings 

as part of “recycling”? Every one of us using high-tech electronics, wearing 

name-brand clothing, eating corporate-produced food, touching anything 

plastic,  and disposing of our garbage anywhere but on our own property are 212

complicit in one or more aspects of the aforementioned human and nonhuman 

destruction.  At what point is enough enough? Even without the threat of 213

climate change we not stewarding our planet—or each other—very well. Add the 

	  David Wallace-Wells reports, “We are now burning 80 percent more coal than we 211

were just in the year 2000…. [Concrete] ranks today as the second most carbon-intensive industry 
in the world…. [China] recently poured more concrete in three years than the United States used 
in the entire twentieth century” (The Uninhabitable Earth (New York: Tim Duggan Books, 2020), 
197, 199). According to John Michael Greer, on the average day in 2019, “humans burned around 
100,000,000 barrels of  crude oil, 21,000,000 tons of  coal, and 9,000,000 cubic meters of  natural 
gas…. The vast majority of  all the energy human beings use—well over 80%, including nearly all 
transport fuel—comes from those three forms of  fossil carbon. (Solar power and windpower…
account for only about 3% of  total energy production worldwide)” (“The Long View,” Ecosophia 
(blog), July 3, 2019, accessed July 18, 2019, https://www.ecosophia.net/the-long-view).

	  According to Anne Lappé, the world produced 348 million metric tons of  plastic in 212

2017. In recent decades, the best we have ever recycled is 9 percent of  plastics, but today it is less. 
“Since the 1950s, we have produced 8.3 billion metric tons of  plastic waste—the equivalent in 
weight to 25,000 Empire State Buildings” (“The Problem with Plastics,” Earth Island Journal 34, no. 
4 (Winter 2020): 13). Sharon Lerner reports that “less than 1 percent of  the tens of  billions of  
plastic bags used in the U.S. each year are recycled” (“Waste Only,” Type Investigations (July 20, 
2019), accessed September 29, 2019, https://www.typeinvestigations.org/ investigation/
2019/07/20/how-the-plastics-industry-is-fighting-to-keep-polluting-the-world). Even though 
burning plastic creates toxic ash and 80 percent of  incinerators in the US are in poor communities, 
even though we send about 65 million kilograms of  plastic overseas (where much is illegally 
dumped or burned), and even though 95% of  plastic items marked “recyclable” is not recycled, “42 
percent of  Americans now live in states where they can’t pass local bans on plastics” due to 
“preemption bills” passed by state assemblies influenced by lobbying from chemical corporations.

	  Wendell Berry writes, “I cannot think of  any American whom I know or have heard 213

of, who is not contributing in some way to destruction…. And so we are by no means divided, or 
readily divisible, into environmental saints and sinners” (The Unsettling of  America, 3rd ed. (Berkeley, 
CA: Counterpoint, 1996), 20).
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pressures of temperature extremes,  increased droughts, wildfires, flooding,  214 215

“resource” (e.g., water) wars,  and the subsequent mass migrations of the 216

disenfranchised,  and our children are facing a future—indeed, a present—217

unlike anything the “American Dream” (late-twentieth-century, privileged, 

predominantly white) generations can imagine. Hence the absurdity of educating 

our children in the status quo. 

 This is what makes the story of Greta Thunberg, the teenage ecological 

activist, so captivating. Her life is a poignant commentary on ecology, education, 

and the failure of Western civilization. The story begins in school: “Thunberg’s 

	  What is the maximum temperature humans can endure? McKibben reports that the 214

“wet-bulb temperature” of  95 degrees Fahrenheit (35 degrees Celsius) combined with a 90 percent 
humidity reaches a point where “evaporation off  the skin slows down…[so] you can’t cool yourself  
by sweating” (Falter, 59). Australian and American researchers concluded “that about 1.5 billion 
people, a fifth of  humanity, lived in a crescent-shaped area at a high risk of  such temperatures as 
the planet warmed…. [B]y the 2070s, tropical regions that now get one day of  truly oppressive 
heat a year can expect 100 to 250 days.” By 2100, the most recent study notes, “even under the 
most optimistic predictions for emissions reductions, experts say almost half  the world’s population 
will be exposed to potentially deadly heat for twenty days a year” (ibid., 59-60). “In June [2020], 
the town of  Verkhoyansk in eastern Siberia logged 100.4 degrees F, marking the highest 
temperature [ever] recorded in the Arctic, during a heatwave that persisted across the 
region” (“Burning Up,” Earth Island Journal 35, no. 3 (Autumn 2020): 11).

	  Omar El Akkad reports, “Scientists are starting to suggest that, in the long run, much 215

of  South Florida cannot be saved and that policymakers should begin planning for how to best 
deal with a massive northward exodus in the coming decades, as some of  the most iconic real 
estate on the continent begins to succumb to the sea” (“Come Hell or High Water: The Disaster 
Scenario That Is South Florida,” The Globe and Mail (July 17, 2015), accessed July 21, 2015, http://
www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/come-hell-or-high-water-the-disaster-scenario-that-is-
south-florida).

	  In 2019, water-based conflicts led to hundreds of  civilians being killed in Mali and 216

three activists murdered in Mexico. Also, “more than 100,000 people were hospitalized in Iraq 
after drinking contaminated water in the southeastern city of  Basra,” and “some 600 million 
Indians [are] now facing acute water shortages” (“Conflict Over Blue Gold,” Earth Island Journal 
34, no. 4 (Winter 2020): 8).

	  Paul Salopek reports, “The United Nations estimates that more than a billion 217

people…are…migrating within their countries and across international borders…. The roots of  
this colossal new exodus include a globalized market system that tears apart social safety nets, a 
pollutant-warped climate, and human yearnings supercharged by instant media. In sheer numbers, 
this is the largest diaspora in the long history of  our species” (“Walking with Migrants,” National 
Geographic Special Issue (August 2019): 45).
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primary-school teacher showed a video of [global warming’s] effects: starving 

polar bears, extreme weather and flooding.”  That was the first blow, and young 218

Greta was appropriately dismayed. But when she discovered that the grown-ups in 

power were doing next to nothing, she first lapsed into depression and then 

became an activist, originally striking from school and eventually speaking on the 

world’s stage. If things were really as bad as the scientists say,  

we wouldn’t be talking about anything else. As soon as you’d turn on the 
TV, everything would be about that. Headlines, radio, newspapers, you 
would never read or hear about anything else, as if there as a world war 
going on…. If burning fossil fuels was so bad that it threatened our very 
existence, how could we just continue like before? Why were there no 
restrictions? Why wasn’t it made illegal?  219

The lack of real change from government and corporate leaders is depressing—

and infuriating. Standing before the UN General Assembly in 2019 in her 

recycled clothing and having avoided air travel because of its large carbon 

footprint, Thunberg rebuked her elders: “We are in the beginning of a mass 

extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal economic 

growth. How dare you.”  220

 Even if the climate crisis were somehow miraculously abated, if we do not 

learn how to live in a way that does not destroy the planet’s biodiversity, if we do 

not stop pulling apart its web of life, then it does not matter if our schools are 

	  Charlotte Alter, Suyin Hayes, and Justin Worland, “Person of  the Year: The 218

Conscience,” Time 194, nos. 27-28 (December 23 and 30, 2019): 58.

	  Greta Thunberg, “The Disarming Case to Act Right Now on Climate Change,” 219

TEDxStockholm (January 28, 2019), accessed February 5, 2019, https://www.ted.com/talks/
greta_thunberg_the_disarming_case _to_act_right_now_on_climate.

	  Quoted in Alter et al., “Person,” 61.220
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public or private, progressive or traditional, or even if our society is capitalist or 

socialist. A breakdown of global biodiversity (e.g., the global food chain) 

exacerbated by climate change and an energy crisis   portends a challenging 221

century, to say the least. What are we doing wrong to cause: 

• a significant number of important plants to be threatened with 

extinction; 

• corporations to continue cutting forests regardless of promises to slow 

down; 

• populations of insects, large freshwater animals, seabirds, and krill to 

plummet over the past 40 years; 

• an ongoing genocide of whales and dolphins; and 

• industrial fishing to continue apace beyond peak numbers and to 

continue raking bare thousands of square miles of the sea floor each 

year? 

If there were no humans, none of this would be happening—barring a 

supervolcano eruption or meteor strike. Is this to be our legacy: cataclysmic cause 

of a mass extinction? To repeat Hogan’s words, the ecological crisis is a “reproach 

to our human tenure on planet Earth.” 

 “How dare you” indeed. 

	  Since today’s container ships, cargo jets, large trucks, and rocket-launched satellite 221

systems cannot run on solar or wind energy, consider what a post-fossil-fuel society might look like. 
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 How do we reverse these trends and become a blessing to the Earth? Is it 

possible for humans to live in a way that not only sustains the web of life but 

increases it, allowing it to flourish and evolve? If we no longer call our nonhuman 

neighbors “resources” —that supposedly cannot “feel, think or know 222

pleasure”—then what do we call them? If our problem is, as Crist posits, the 

human supremacy worldview, how do we change that? These should be the 

questions at the core of our curriculum. Philosopher Kathleen Dean Moore 

challenges us to broaden our sense of family beyond the merely human: 

Each being is worthy. Each fractal layer is necessary, all the lives the 
theme, all the lives the variations. The planet is still crammed with lives of 
urgent striving, crawling over each other, burrowing into every crack, 
floating on the seas. The fate of these lives is not a matter of indifference 
or of economic expediency. These lives are the irreplaceable consequence 
of planetary creativity over four billion years. As consequences of the 
same creativity, we human beings have obligations to honour the Earth’s 
beings and the processes that created them, to celebrate and protect them 
until the end of time.  223

Key Concepts in 2.1. 

biodiversity crisis. The healthiest and most resilient ecosystem is full of variety; 

we are decreasing that variety globally at the speed of an extinction level 

event. 

	  For Eileen Crist, “The concept of  resources is an abstraction…. ‘Resources’ inscribes 222

the world, conceptually and instrumentally, as a usable field, and by refusing all concreteness it 
makes itself  all-inclusive and endlessly rapacious. It serves human colonialist attitudes and ends, 
and all of  us are complicit in its ubiquity and ramifications…. ‘Resources’ works as a discursive 
incarceration of  the living world.” The typical question asked regarding Earth-as-resource is how 
many people it can support. But Crist says “the question we should be asking instead is: How many 
people, and at what level of  consumption, can live on the Earth without turning the Earth into a 
human colony founded on the genocide of  its nonhuman indigenes?” Crist frames the questions 
this way: “Let’s call the first ‘Resource Earth’ and the second ‘Abundant Earth’” (“Abundant Earth 
and the Population Question,” Population Media Center (April 15, 2013), accessed October 16, 2017, 
https://www.populationmedia.org/2013/ 04/15/abundant-earth-and-the-population-question).

	  Kathleen Dean Moore, “The Silence of  the Humpback Whale,” The Ecological Citizen 223

3, suppl. A (2019): 11.
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ecology. (1) (narrow sense) a holistic approach to the biotic and geologic 

interactions of a region of Earth; (2) (expansive sense: usually 

“ecological” or “eco-“) a holistic approach to all the interactions of a 

region of Earth in light of its biotic and geologic aspects (akin to 

philosophy). 

human expansionism. A human supremacy worldview (Crist) that leads to 

overshoot; synonym for anthropocentrism. 

natural resources. A troubled term originally signifying part of the cycle of life 

but now used as an expression of human expansionism. 

overshoot. When one species outgrows its proper place in an ecosystem. 

Summary of 2.1. In a broad temporal sense, we live at the tail end of an 

unusually long and mild interglacial period that has given us the opportunity to 

develop civilization like never before. However, due to our own machinations, 

instead of slowly heading into another ice age, we have altered the climate cycle 

to head into a significantly warmer time. To make matters worse, we are actively 

dismantling the web of life, and many of the remaining species cannot migrate 

along with the changing climate due to the built environment. 

Econormative Principles for Christian Education: 2.1. 

Ecological Principle 1. A Christian education gives students a sense of the deep 

historical ecological context in which we live. 

Ecological Principle 2. A Christian education helps students experience the pain  

 and loss of local biodiversity caused by human expansionism and  

 overshoot. 
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2.2. Premise Two: What’s Wrong with Civilization? 

Civilization is Homo sapiens’s bold attempt to rise above the natural state 
in which the species lived for almost all of its two hundred thousand years 
on Earth. 

—William Ophuls  224

Humanity’s ten-thousand-year-old experiment in the mode of living at the 
expense of Nature, culminating in economic globalization, is failing. 

—Stan Rowe  225

During the interglacial window of stability in which we live, we have created 

civilization. Its name comes from city (civis), and the city is considered “an 

ecological parasite.”  Given its unsustainability, it is reasonable to ask if 226

civilization, including its cities, is worth the effort. In one sense, when civilization 

stutters (as seen during the 2009 recession and the 2020 pandemic), the rest of 

creation flourishes. As Stan Rowe points out, 

the rise and fall of civilizations from an ecological perspective reverses the 
[typical] picture. The up-city/down-city phases of civilization’s cycle 
come into focus as “the unsustainable city phase” and “the sustainable 
non-city phase.” The “rise” of civilization, when cities grow, is a transient 
stage of exploitative living. The “fall” of civilization, when cities collapse, 
marks return to sustainable living on the land unless, as in the Easter 
Islands, the limited land base has been ruined.  227

	  William Ophuls, Immoderate Greatness: Why Civilizations Fail (North Charleston, SC: 224

Create Space, 2012), 2.

	  Rowe, Earth, 252.225

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 7. In addition to their parasitic nature on regional “resources,” 226

cities provide a permanent home to a number of  diseases: “As a consequence, cities developed into 
virtual death traps, for more people died in them than were born. The cities could only grow as a 
constant stream of  people from the countryside moved in and compensated for those losses. And 
the new inhabitants often brought new diseases with them” (Carel Van Schaik and Kai Michel, 
The Good Book of  Human Nature (New York: Basic Books, 2016), 99).

	  Rowe, Earth, 82.227
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Can we break free from the “phases of civilization’s cycle”? Do we need 

something new (that might actually be old)? William Ophuls suggests that 

“industrial man has used the found wealth of the New World and the stocks of 

fossil hydrocarbons to create an antiecological Titanic.”  Why waste time trying 228

to create a “green” Titanic as it sinks? “We shall soon be obliged to trade in the 

Titanic for a schooner—in other words, a postindustrial future that, however 

technologically sophisticated, resembles the preindustrial past in many important 

respects.”  229

 Yuval Noah Harari helps us place this in historical context by describing a 

kind of natural pedagogy taking place at the speed of evolution: “animals at the 

top of the pyramid, such as lions and sharks, evolved into that position very 

gradually, over millions of years. This enabled the ecosystem to develop checks 

and balances that prevent lions and sharks from wreaking too much havoc. As 

lions became deadlier, so gazelles evolved to run faster, hyenas to cooperate 

better, and rhinoceroses to be more bad-tempered.”  230

 Such learning at both the individual and species levels—more cooperative 

hyenas and worse-tempered rhinos—is not limited to nonhumans. Our species, 

Homo sapiens, is also a work in progress; however, what Harari calls the 

Cognitive Revolution (c. 70,000 years ago) accelerated our developmental and 

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, xi.228

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, xi.229

	  Yuval Noah Harari, Sapiens: A Brief  History of  Humankind (New York: Harper Perennial, 230

2015), 11. Subsequent references are in parentheses in the text.
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competitive edge beyond those ecosystemic checks and balances. This catapulted 

us from the middle to the top of the food chain: “humankind ascended to the top 

so quickly that the ecosystem was not given time to adjust” (11-12).	Neither we 

nor our prey had a chance to learn how to handle these new responsibilities from 

nature’s teacherly guidance. Large animals the world round walked right into our 

traps, and humans hunted numerous species of megafauna to the point of 

extinction. Sharks and lions may or may not know better than to annihilate their 

food supply, but their ecosystems have evolved a complexity that makes such 

things practically impossible. Humans, on the other hand, having outstripped 

those ecosystemic limits, must constantly learn to identify those limits and 

restrain ourselves from surpassing them—something we have not done well 

historically, even prehistorically. 

 Another effect of this Cognitive Revolution is our ability to tell stories, 

including myths and metanarratives, that bind us together in groups larger than 

the small family groupings of other apes.  Harari writes,  231

Such myths give Sapiens the unprecedented ability to cooperate flexibly in 
large numbers. Ants and bees can also work together in huge numbers, but 

	  Van Schaik and Michel write, “in contrast to the great apes, humans are capable of  231

actively communicating advances [in technology] to others, meaning they can be taught directly to 
other people. This is the decisive difference. We have the unique ability to continually improve on 
and expand our culture” (Good Book, 19). This is not to say that other species do not “have their 
own cultures: they display distinct behavior patterns that vary from place to place and arose when 
an individual invented a new technique whose usefulness or novelty caused it to be adopted by 
others and to spread throughout the population” (ibid., 18). As Jeremy Narby reports, “Young 
parrots appear to learn their vocalizations by watching their peers and parents. [Scientist Irene] 
Pepperberg trained Alex [a parrot] by letting him watch her teach another person” (Intelligence in 
Nature (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Penguin, 2005), 42). And Susan Yoder and Major Benton 
report, “Ten years of  observational research at Shark Bay reveals that not only do dolphins 
develop their own styles of  foraging, but distinctive methods are passed down from mothers to 
their calves, particularly female calves” (The Wisdom of  Dolphins (Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks, 2000), 
69).
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they do so in a very rigid manner and only with close relatives. Wolves 
and chimpanzees cooperate far more flexibly than ants, but they can do so 
only with small numbers of other individuals that they know intimately. 
Sapiens can cooperate in extremely flexible ways with countless numbers 
of strangers. (25) 

Believing in a common origin story or a collection of myths that gives a shared 

meaning and purpose to life can bind us together into bands, or a bunch of bands 

into a tribe, that can cooperate—and compete—in complex ways that other 

animals cannot, giving us yet another advantage over them. We can think and plan 

in ways other animals cannot defend against, and we can do so in large numbers. 

In other words, even before the Agricultural Revolution, humans had the ability to 

utterly disrupt their local ecosystem, yet when they did (e.g., driving a species of 

megafauna to extinction) they merely had to migrate to another place to find what 

they needed. After all, it was a time when humans were few and far between. 

Their actions caused them to be “expelled from Eden,” so to speak, but they might 

find another. 

 With the advent of the Agricultural Revolution (c. 12,000 years ago), 

perhaps occurring independently in several places around the globe (78-79), the 

power to bend the nonhuman world to our needs was magnified yet again. But 

with the promise of a more readily accessible and secure food supply came some 

unintended side effects. Harari tells the story so well it is worth quoting him at 

length. 

The Agricultural Revolution left farmers with lives generally more 
difficult and less satisfying than those of foragers. Hunter-gatherers spent 
their time in more stimulating and varied ways, and were less in danger of 
starvation and disease. The Agricultural Revolution certainly enlarged the 
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sum total of food at the disposal of humankind, but the extra food did not 
translate into a better diet or more leisure. Rather, it translated into 
population explosions and pampered elites. The average farmer worked 
harder than the average forager, and got a worse diet in return. (79) 

Human progress from primitive to civilized, the standard educational trope, is 

neither unequivocal nor egalitarian. For many it was a regress. Over time, our 

crops domesticated us as we spent lives in the fields:  

The body of Homo sapiens had not evolved for such tasks. It was adapted 
to climbing apple trees and running after gazelles, not to clearing rocks 
and carrying water buckets. Human spines, knees, necks and arches paid 
the price. Studies of ancient skeletons indicate that the transition to 
agriculture brought about a plethora of ailments, such as slipped discs, 
arthritis and hernias…. Remember, humans are omnivorous apes who 
thrive on a wide variety of foods. Grains made up only a small fraction of 
the human diet before the Agricultural Revolution. A diet based on cereals 
is poor in minerals and vitamins, hard to digest, and really bad for your 
teeth and gums. (80-81) 

Being “tied to the land” (the fields) also meant a radically different life for 

children and their education. They became less schooled in, or a part of, the local 

bioregion and more often merely another fieldhand: 

Giving up the nomadic lifestyle enabled women to have a child every year. 
Babies were weaned at an earlier age—they could be fed on porridge and 
gruel. The extra hands were sorely needed in the fields. But the extra 
mouths quickly wiped out the food surpluses, so even more fields had to 
be planted…. Neither did the early farmers understand that feeding 
children with more porridge and less breast milk would weaken their 
immune system, and that permanent settlements would be hotbeds for 
infectious diseases. They did not foresee that by increasing their 
dependence on a single source of food, they were actually exposing 
themselves even more to the depredations of drought. Nor did the farmers 
foresee that in good years their bulging granaries would tempt thieves and 
enemies, compelling them to start building walls and doing guard duty. 
(86-87) 
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With our dissociation from the broader Community came a callousness toward 

other species. They were no longer seen as our older Siblings from whom we 

might learn about life in a posture of humility and reciprocity:  

Egg-laying hens, dairy cows and draught animals are sometimes allowed 
to live for many years. But the price is subjugation to a way of life 
completely alien to their urges and desires. It’s reasonable to assume, for 
example, that bulls prefer to spend their days wandering over open prairies 
in the company of other bulls and cows rather than pulling carts and 
ploughshares under the yoke of a whip-wielding ape. (93) 

 To reiterate, the legacy of the beginnings of civilization include more 

difficult lives than foragers, worse diet, less leisure time, pampered elites, bad 

backs and knees and teeth, women tied to childbearing, babies weaned too soon, 

wall building and guard duty, and animal slavery. We may have leapt to the top of 

the food chain, but at what cost to the rest of the species on this planet, and at 

what cost to ourselves?  What a difference in meaning there is between the 232

aboriginal person thanking the spirit of the animal she killed to feed her family, 

and the chicken farmer who presides over the daily torture and genocide of so 

many of our winged relatives. 

 In 10,000 BCE, Harari says, “before the transition to agriculture, Earth 

was home to about 5-8 million nomadic foragers” (98). But ten thousand years 

later, the human population had grown to 250 million farmers, and only one or 

two million foragers remained. Although merely a tiny fraction of the earth’s 

surface was being tilled, the seeds of destruction had been sown, not least in the 

	  Ophuls writes, “the rise of  civilization constitutes a Faustian bargain or even a tragic 232

fall from primal grace. When human beings abandoned the ecological niche in which they had 
evolved, they left a state of  natural plenitude, however rough, for a life of  toil in field and 
mind” (Plato’s Revenge, 2).
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human view of the world. Now, rather than seeing ourselves as part of the flow of 

a local ecosystem, even as its top predator, we began to remake the web of life by 

grossly simplifying it for the purpose of control and servitude. One of the ways to 

read the Garden of Eden story in Genesis is to see it as a parable of the history of 

human and ecosystem interaction.  The very moment when, in our arrogance, 233

we think we can mold the creation to our specifications is when we end up as 

slaves to our own ambitions. We go from the relative abundance of the “garden” 

of creation for foraging peoples to the stress of forcing a plot of land to produce 

year after year for agricultural peoples.  Besides the directly destructive 234

ecological effects of such a change of human lifestyle, it makes a significant shift 

in the way we understand our place in this world. Again, instead of seeing 

ourselves as part of the web of life, we come to believe that we are above it, that 

we can control it, that it exists at (and for) our pleasure. It is as if we have become 

intoxicated with our newfound power—“new” from the perspective of a complex 

ecosphere billions of years in the making—and are only now beginning to wake 

up to the magnitude of the devastation caused by our immaturity as a species. 

 The difference between the humans of the original Agricultural Revolution 

and today is merely one of technological reach—especially post-Scientific 

	  Van Schaik and Michel write, “the Garden of  Eden story tells the tale of  a worsening 233

existence. It is about a cultural step: in the beginning we lived in a world of  abundance, and this 
gave way to the involuntary adoption of  life of  tillage and toil” (Good Book, 41). In this way, “the 
Bible has identified the true origins of  human misery and the resulting—and still omnipresent—
feeling of  alienation that comes from living in a world for which we were not made” (ibid., 28). 

	  Similarly, as Johan Huizinga writes in his classic study Homo Ludens, “civilization 234

gradually brings about a certain division between two modes of  mental life which we distinguish as 
play and seriousness respectively, but which originally formed a continuous mental medium 
wherein that civilization arose” (quoted in Blomberg, Wisdom, 187).
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Revolution—but the anthropology, the understanding of what it means to be 

human, remains the same: we are the gods of creation. Some may see us as 

demigods, underlords, vicegerents, or ministers of the interior under God, others 

dispose of God altogether, but it makes little difference to the factory chicken or 

pig, to the dolphin choking in an oil spill, or to the 1,500-year-old tree being cut 

down for toilet paper.  That technological reach of the past five hundred years 235

has turned regional travesties (think of London and its filth in the sixteenth 

century) to a global crisis. As Harari summarizes, from the year 1500 to today, the 

world human population increased fourteen-fold from 500 million to over seven 

billion; the production of goods and services increased 240 times and the 

consumption of energy 115 times (247). In other words, the human impact on our 

planet is not only the sheer numbers of bodies but it is multiplied by an increase in 

“standard of living.”   236

 In comparison to a bioregional Community living in relative balance, i.e., 

according to ecological principles, the Western model of civilization is, in Ophul’s 

words, “a long-running Ponzi scheme. It lives by robbing nature and borrowing 

	  Suzanne Simard teaches us: “When mother trees are injured or dying, they…send 235

messages of  wisdom on to the next generation of  seedlings. So we’ve used isotope tracing to trace 
carbon moving from an injured mother tree down her trunk into the mycorrhizal network and into 
her neighboring seedlings, not only carbon but also defense signals. And these two compounds 
have increased the resistance of  those seedlings to future stresses. So trees talk” (“How Trees 
Talk”). Stephen Harrod Buhner concurs: “Plants…often possess brains containing far more 
neurons than our own. A plant’s neural network is embedded within its root system, rather than a 
‘brain’ organ. Because this network is not constrained by a skull, it can grow to any size the soil can 
support. Some aspen root systems cover hundreds of  acres and are more than a hundred thousand 
years old” (quoted in Ahuja, “Living Medicine: Stephen Harrod Buhner on Plant Intelligence, 
Natural Healing, and the Trouble with Pharmaceuticals,” The Sun no. 468 (December 2014): 15).

	  Guillén writes, “Each week, the population of  cities around the world grows by 1.5 236

million people…. In 2017, there were twenty-nine cities with more than 10 million people. By 
2030, there will be forty-three of  them, and fourteen will be home to more than 20 million” (2030, 
125).
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from the future, exploiting its hinterlands until there is nothing left to exploit, 

after which it implodes.”  In his monograph Immoderate Greatness Ophuls 237

outlines two interwoven causes of this self-destruction: biophysical limits and 

human error. For him, “civilization is not natural, sustaining it entails a 

continuous input of matter, energy, and morale without which it would necessarily 

decline or even collapse.”  The material successes of civilization create a 238

positive feedback loop—resembling a long-term economic bubble—that has the 

potential to grow in complexity so quickly that the human mind has difficulty 

understanding it. Ill effects are pushed off to others (e.g., slaves), to those far 

away (e.g., colonies), and to future generations—what Wendell Berry calls the 

colonialist principle: “the assumption that it is permissible to ruin one place or 

culture for the sake of another.”  But such profligacy, especially seen with fossil 239

fuels, cannot be sustained forever. What makes fossil fuels so attractive is their 

incredible energy return on investment (EROI); it is enormous compared with 

diffuse sources such as sunlight, but the side effects are terribly destructive, and 

	  William Ophuls, “Apologies to the Grandchildren” (2018[?]), accessed July 27, 2019, 237

https://ophuls.org/essays. Consider Thomas Jefferson’s words: “the goal of  economics must be 
sufficiency rather than affluence and stewardship rather than consumption, for the current 
generation has no right to ‘eat up the usufruct of  the lands for several generations to 
come’” (quoted in Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, 147).

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, 3. Paul R. Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich write, “One can be 238

thrilled by the numbers of  people raised from poverty while being apprehensive about the 
enormous and possibly lethal environmental and social costs that may eventually result. The 
industrial revolution set civilization on the road to collapse” (“Can a Collapse of  Global 
Civilization Be Avoided,” Proceedings of  the Royal Society, reprinted in Four Quarters Interfaith Sanctuary 
Wheel of  the Year Calendar (2014): 50). 

	  W. Berry, Sex, 128.239
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fossil fuels	are not unlimited.  Besides, to prevent catastrophic climate change, 240

we need to stop burning fossil fuels immediately, leaving the rest in the ground 

for future generations to use far more sparingly if at all.    241

 Regarding biophysical limits, Ophuls concludes: “Civilization is trapped 

in a thermodynamic vicious circle from which escape is well nigh impossible. The 

greater a civilization becomes, the more the citizens produce and consume—but 

the more they produce and consume, the larger the increase in entropy…. The 

only way out would be radically to transform civilization so that the human 

economy resembled the natural economy.”  The natural economy is ignored 242

equally by economists at both extremes: “both liberal capitalism and Marxist 

socialism committed themselves totally to this vision of industrial progress which 

more than any other single cause has brought about the disintegration that is 

	  Eventually, according to Ophuls, “civilization will once again have to rely primarily on 240

diffuse energy sources that lack the energy density needed to sustain an economy predicated on 
concentrated sources. For what matters is not the quantity of  energy but its quality because this 
determines how much work it can do. This shift to lower-quality resources—primarily solar energy
—has profound social and political implications. A civilization based on diffuse energy cannot have 
the same shape as one based on concentrated energy” (Plato’s Revenge, 65).

	  McKibben reports, “More than half  of  all the greenhouse gases emitted since the start 241

of  the Industrial Revolution have spewed from exhaust pipes and smokestacks since 1988. In all 
but one year since 1988, we’ve burned more fossil fuel than the year before, and the exception was 
2009, when the economy fell of  a cliff ” (Falter, 66). Some people feel that natural gas is a viable 
alternative to coal, especially since “methane produces only half  as much carbon as coal when you 
burn it” (ibid., 68). The problem is that the leaked, unburnt gas “traps heat in the atmosphere 
about eighty times more efficiently than carbon dioxide” (ibid.) and current leak rates are more 
than twice what is necessary to make natural gas more polluting than coal.

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 29. Richard Q. Ford writes, “Even if  an unnatural intervention 242

were to take place, so that, for example, all the carbon were suddenly erased from the atmosphere, 
wouldn’t humanity revert to its familiar maldistribution of  wealth? Wouldn’t the privileged return 
once again to occupying all the atmospheric commons? How can this self-defeating tendency ever 
be transformed? The essence of  overcoming climate denial is not simply to stop what we are doing. 
It involves learning how to do things differently” (“Parable,” 10). Wendell Berry writes similarly, 
“The talk is all of  limits on pollution, but not of  the extravagance that is the cause of  pollution and 
of  all other damages. If  we had an unlimited supply of  ‘clean energy,’ we would destroy the world 
by driving on it” (“Wild and Domestic,” Orion 37, no. 2 (Summer 2018): 55).
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taking place throughout the entire planet.”  The natural economy is eclipsed 243

when we enclose the commons  and commodify all of life: “nothing has value 244

except insofar as it can be exchanged for something else and, in this exchange, 

generates a profit for those who control the conditions under which exchange 

occurs.”  This happens through a kind of “inverted totalitarianism,”  where 245 246

economics controls politics. As Helena Norberg-Hodge describes,  

National governments are handing over more and more control and 
abdicating responsibility in favor of supranational institutions like the 
European Community and the World Bank. Such organizations are even 
further removed from the people they are supposed to represent, and 
incapable of responding to their diverse interests…. [This is] an economic 
centralization that threatens to allow multinational corporations to outstrip 
governments in their influence and power.  247

This is not an abstraction for Norberg-Hodge; she spent four decades 

documenting the destruction of the Ladakhi culture (in central Asia) by the forces 

of Western “development”: 

Throughout the world, globalized “development” generally entails an 
influx of external investments that are then used to build up an energy and 

	  Thomas Berry, The Dream of  the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1988), xii.243

	  C. A. Bowers writes, “the language and the deep cultural assumptions that support the 244

cultural forces that are further enclosing the commons also marginalize the vocabulary and 
concepts that are necessary for articulating why the commons are vital to the present and future 
prospects of  humanity—and to sustain the natural systems we depend upon” (Transforming 
Environmental Education, rev. ed. (Ecojustice Press, 2006), accessed January 8, 2020, https://
www.cabowers.net/pedf/transformingee.pdf). 

	  Lambert Zuidervaart, “Theodor W. Adorno: Exposing Capitalism’s Blind 245

Domination,” The Times Literary Supplement (August 28, 2019), accessed August 31, 2019, https://
www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/public/ theodor-adorno-footnotes-to-plato. Helena Norberg-Hodge 
writes, “To really understand the rise in religious fundamentalism and ethnic conflict, we need to 
look at the deep impacts of  what could be described as the jihad of  a global consumer culture 
against the rich diversity of  cultures on the planet” (Ancient Futures (San Francisco: Sierra Club 
Books, 2009), 199).

	  Coined by Sheldon S. Wolin who taught political science and philosophy at University 246

of  California, Berkeley, and Princeton University.

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 155.247
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transport infrastructure. This new infrastructure then shifts the locus of 
economic and political life from a multitude of villages and towns to a 
handful of large urban centers. This is what happened in Ladakh. 
Suddenly, villages that had previously provided food, energy, medicine, 
and skills born of generations of local knowledge were struggling to 
survive. They were no longer able to compete with the city, where 
subsidized imported food, petroleum, pharmaceuticals, and designer 
clothes were available for the lucky few. The destruction of the local 
economy and culture by the global economy also created what can best be 
described as a cultural inferiority complex.  248

This is only possible because at the heart of modern economics (by whatever 

label) is the corporation, and it “exhibits many of the traits found in people 

clinically defined as psychopaths [i.e., having a predatory view of others]…. And 

yet, under the American legal system, corporations have the same legal rights as 

individuals.”  By allowing ourselves to be led into an autistic-like  bubble of 249 250

artificiality, we have cut ourselves off from all experiences and thoughts about the 

natural economy:  

if the trance induced by electronic gadgets makes us oblivious to the 
woods, the wildflowers, and the songs and smells of resurgent spring, then 
we have suffered a grievous loss…. [Through science and technology we] 
enclose ourselves in the world we have constructed. The realm of artifacts, 

	  Helena Norberg-Hodge, “Strengthening Local Economies: The Path to Peace?,” 248

Tikkun 30, no. 3 (Summer 2015): 35. In her experience, “becoming connected to the global 
consumer economy doesn’t just exacerbate existing tensions—in many cases it actually creates them. 
The arrival of  the global economy breaks down human-scale structures, [and] destroys bonds of  
reciprocity and mutual dependence” (ibid., 37, emphasis original).

	   Chris Hedges, Empire of  Illusion (New York: Nation Books, 2009), 163. An excellent 249

example of  this deviousness is “greenwashing”: “A 2010 report called ‘The Sins of  Greenwashing: 
Home and Family Edition’ conducted by the environmental marketing agency TerraChoice 
showed that 95 percent of  consumer products claiming to be green were lying or obfuscating in 
some way” (Charles Derber, “Home Requires Fighting the Hope Industry,” Tikkun 30, no. 2 
(Spring 2015): 22). Cf. “clean coal.”

	  Thomas Berry writes, “Throughout the entire course of  [the Western biblical-classical 250

tradition], the autism has deepened with our mechanism, our political nationalism, and our 
economic industrialism” (Dream, 17).
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for all its ingenuity and convenience, becomes pathological if that is the 
only world we know.  251

 To find our way out of this hall of mirrors is not so easy. As Ana Levy-

Lyons observes, “The madness of the way we live is largely invisible to us 

because it’s simply the water we swim in. It’s hard to really believe that our banal, 

day-to-day activities are creating devastation. It’s hard to really imagine that a 

‘reasonable effort,’ like the one that so many of us make, is just not going to get 

the job done.”  Besides, Ophuls reminds us, “The civilization’s elite may 252

understand that the system is dysfunctional, but fundamental reform would 

require major sacrifice on their part, so they fight to preserve their privilege and 

power.”  253

 This brings Ophuls to his second cause of self-destruction, human error. 

Historian Barbara W. Tuchman writes, “To admit error and cut losses is rare 

among individuals, unknown among states.”  Ophuls demonstrates this 254

recalcitrance by drawing on the historical research of Sir John Bagot Glubb who, 

like Giambattista Vico, Oswald Spengler, and Arnold Toynbee, sees parallel, 

repetitive patterns in the trajectories of past civilizations.  Ophuls is attracted to 255

	  Scott Russell Sanders, “Kinship and Kindness: On Deepening Our Connection with 251

Our Fellow Beings,” Orion 35, no. 3 (May-June 2016): 35.

	  Ana Levy-Lyons, “The Banality of  Environmental Destruction,” Tikkun 30, no. 2 252

(Spring 2015): 29.

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 57.253

	  Quoted in Ophuls, Immoderate, 57.254

	  For Ophuls, this does not equate to predestination: “I do not posit an absolute 255

determinism…[but rather] variations on the theme of  success followed by failure” (Ophuls, 
Immoderate, 3).
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Glubb’s work because of its ecological ring; Glubb posits an arc that is similar to 

the seres of ecological succession. First is the Age of Pioneers: think of 

conquistadors with their pioneer virtues of “optimism, confidence, devotion to 

duty, a sense of honor, a shared purpose, and adherence to a strict moral code.”  256

Second is the Age of Commerce followed by an Age of Affluence. Next, an Age 

of Intellect brings both amazing advances in science as well as “an unceasing 

cacophony of argument.”  Finally, in an Age of Decadence, “the majority lives 257

for bread and circuses; worships celebrities instead of divinities; throws off social 

and moral restraints, especially on sexuality; [and] shirks duties but insists on 

entitlements.”  John Michael Greer sees a similar arc in the path of the 258

American empire and tries to offer hope as we head into decline that he calls the 

Long Descent: 

At this point in the trajectory of industrial society, as our resource base 
falters and our political, economic, religious leaders keep on following the 
path of least resistance toward a head-on collision with ecological reality, 
the chance to turn aside from the Long Descent lies back among the 
missed opportunities of past decades. Much can still be done, though, to 
cushion the way down, to preserve cultural and natural resources for the 
future, and to hand on to the builders of future societies the ideas and tools 
they will need to help build a more humane and sustainable world.  259

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 46.256

	  Quoting Glubb in Ophuls, Immoderate, 48.257

	  Ophuls,	Immoderate,	49.	Even	so,	this	advanced	Age	does	not	mean	we	are	mature	258

in	the	sense	of	wisdom.	In	reference	to	Abraham	H.	Maslow’s	hierarchy	of	needs,	“we	are	
largely	an	adolescent	culture….	In a culture like ours, still preoccupied with security issues, 
enormously high military budgets are never seriously questioned by Congress or by the people, 
while appropriations reflecting later stages in the hierarchy of  needs, like those for education, 
health care for the poor, and the arts, are quickly cut, if  even considered” (Richard Rohr, Falling, 
6).

	  Greer, Long Descent, 223 (emphasis added).259
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By knowing our place in the arc of history, we can better prepare our children for 

the challenges they will face. 

 Ultimately, it does not matter whether we adhere to Glubb’s list of ages or 

some other theory; of greater concern is the fact that the positive feedback loop of 

civilization—known in our time as the “American Dream”  available to 260

“everyone who works hard”—eventually brings it to a point of unsustainability 

and, to make matters worse, the civilizational structure is so complex and the 

moral forum so empty (or full of conflicting voices) that a clear solution is no 

longer visible. Ophuls writes, “Discerning what is a genuine anomaly that calls 

into question the old order and what is a mere problem that can be solved with 

just a little more effort is also far from easy. Indeed, in the absence of a standard 

of truth similar to the scientific method, there are no clear criteria for deciding.”  261

His conclusion is not very inspiring: “Reform and revival are not inconceivable, 

only extraordinarily difficult and costly.”  What is more, considering that 262

slavery and colonialism are unconscionable (there are also no more hinterlands to 

colonize, except perhaps the ocean floor, the Moon, and eventually, Antarctica) 

and that this time (Western) civilization is truly global,  the logistics of any kind 263

of drawdown or “degrowth” to reverse the effects of the biodiversity and climate 

	  Norberg-Hodge writes, “The American Dream is a physical impossibility”   260

(“Strengthening,” 38).

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 58.261

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 63.262

	  John Zerzan writes, “There now exists only one civilization, a single global 263

domestication machine” (A People’s History of  Civilization (Port Townsend, WA: Feral House, 2018), 
294).
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crises will necessarily be immense—to reiterate: on a scale unprecedented in 

human history.  Ophuls’s solution is twofold: educate people about the fact that 264

we cannot solve these crises using the same societal worldview that created them, 

and salvage as much good as possible from civilization before the complex and 

fragile infrastructure breaks down. 

 Such a breakdown need not be an impending overnight apocalypse nor 

even entirely negative. Political historian James C. Scott would have us recognize 

that “much that passes as collapse is, rather, a disassembly of larger but more 

fragile political units into their smaller and often more stable components.”  265

Scott, like Greer, does not see this happening quickly: “There would be in such 

cases not necessarily any dramatic turning point, but rather a nearly imperceptible 

fading away. ‘Collapse’ is far too histrionic a term to apply to such processes…. 

Only for state elites might it have been experienced as a tragedy of ‘collapse.’”  266

In today’s world, the majority of North Americans, Europeans, Australians and 

	  Recent history demonstrates just how difficult it is for those in power to relinquish that 264

control. McKibben reports that Exxon was aware of  how carbon dioxide contributes to climate 
change a decade before James Hansen’s famous Senate testimony on the topic (1988), but they 
chose to engage in “the most consequential cover-up in human history” (Falter, 73). Their decades 
long “disinformation campaign cost us the human generation that might have made the crucial 
difference in the climate fight” (ibid., 79). Guided by the Koch Foundation’s initiatives, the 
Republicans in the US Congress and the Trump administration have brought solar installations to 
a halt: “solar jobs actually fell in the United States in 2017, for the first time since the industry’s 
great expansion had begun” (ibid., 125). McKibben’s conclusion is stark: from Rex Tillerson at 
Exxon to Reagan to Trump, “these men happened to be in a place where they could use their 
power to slow us down precisely at the moment when we needed to speed up, at the moment when 
one more burst of  carbon would break the planet. And so, they’ve become permanently powerful. 
Millennia after they’ve lost the ideological fights, the sea level will still be rising…. The particular 
politics of  one country for one fifty-year period will have rewritten the geological history of  the earth” (ibid., 127, 
emphasis added).

	  James C. Scott, Against the Grain: A Deep History of  the Earliest States (New Haven, CT: 265

Yale University Press, 2017), 187. 

	  Scott, Against, 201-202. 266
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other so-called “first world” people might be considered just such “state elites,” 

i.e., living in a state of luxury scarcely imaginable by the world’s poorest one 

billion people. It might behoove us to prepare our children for a future “dark age,” 

about which Scott writes, “the term ‘dark age’ needs to be queried: ‘dark’ for 

whom and in what respects?… The term is often a form of propaganda by which a 

centralized dynasty contrasts its achievements with what it casts as the disunity 

and decentralization that preceded it” —and follows it. Such a “collapse” may 267

not be “dark” for everyone: “The decentralization that arises may not only lessen 

the state-imposed burdens but may even usher in a modest degree of 

egalitarianism.”  Or not. It may also usher in a territorial struggle among 268

warlords as we see in some areas of the globe today (e.g., Mexico and 

Afghanistan). 

 So is civilization redeemable or is it forever destined to veer into 

ecological destruction? Eileen Crist believes an ecological civilization is possible

—hence the subtitle of her recent book, Toward an Ecological Civilization—yet, 

as she concludes, “civilization does not need to be saved, but reinvented.”  Her 269

ideas are influenced by the “biodiversity holocaust” (11): “Humanity is driving 

immense losses at all levels—species, genes (i.e., subspecies, varieties, overall 

numbers, and metapopulations), and ecologies. Life’s diversity is in free fall on 

	  Scott, Against, 213.267

	  Scott, Against, 217.268

	  Crist, Abundant, 244. Subsequent references in this section are in parentheses in the 269

text.
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multiple fronts, through multiple causes, and in multiple places” (17). Those 

multiple causes, says Crist, find a common root in what she calls the human-

supremacist worldview. Human supremacy, or anthropocentrism, was already 

prevalent in antiquity and, I would add, is another term for humanity’s original 

sin: “Indeed, by the time the classical worlds of Greece and Rome emerged, the 

human mind was well seasoned for what political scientist John Rodman aptly 

called the ‘Differential Imperative’: ideas of a human-nonhuman unbridgeable 

divide” (53). Crist's poetic explanation of how this Differential Imperative is 

tantamount to an ontological inversion is worth quoting at length: 

The original ontology of Earth as something greater, inexhaustible, 
unknown, enchanted, and mysterious has been supervened, while a man-
made ontology of the civilized human has become physically entrenched 
and conceptually reified. The vast reality of Earth as a field of 
multitudinous beings and relationships, as a seemingly indomitable 
domain, as a realm harboring the magical and the unexpected, as a living 
canvas of experience and meaning far wider than the human sphere (and 
encompassing of it) has dwindled. In the place of that vast reality a 
humanized reality looms. This ontological inversion of a part (the human) 
claiming the whole (the biosphere) has transpired over history’s long 
course. Indeed, once the ideational and physical juggernaut of human 
supremacy was set into motion several millennia ago, it was only a matter 
of time before man and his works…would become virtually all there is to 
see. (58-59)  

Crist’s comparison is between Earth’s “original ontology” and a later, usurping 

“man-made ontology.” The latter, she says, is “a part claiming the whole,” i.e., the 

ontological inversion. Crist’s supposition, that Earth is “something greater” than 

humans and beyond our comprehension and control (“enchanted” and 

“mysterious”), is resonant with both modern evolutionary theory and many 

Indigenous philosophies. It is also dissonant with the human supremacist position 
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found in both ancient Greek philosophy (cf. Aristotle’s chain of being with 

humans near the top) and the kind of Christianity that emphasizes human 

dominion over creation (“man as lord of creation”).  Crist’s point is that the 270

supremacist position has, for millennia, grown to where it fills our minds 

(“ideational”) and physical surroundings to the degree that we can no longer see 

the creation in its fullness; we merely see it for its usefulness to us.  

 What is the role of education in blinding us to this larger reality so that the 

human world is “all there is to see”? Crist writes, 

The cultural installation of the beliefs of distinction and prerogative 
downloads the core credo of anthropocentrism…. In the process of daily 
life, children learn by osmosis that environments are human dominated or 
legitimately subject to human domination. Later,…through education in 
political geography, human beings learn that the world belongs to people 
and has been territorially carved among nations. Formal schooling further 
teaches youngsters that history consists of a parade of civilizations, 
kingdoms, periods,…and so forth—all the while transmitting the 
sublimated message that Earth is just the background upon which history 
unfolds…. Simultaneously with all this, human beings are taught the 
category of “animals” as a distinct class of beings from “the human”; 
moreover, many animals are understood, from an early age, to be property, 
vermin, game, or food—in other words, subject to absolute power. 
(50-51)  271

	  Crist writes, “Western classical thought, followed by Judeo-Christian theology, 270

championed the idea that everything has come into existence, or been specially created, for human 
beings…. During the Middle Ages, under the spell of  Christian dominion-of-man dogma, a rigid 
anthropocentrism reigned…. Thus classical and Christian conceptions forged the foundation for 
the modern secular concept of  resources to emerge and go viral” (Abundant, 70-71). Not all 
Christianities are dominionist but those who are not—i.e., those who practice a religion of  creation
—are truly outliers.

	  This is also evident as the American monoculture usurps local cultures around the 271

globe. As Ursula K. Le Guin observes, “The monstrous homogenization of  our world has now 
almost destroyed the map, any map, by making every place on it exactly like every other place, and 
leaving no blanks. No unknown lands. A hamburger joint and a coffee shop in every block, repeat 
forever. No Others; nothing unfamiliar. As in the Mandelbrot fractal set, the enormously large and 
infinitesimally small are exactly the same, and the same leads always to the same again; there is no 
other; there is no escape, because there is nowhere else” (Cheek, 40).
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The outcome of the exercise of this absolute power is evident all around us in 

multiple, overlapping ecological and social crises, but such human-over-

nonhuman abuse, what Crist calls “human-nonhuman apartheid” (72), is not 

inevitable: “the lord-of-nature identity is not rooted in any essential or final 

way” (79). After all, there are plenty of Indigenous examples of humans living 

within local ecological limits.  “Native American scholars and activists have 272

noted that the relationship between their ancestors and the more-than-human 

world was one of love (not management), one of respect (not resourcism), and 

one of communion and solidarity (not dominion). Indigenous literature on human-

nonhuman relations emphasizes kinship, reciprocity, limits, and gratitude” (127). 

 These Indigenous values—respect, communion, reciprocity, etc.—

regarding the more-than-human world form the outline for Crist’s ecological 

civilization. In a conscious effort to reverse the “trends of more,” she presents a 

two-part program, scaling down and pulling back: 

Scaling down calls for drastically reducing excessive consumption, which 
requires, along with other actions and measures, lowering the global 
population, deindustrializing food production, relocalizing economies, and 
lessening global trade. Pulling back is the life-affirming project of 
restoring, reconnecting, and rewilding large expanses of land and ocean, 
so as to share the planet generously with its millions of life-forms and 
renew its life-nourishing vibrancy for all earthlings. (186 (emphasis 
added)) 

	  Researchers Daniel Vickers and Loren McClenachan write, “The Indigenous salmon 272

fishery of  British Columbia was sustained for something in the order of  three to five thousand 
years before European settlement on the Pacific coast, not because Indians lacked the technical 
capacity to overfish or because they fished for personal consumption only, but because they 
possessed an economic culture that emphasized subsistence, diversification, and reciprocity and because their 
tribal culture was not inherently expansionist” (quoted in Crist, Abundant, 93, emphasis added by Crist).
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Specifically, industrial agriculture must be abolished  and the global population 273

of humans humanely reduced to around two billion over time.  To achieve these 274

things, Crist points to the importance of education. For instance, with regard to 

population, “the level of a woman’s schooling is a reliable ‘predictor’ of her 

fertility. Worldwide, women with no education have an average of 4.5 children 

each, while women with a university education have an average of 1.7.  A 

declining fertility rate tracks increasing years of schooling in between” (204).  275

Crist declares that “patriarchy needs to be fast-tracked out of existence” (205) and 

sees education as key to that end. 

 This is where I become skeptical. Throughout my career as an educator I 

have witnessed an unceasing parade of societal ills that teachers are supposed to 

fix in the classroom. This cognitivist approach is too restrictive and I fear Crist, at 

	  Crist writes, “Industrial food production is humanity’s most ecologically destructive 273

activity” (Abundant, 173).

	  Well aware of  the fact that “the population issue has been…bogged down by political 274

controversy, acrimonious debates, and knee-jerk attributions of  the shady motive of  ‘population 
control’” (Abundant, 191), Crist suggests several ways we might reframe it. For one, “population size 
is a leading cause, and ever the magnifier, of  the actual physical driver of  humanity’s impact—
excessive consumption. Stabilizing and gradually lowering the global population will enable 
reduced consumption of  everything and of  corresponding waste” (ibid., 194). For another, to avoid 
any kind of  coercion, family-planning education and services must proliferate, especially for girls 
and women around the globe. And a third way is to reduce “animal product consumption to 
roughly 10 percent of  the human diet” (ibid., 200). All in all, an optimal global human population 
depends on the average material standard of  living. One billion living like modern Europeans? 
Three billion living like traditional Mexican villagers? As Ehrlich and Ehrlich write, “to support 
today’s population of  seven billion sustainably (i.e., with business as usual, including current 
technologies and standards of  living) would require roughly half  an additional planet; to do so, if  
all citizens of  Earth consumed resources at the US level would take four to five more 
Earths” (“Can a Collapse,” 44).

	  Crist reports, “Worldwide, 40 percent of  pregnancies are unintended” (Abundant, 206). 275

She sees this as primarily a lack of  education. A comprehensive, age-appropriate sexuality 
education would greatly slow down population growth and reduce the demand for abortions. 
Referencing the work of  David Pimentel et al., Crist summarizes, “if  couples today embraced the 
goal of  an average of  one child, global population would slowly decline toward two billion in the 
span of  one hundred years” (ibid., 207).
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times, falls into it. If her sex education proposal is dependent on modern, 

Western-style classrooms, patriarchy will not soon disappear, for it is more a 

spiritual issue (i.e., a matter of the heart) than a cognitive one (i.e., a matter of 

decontextualized information). Western education’s cognitivistic bias will be 

addressed in the next section, but Crist’s points are not invalidated by her 

emphasis on cognitivistic worldviews.  Even her educational ideas are not 276

entirely limited to the cognitive-linguistic emphasis of classrooms, lectures, and 

written examinations. “Ecological education,” Crist says, “is…the heart of the 

bioregional vision….[and it] begins with teaching children the stories and facts 

about where they live and with whom they cohabit” (233).  But these stories and 277

facts are not disembodied, trapped in texts, but rather lived in intimacy with 

nature, through “wild learning” at the “University of the Wilderness” (234). 

Although humans cannot help but manipulate the world, we must be taught to do 

so “in respectful, appropriate, and even beautiful ways” (234)—and we cannot do 

this unless we have lived among and learned to love the more-than-human 

creatures around us. Consonant with Indigenous philosophies of education, Crist 

concludes, “Every human being brings a gift when they come into the world. The 

paramount objective of education is to offer the conditions and learning 

environment that can bring each person in contact with that gift, that 

	  Crist’s thesis is that the root of  the ecological crisis is “the prevailing worldview of  276

human supremacy or anthropocentrism” (Abundant, 44, emphasis added). I agree that the human 
supremacy worldview is a problem but the root goes deeper still (cf. section 2.3).

	  Crist writes, “The guiding principle of  bioregional inhabitation is that there is 277

sustenance, space, and freedom for all—human and nonhuman—to enjoy the freedom to express 
their natures and to move in the direction of  self-realization” (Abundant, 232).
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calling” (234). The difference between Crist’s idea of developing a child’s gift and 

that of modern education is found in the words of Chief Luther Standing Bear: 

“The old Lakota was wise. He knew that man’s heart away from nature becomes 

hard; he knew that lack of respect for growing, living things soon led to a lack of 

respect for humans too. So he kept his youth close to its softening influence.”  278

Modern, Western, industrialized schooling with its artificial setting and virtual/

digitized reality has made us callous to the needs and plight of the wider creation; 

we desperately need its softening influence. 

 Ultimately, we must believe, along with Wendell Berry, that “it is time for 

us to take full responsibility for the life-denying character of our histories and see 

in our damaged and exhausted landscapes the effects of a perverted desire. It is 

time too for us to recognize that disembodied desire, desire cut off from the 

natural and social webs of interdependence, eventually leads to our own 

homelessness.”  Unfortunately, almost every educational response to our 279

planetary crisis, whether curricular, pedagogical, or philosophical, amounts to the 

same thing: give the students the right information and they will change their lives 

(and the world). This is terribly naive considering the deluge of information 

children receive today from countless sources, some more influential than others. 

What matters is not what captures their eyes or even their thoughts, for those are 

	  Quoted in Abundant, 233.278

	  Norman Wirzba’s “exposition of  Berry’s agenda” is quoted in Bouma-Prediger and 279

Walsh, Beyond, 12n17.
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fleeting, but what captures their imaginations and ultimately their hearts, i.e., what 

they live for. This is the third premise, to which we now turn. 

Key Concepts in 2.2. 

civilization. Similar cultural and societal attributes shared over a large 

geographical region (historically associated with cities as cultural centers). 

collapse. In reference to a civilization, its final dissolution that generally happens 

unevenly over a couple of centuries (cf. Greer’s “Long Descent”). 

commodification. A reduction of some part (or all) of creation to its economic 

aspect.  280

commons. The part of creation shared openly by all of its inhabitants. 

degrowth. An awkward term referring to the purposeful shrinking of an economy 

(to help it better fit its local ecological limits). 

Differential Imperative. The doctrine of human supremacy that leads to a kind of 

human-over-nonhuman apartheid. 

ecological civilization. A large, regional society sharing a common cultural 

priority of bioregional duende and neighborly reciprocity. 

scaling down and pulling back. The reduction of human population, 

consumption, and land use (making room for the flourishing of Others). 

	  Wendell Berry writes, “What we can do is judge our behavior, our history, and our 280

present situation by a better standard than ‘efficiency’ or ‘profit,’ or those measures that we’re still 
using to determine economic decisions. The standard that I always come back to is the health of  
the world” (Helena Norberg-Hodge and Wendell Berry, “Caretaking,” Orion 37, no. 4 (Winter 
2018): 15).
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Summary of 2.2. Civilization is a Faustian bargain. Its many technological 

advances for humanity’s privileged members come at a terrible price for Everyone 

else. Even so, human nature is such that those who benefit the most are unlikely 

to give up their ecologically destructive lifestyles (to any significant degree), and 

the “have-nots” will continue to strive for a “better life” regardless of the 

ecological consequences. The normative “Christian” way through this 

impasse —scaling down and pulling back—will not likely be chosen by many, 281

so we must prepare for a “Long Descent.” If we are ever to develop an ecological 

civilization we must learn from our Indigenous Neighbors. 

Econormative Principles for Christian Education: 2.2. 

Civilizational Principle 1. A Christian education helps students count the cost of 

civilization and guides them toward scaling down (fewer humans and less 

consumption) and pulling back (giving nonhumans more space). This 

includes helping students to identify the life cycle of every cultural 

artifact: does anything in the way it is made, used, or discarded cause 

disproportionate harm to Others?  282

Civilizational Principle 2. A Christian education trains students to build an 

ecological civilization by salvaging what is ecologically responsible in our 

	  As Ophuls writes, “the proper (or only) way to ‘manage’ civilization is by not allowing it 281

to become too complex” (Immoderate, 41 (emphasis original)). Even so, his prognosis is not good, 
considering human nature: “Most of  the trends I identify are inexorable, and complex adaptive 
systems are ultimately unmanageable. To the extent that we can do something, the required 
measures are far outside the bounds of  what is feasible or even thinkable today” (ibid., ii). Clark 
writes, “The deniers among us simply reject the clear evidence of  global ecological crisis. The 
disavowers, on the other hand, accept the truth of  the evidence but fail to undertake actions that 
are even vaguely proportional to the gravity of  our predicament” (Between, 11).

	  Cf. Keesmaat and Walsh, Romans, 186.282

!99



current civilization(s). The students should also explore biomimicry, 

appropriate technology, and Indigenous lifeways in search of applicable 

wisdom. 

2.3. Premise Three: Knowing with the Heart 

“I was loved, therefore I am,” and “I love, therefore I am.” 
—James H. Olthuis  283

Crist declares an ecological civilization is founded on an ecological worldview, 

but I believe we need to go deeper—straight to the heart, as it were. It is not that 

the cognitive exercise of worldview  formation is not important, or even critical, 284

to solving our global challenges; it is. But if we do not address the root of what 

drives that worldview formation then we are not going to the source of the 

problem. For example, student boredom in school and ecological destruction, 

though seemingly disparate topics, are ultimately caused by the same thing: a 

basic misunderstanding of what it is to be human. If one’s basic ontology 

bifurcates reality primarily based on matter and subsequently prioritizes the 

immaterial over the material (e.g., heaven over earth), it follows that one’s 

anthropology will prioritize the mental over the physical (including the rational 

	  Olthuis, Beautiful, 69.283

	  Albert Wolters writes, “A worldview is a matter of  the shared everyday experience of  284

humankind, an inescapable component of  all human knowing, and as such it is nonscientific, or 
rather (since scientific knowing is always dependent on the intuitive knowing of  our everyday 
experience), prescientific in nature. It belongs to an order of  cognition more basic than that of  
science or theory” (Creation Regained (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1985), 9). Blomberg writes, “if  
there is a limitation in Wolters’ (1985) definition, it is that it is susceptible to interpretation as 
primarily a conceptual framework…. [P]referably, a worldview ought to be considered an active 
viewing, attending to and acting: a way of  seeing, but also a way of  being and doing in the 
world” (Blomberg, Wisdom, 129 (emphasis original)).
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over the emotional and the instinctual) to the detriment of the latter.  Schools then 

become places to fill the mind with information while neglecting the formation of 

whole-person habits and attitudes in relation to the local Community. Energetic 

little human primates are confined to desks for hours every day, and hormone-

charged adolescents are told to keep their personal issues outside the classroom. 

Humans are not solely, or even mainly, information processing machines, 

especially information that has little relevance to our quotidian interests and 

needs. Similarly, we make choices about food, clothing, employment, 

transportation, entertainment and other things every day without regard for their 

connection to or impact on the local bioregional Community. Fast food, name-

brand clothing and electronics, air-conditioned office buildings, cars, and malls 

are for the most part unsustainable, ecologically destructive—yet what other real 

choices do we have? This is the reason for beginning with the previous two 

premises. First we must understand our ecological substructure, the basic limits 

within which all civilizations must build. Second, our record of paying attention 

to those limits is poor and, by many significant measures, growing worse. Not 

only must we change what we teach the next generation but how—and that 

includes the “hidden curriculum,” i.e., not just what we say (overt curriculum) and 

how we say it (overt pedagogy) but what we do and how our actions reveal what 

we love (observed and often emulated by our children as a kind of covert 

curriculum and pedagogy). 
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 What Crist calls a human supremacy worldview has its roots in something 

deeper. It is a love of human power, a desire and quest driving us to shape the 

world according to our dreams with an antipathy toward limits, toward anything 

that stunts that freedom. To get at that core motivation in our lives, to diagnose it 

and educate/form it, we need a more probing anthropology. Christian philosopher 

James K. A. Smith describes the kind of worldview-talk that Crist is using as 

“inadequate. It is an approach that imagines us (and our students) as primarily 

spectators of the world rather than as actors in the world.”  After all, he says 285

“we might have a highly developed, articulate ‘worldview’ and yet act in ways 

that are remarkably inconsistent with such a ‘perspective’”	(IK 8, emphasis 

original). Smith would have us focus on the heart,  specifically habits of the 286

heart, and, for teachers, the role that the imagination plays in forming those 

habits. “Typical worldview-thinking,” he says, “…is too focused on the cognitive. 

If you think cultural critique is based on ideas or beliefs, and that cultural ‘threats’ 

come in the form of messages and ‘values,’ then you’ll have a cultural radar that 

is only equipped to pick up on ideas and beliefs.”  This is the crux of the 287

	  James K. A. Smith, Imagining the Kingdom: How Worship Works, Cultural Liturgies, vol. 2 285

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2013), 8 (emphasis original). Subsequent references in this 
section are abbreviated as IK and are in parentheses in the text.

	  It is important that the “heart” here not be reduced, as in popular usage, to feelings 286

and/or emotions. A more holistic, bodily anthropology such as Smith is articulating is less 
interested in dissecting thoughts from feelings (as if  that were possible) and more 
(phenomenologically) interested in what any feeling-weighted thoughts or actions are grounded in. 
As Paul Kingsnorth writes, “Reason and emotion are not discrete: they are entirely enmeshed, and 
one cannot function properly without the other. Both, in fact, are words for the same thing: the 
working of  different aspects of  the embodied mind” (Confessions of  a Recovering Environmentalist and 
Other Essays (Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf  Press, 2017), 166).

	  James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation, 287

Cultural Liturgies, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 84. Subsequent references in 
this section are abbreviated as DK and are in parentheses in the text.
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perennial problem with Western education: it is overly focused on the cognitive—

including ideas and beliefs—and too rarely remembers to engage the heart, so 

students are bored, viz., there is a lack of meaningful connection to the material, 

lessons in environmental education effect little change in students’ (or teachers’) 

lifestyles, and Christian schools churn out graduates who in general live no more 

lovingly or justly than their non-Christian neighbors.  288

 This has not always been the case—indeed, it still is not in many non-

Western cultures. Smith hearkens back to the early church: the “Augustinian 

model of human persons resists the rationalism and quasi-rationalism of the 

earlier models by shifting the center of gravity of human identity, as it were, down 

from the heady regions of mind closer to the central regions of our bodies, in 

particular, our kardia—our gut or heart” (DK 47). Augustine’s corrective didn’t 

take, so fifteen centuries later Heidegger had to fight the same battle: “Heidegger 

made a critical move: he shifted the center of gravity of the human person from 

the cognitive to the noncognitive—from the head to something like the heart, 

from the cerebral regions of mind to the more affective region of the body”	(DK 

49-50). This is no mere neo-Romantic turn, for the shift is not dichotomous—

thoughts vs. feelings—but is toward that which underlies one’s feeling-weighted 

thoughts: one’s core, “gut” (kardia), or heart, the seat of our habits and 

precognitive dispositions. Smith calls us “affective, desiring, liturgical animals” 

	  Smith writes, “To be blunt, our Christian colleges and universities generate an army of  288

alumni who look pretty much like all the rest of  their suburban neighbors, except that our 
graduates drive their SUVs, inhabit their executive homes, and pursue the frenetic life of  the 
middle class and the corporate ladder ‘from a Christian perspective’” (Desiring, 219).
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and sees the role of education as “a pedagogy of desire that gets hold of us 

through the body” (DK 24). His use of the word “liturgical” here is a canny way 

of bringing spirituality into the discussion. Smith equates liturgy with worship  289

and declares everyone, and all our actions, to be religious: “religion here refers 

primarily not to a set of beliefs or doctrines but rather to a way of life” (DK 27). 

And not just any way of life, but a way reflecting “what we love as ultimate”  

(DK 27, emphasis original). Smith’s religion as a way of life and Zuidervaart’s 

spirituality as one’s life direction are both calibrated by one’s ultimate love. For 

the sake of consistency, I will follow Zuidervaart and use spirituality (rather than 

religion or liturgy ) to refer to one’s ultimate life orientation. All education—all 290

human activity—is spiritual in the sense that it aims us toward some ultimacy. As 

Smith says, “education…is a constellation of practices, rituals, and routines that 

inculcates a particular vision of the good life by inscribing or infusing that vision 

into the heart (the gut) by means of material, embodied practices” (DK 26).  This 

could be expressed diagrammatically this way: 

Whole-body, Communal practices (e.g., schooling, social media, etc.)  

capture the imagination (often through story) and  

shape one’s core (heart, gut, kardia) habits/drives/motivations so that  

the desire-filled actions that flow from one’s core  

	  Smith writes, “Throughout this book, I simply use the term liturgy as a synonym for 289

worship” (Desiring, 25n8, emphasis original). 

	  While Zuidervaart is sanguine that Smith’s work “opens up exciting new areas for 290

exploration in curriculum and pedagogy,” he is also wary that it may lead to a kind of  ecclesial 
reductionism: “the underlying philosophical claim that human beings are liturgical animals draws 
attention away from the fact they are also social, political, and economic animals. It also threatens 
to make one dimension of  life—the religious dimension—definitive for all other dimensions” (Art, 
Education, and Cultural Renewal (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2017), 23). 
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have an aim, a directional/spiritual orientation toward  

an ultimate goal (telos, the “good life”).  

The consequences of those goal-directed actions  

shape the whole-body, Communal practices and  

round and round it goes.  291

 Smith’s anthropology is a repudiation of the dominant cognitivist 

anthropology and its “stunted pedagogy that is fixated on the mind” (DK 43). “We 

are what we love,” he says; “we are…embodied, practicing creatures whose love/

desire is aimed at something ultimate” (DK 40). This is why our students are 

generally more interested in the mall, or sports, or social media, than school: 

“shopping and athletics actually constitute formative pedagogies of desire” (DK 

64-65). The question of how we remake our schools and other educational 

settings to align with a more holistic, embodied, desire-based anthropology and 

pedagogy is one of the core issues of this dissertation, but let us no longer pretend 

that cognitivist, information-laden lessons are going to change anyone’s way of 

life. It is not that such lessons are unimportant; they are useful in formulating and 

articulating worldviews—cognitivist “worldview-talk”—but such activities can be 

used to answer an essay question and then forget that information with no change 

to one’s core habits, desires, or daily telos-aimed actions. 

 Because worldview-talk and cognitivist education do not go deep enough, 

because they make life into a spectator sport, Smith turns to Charles Taylor’s 

	  Inspired by Figure 1, “Homo Liturgicus: The Human as Desiring Animal” (Desiring, 48).291
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notion of the “social imaginary”: “There’s something else and something more 

rumbling beneath the cognitive that drives much of our action and behavior. 

Taylor describes this as an imaginary in order to refer to ‘the way ordinary people 

“imagine” their social surroundings,’ which is ‘not expressed in theoretical terms, 

but is carried in images, stories, and legends’” (DK 65).  Put differently, 292

A social imaginary is not how we think about the world, but how we 
imagine the world before we ever think about it; hence the social 
imaginary is made up of the stuff that funds the imagination—stories, 
myths, pictures, narratives…. [T]he imaginary is social in two ways: on 
the one hand it is a social phenomenon received from and shared with 
others; on the other hand, it is a vision of and for social life—a vision of 
what counts as human flourishing, what counts as meaningful 
relationships, what counts as “good” families, and so forth. (DK 66, 
emphasis original)  293

The recognition of this foundational role of the imagination in our interaction with 

the world, and in our education, is not limited to Smith or Taylor. In 1980 Calvin 

Seerveld was writing about “The Fundamental Importance of Imaginativity within 

Schooling.”  For Seerveld, “a competent teacher [is] fascinated by one’s own 294

material who is himself or herself a ‘captivating’ teacher, that is, one able to stir 

the imagination of the students” without turning the classroom into a “vaudeville 

	  Smith is quoting Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke 292

University Press, 2004).

	  I would amend “human flourishing” to include the flourishing of  all creatures. Sylvia 293

C. Keesmaat and Brian J. Walsh define social imaginary this way: “A social imaginary both 
informs us of  ‘how things usually go’ and gives us an idea of  how things ‘ought to go.’ Those who 
control the images control society precisely because they control the cultural imagination…. 
Imagination is never neutral or generic. It is rooted in specific stories and metaphors imbued with 
particular meaning in contrast to, and often in conflict with, other stories and metaphors” (Romans, 
33).

	  The title of  chapter 5 of  his Rainbows for a Fallen World (Toronto: Tuppence Press, 294

1980). Smith makes reference to this chapter in Imagining, 159n27.
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act.”  To engage or captivate a child’s imagination is to influence the core of her 295

being; it is a heavy responsibility and not one that should be abdicated to the 

entertainment-social-media industry.  296

 Smith, like Seerveld, sees the imagination as a critical link between our 

bodily interaction with the world and our core loving/knowing orientation toward 

it. The imagination, Smith says, is “a quasi-faculty whereby we construe the 

world on a precognitive level, on a register that is fundamentally aesthetic 

precisely because it is so closely tied to the body” (IK 17, emphasis original). 

Consider the diagrammatic summary again: the communal practices “are 

compressed, performed narratives that recruit the imagination through the 

body”	(IK	20),	but it is not unidirectional. The heart that is shaped by those 

practices (via the imagination) overflows in a certain direction toward a certain 

telos; this actional overflow potentially becomes part of the fund of communal 

practices, and back and forth it goes. In Christian terms, it looks like this:  

the way to the heart is through the body, and the way into the body is 
through story. And this is how worship works: Christian formation is a 
conversion of the imagination effected by the Spirit, who recruits our most 
fundamental drives by a kind of narrative enchantment—by inviting us 

	  Seerveld, Rainbows, 139.295

	  McKibben reports, “The average person now touches, swipes, or taps his phone 2,617 296

times a day” (Falter, 176). Since 2012, “when the number of  Americans with a smartphone passed 
the 50 percent mark” (ibid., 177), psychology professor Jean Twenge noted significant shifts in data 
from previous decades; teens are drinking less and having sex less because they are going out with 
their friends far less; the more time they spend looking at Facebook, the unhappier they are 
(depressive symptoms have spiked); and “three times as many teenagers killed themselves in 2015 
as in 2007” (quoted in ibid., 177-78).
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narrative animals into a story that seeps into our bones and becomes the 
orienting background of our being-in-the-world” (IK 14-15).  297

Ideally, what Smith calls worship—“how worship works”—is applicable to all of 

life: the adjective “Christian” (as in, “Christian formation”) ought to be 

synonymous with right action, with what is normative, with what is good and just 

and ecologically healthy. The fact that Christianity has a tarnished reputation 

regarding ecological care should not stop Christians from seeking this ideal. 

Smith’s anthropology is helpful regardless of the labels. The above quote could be 

rewritten diagrammatically as follows:  

The way to the heart is through the body, and  

the way into the body is through story. And  

this is how [life, education] works:  

[ecologically responsible life] formation is a conversion of the  

 imagination  

effected by the [Creator blowing through creation],  

who recruits our most fundamental desires  

by a kind of narrative enchantment— 

by inviting us narrative animals into a story  

that seeps into our bones and  

becomes the orienting background of our being-in-the-world.  

	  Smith writes, “we know reality storiedly” (Imagining, 14n26); “we are narrative animals 297

whose very orientation to the world is fundamentally shaped by stories…. We’re less convinced by 
arguments than moved by stories; our being-in-the-world is more aesthetic than deductive, better 
captured by narrative than analysis…. Narrative is the scaffolding of  our experience” (Imagining, 
108).
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My third premise, therefore, is that we know with our heart, and the heart is 

shaped by story (via the imagination).  298

 From one perspective, our world is a cacophony of stories, but at root they 

might be sorted according to whether they go with or against the “grain of the 

universe”: “all of creation flourishes best when our communities and relationships 

run with the grain of those grooves” (DK 176). Christianity is one storied attempt 

to live the right way, yet we must be quick to “confess both our proclivity and 

actions that run against the grain of the universe” (DK 177). Judaism and 

Christianity share the story of the first humans overstepping their bounds and the 

hope of restoring what was broken. But this does not mean that all their 

metaphors are helpful. Isaiah’s vision of lifting up the valleys and lowering the 

mountains sounds too close to “mountaintop removal,” and John’s vision of a city 

the size of a 1,500-mile cube hardly seems sustainable. And today’s stories of 

endless resources and eternal progress are no better. Smith says that to correct our 

“perception requires restor(y)ing the imagination” (IK 160). As narrative animals, 

stories indeed “seep into our bones” and form our character. Smith observes, “We 

live into the stories we’ve absorbed; we become the characters in the drama that 

	  In contrast to most of  Western philosophy, where concepts are seen as the most basic 298

building blocks of  mental activity out of  which more complex things such as stories grow, Smith 
draws on cognitive scientist Mark Johnson (quoting from Johnson’s seminal The Meaning of  the Body): 
“abstract concepts ‘are defined by conceptual metaphors that recruit the semantics and inference 
patterns of  sensorimotor experience.’ [Johnson] pictures a nested relationship, beginning with the 
image schemas that arise from our bodily engagement, which in turn give rise to ‘primary’ 
metaphors, which then generate ‘conceptual’ metaphors, eventually yielding concepts proper. So 
our concepts are emergent, growing out of  what is ultimately a body-based interaction with our 
environment” (Imagining, 82n17). Most basic is our whole-body-mind interaction with the world. 
From those experiences we create comparisons—metaphors—in a web of  interreferential 
meaning. Those metaphors may percolate up, or not, into more abstract thoughts, but either way, 
we share our experiences with each other primarily via chains of  metaphors, i.e., stories.
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has captured us” (DK 32). Speaking of the power of sports in our lives, of the 

“scripts” they give us, he reminds us that “the games we play and watch 

character-ize us;…we become characters in those stories.”  For this reason we 299

must be on guard against the stories that are heart-misshaping influences. “Oh be 

careful little eyes what you see; oh be careful little ears what you hear.” Yet in our 

Information Age, with innumerable stories at our fingertips, and in a cult(ure) of 

youth, with little heed given to those who, through long lives, might be able to 

help us evaluate those stories, we are often left to find our own way, to sort 

through the stories on our own, making choices based on mere predispositions 

and attractiveness. In one sense, this is nothing new: cities have always been a 

crossroads and marketplace of ideas, and small, culture-conserving communities 

have always been wary of them. But now, for the first time, the “city” is both 

everywhere (pantopia) and nowhere (utopia) as it has McFranchised itself 

globally and fits in the palm of your hand. 

 The role of education in light of this information explosion is determined 

by the story we live out of, the story that character-izes us. If humans are 

infinitely-expandable, information-processing machines, this is all very 

exciting.  And if humans are actually a species who once had the humility to 300

learn our stories from those (humans and nonhumans) who preceded us, but who 

now have the hubris to create stories disconnected from our Predecessors, stories 

	  James K. A. Smith, Awaiting the King: Reforming Public Theology, Cultural Liturgies, vol. 3 299

(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2017), 30.

	  To get a sense of  that excitement, cf. Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity is Near, When Humans 300

Transcend Biology (New York: Penguin Books, 2006). 
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that enslave and destroy them, then it is time for what Smith calls “re-

narrating.”  For us today this means a kind of re-indigenization, a 301

reacquaintance with our local bioregional Community, and education in all its 

forms is a central provider of the stories that orient us toward that telos. 

Key Concepts in 2.3. 

heart (core, gut, kardia). The seat of one’s deepest motivation(s); a holistic 

concept of what lies at the junction of conscious, subconscious, and 

instinct, and in a reflexive relationship with one’s thoughts, emotions, and 

other faculties. 

social imaginary. A shared vision of human flourishing (Taylor). “A social 

imaginary both informs us of ‘how things usually go’ and gives us an idea 

of how things ‘ought to go.’ Those who control the images control society 

precisely because they control the cultural imagination…. Imagination is 

never neutral or generic. It is rooted in specific stories and metaphors 

imbued with particular meaning in contrast to, and often in conflict with, 

other stories and metaphors” (Keesmaat and Walsh). 

worldview. “A worldview is a matter of the shared everyday experience of 

humankind, an inescapable component of all human knowing, and as such 

it is nonscientific, or rather (since scientific knowing is always dependent 

on the intuitive knowing of our everyday experience), prescientific in 

	  Smith, Awaiting, 94301
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nature. It belongs to an order of cognition more basic than that of science 

or theory” (Wolters). 

Summary of 2.3. Learning with the mind (the “head”) is only scratching the 

surface. Whole-body learning engages the core (the “heart”) of our being through 

the imagination which, in turn, is partial to “narrative enchantment” (Smith). 

Econormative Principles for Christian Education: 2.3. 

Epistemological Principle 1 (EpistPr1). A Christian school practices whole-body 

learning that engages the core (the “heart”) of our being through the 

imagination. 

Epistemological Principle 2 (EpistPr2). A Christian education uses “narrative 

enchantment” (Smith) to inspire students’ imaginations. 
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Chapter 3 

Ecocentrism as a Standard 

Unfortunately, even with today’s level of eco-awareness, few scholars seem 

willing to break from technomessianism (technology as savior) and consider both 

(1) the deep societal changes that humanity must face if we are to ameliorate the 

worst of what the future might hold (i.e., preparing our children for a worst-case 

scenario), and (2) the ecological changes that are coming regardless of what we 

do. Prominent among those who are facing these changes are those calling for an 

ecocentric worldview. Often extended beyond a worldview to a philosophy and a 

spirituality (heart-direction), it is a potent antidote to anthropocentrism and worth 

examining as an additional influence on the development of an econormative 

form of Christian education. 

 According to the academic journal The Ecological Citizen, ecocentrism “is 

a worldview in which the frame of intrinsic value and ethical importance covers 

all living organisms on Earth, the abiotic components of living systems and the 

dynamic interactions between these interconnected elements in space and 

time.”  Patrick Curry, the journal’s editor-in-chief, elaborates in his book-length 302

apologetic for ecocentrism, Ecological Ethics: 

ecocentrics [ecocentrists] realize that since everything on this Earth 
depends on it and its vital constituent parts—the true common good—
where purely human good, values or interests clearly conflict with the 

	  https://ecologicalcitizen.net/lexicon.html. Accessed February 13, 2019.302
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well-being of the Earth, the former must give way. Nonetheless, that truth 
can never be taken for granted. As much as possible, and wherever and 
whenever possible, it must be argued, publicized, fought for and lived.  303

All of this, he says, “start[s] from the belief, or perception, that nature—which 

certainly includes humanity—is the ultimate source of all value” (2 (emphasis 

original)). So here we have an idea of ecocentrism’s grounding: nature as ultimate 

source of value; scope: all earthly life and that which supports it; and two 

principles: prioritization of ecosystem over human, and the importance of 

spreading the word. Such evangelization is the launching point for an ecocentric 

education, but before pursuing that possibility, two questions must be answered. 

First, is ecocentrism our best option for creating a healthy and healing educational 

philosophy? And second, is it compatible with other centrisms, e.g., theocentrism? 

 Prior to addressing the first question, it is important to clarify and augment 

the above articulations of ecocentrism. The stated definition calls ecocentrism a 

“worldview” that is chiefly concerned with values and ethics. Worldview is an 

evolving and therefore contentious term that too often is used interchangeably 

with philosophy. Philosophers rightly object. Even so, the words correlate. 

Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, in their book Beyond Homelessness, say that 

“worldviews answer ultimate questions at the heart of human life in terms of a 

grounding and directing narrative or myth that is encoded in symbols and 

embodied in a way of life.”  This depth dimension—“ultimate” and 304

	  Curry, Ecological, 154-55 (emphasis original). Subsequent references in this chapter are 303

in parentheses in the text.

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 135.304
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“grounding”—is critical to anything aspiring to be comprehensive such as 

philosophy. Not everyone is a philosopher—articulating a rational systemization 

of (some segment of) reality—but everyone does have a worldview, i.e., views the 

world from some place (or multiple, sometimes conflicting, places) of ultimacy. 

Therefore the suggestion that ecocentrism is a worldview and is perhaps the only 

viable one for humanity going forward is no small statement. It is tantamount to a 

religious conversion, hence the need to examine its compatibility with established 

religious worldviews. The statement that “nature…is the ultimate source of all 

value” is a religious statement, a confession of ultimacy. Does this conflict with or 

line up with, say, a Christian worldview? And how does this ultimate stance “at 

the heart of human life” shape a philosophy of education? 

 The other element of the definition of ecocentrism to be clarified is its 

focus on values and ethics. Curry takes great care to situate his use of the term 

ethics in light of Euro-American philosophy. He is not interested in what he calls 

the scholastic, hyper-abstract, and individualistic approach of rationalist 

deontology and quotes ecologist John Livingston in his defense: “One need not 

invoke rights…when a relationship rests on mutual trust, respect, and (especially) 

affection” (42). Curry also eschews consequentialism with its collectivist 

tendency toward erasing the individual in a “cost benefit analysis.” Utilitarianism, 

for example, measures right and wrong according to creaturely experience, but 

what about the needs of non-sentient things such as a species, place, or 

ecosystem? Curry concludes: 
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Thus both approaches—deontology directly, by making a fetish of reason 
(itself understood to be solely human reason), and consequentialism 
indirectly, by inviting the fetishization of human reason as the ultimate 
form of sentience (because it is supposedly self-conscious)—support the 
anthropocentrism which supports them in turn. (49) 

To avoid this circular reasoning—and anthropocentrism’s destructive nature—

Curry turns to virtue ethics to develop a “green virtue ethic” with its roots in the 

existing ecofeminist ethics of care and “Indigenous culture-natures which haven’t 

been entirely colonized by modernity” (49-50). He summarizes this in the words 

of Stan Rowe: “We are Earthlings first, humans second” (51), which is reflected 

in one of the two principles of ecocentrism mentioned above. For Curry, “ethics…

is a dimension of every human experience and enterprise…[yet it] is not, and 

never can be, like mathematics or the so-called exact sciences” (10). We must 

continue to work together with life’s “endless forms most beautiful” (Darwin) to 

ensure the flourishing of all; this ecological and ecocentric ethic “values 

nonhuman as well as (not instead of) human nature” (11). 

 Curry explains his use of value by comparing anthropocentrism with 

ecocentrism. For the former, all value is anthropogenic, “the unjustified 

privileging of human beings, as such, at the expense of other forms of life” (55 

(emphasis original)), and leads to resourcism (the world is our resource) and 

managerial environmentalism (humans know best). For ecocentrism, on the other 

hand, not only is value intrinsic to all beings but also to their systems, collectives, 

and interactions, e.g., a species, place, or ecosystem. Even so, to avoid the specter 

of collectivism, Curry admits, “neither exclusive anthropocentrism nor an 
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exclusive ecocentrism is a defensible, or desirable, option” (59). When the tough 

choices come—and they are already here for subsistence farmers burning portions 

of the Amazon rainforest—whose values prevail, human or other-than-human? 

Curry argues for an inclusive ecocentrism and against anthropocentrism, even 

against an “enlightened” anthropocentrism that theoretically takes ecological 

needs into consideration, mainly because of the latter’s track record. These terms 

with their unclear borders create a kind of spectrum between anthropocentrism 

and ecocentrism. To answer the question, “Is ecocentrism our best option going 

forward?” we turn to Curry’s spectrum of three “green” positions. 

3.1. Is Ecocentrism Our Best Option? 

Assuming everyone is interested in preserving some elements of creation, if only 

for raw materials and recreation,  then even anthropocentrism can be “green.” 305

Curry calls this end of the spectrum “light green or shallow (anthropocentric) 

ethics.” The term sustainability  is invoked in the sense of sustaining an ongoing 306

exploitation of a natural resource without fully destroying it, i.e., until something 

	  Jack Turner writes, “We treat the natural world according to our experience of  it. 305

Without aura, wildness, magic, spirit, holiness, the sacred, and soul, we treat flora, fauna, art, and 
landscape as resources and amusement. Fun. Their importance is merely a function of  current 
fashions in hobbies…. [T]he preservation of  the wild appears to be a clash of  work versus 
recreation…. Both groups exploit the wild, the first by consuming it, the second by converting it 
into a playpen and then consuming it” (The Abstract Wild (Tucson: University of  Arizona Press, 
1996), 15-16, 87).

	  Kingsnorth writes, “What does this curious, plastic word mean? It does not mean 306

defending the non-human world from the ever-expanding empire of  Homo sapiens sapiens, though 
some of  its adherents like to pretend it does, even to themselves. It means human civilisation at the 
comfort level that the world’s rich people—us—feel is their right, without destroying the ‘natural 
capital’ or the ‘resource base’ that is needed to do so” (Confessions, 68). Rachel Waters writes, “the 
term ‘sustainable’ [is] little more than a flimsy bridge between the disconnected concepts of  
mankind and nature” (“Rethinking the United Nations’ Concept of  Sustainability,” The Ecological 
Citizen 1, no. 1 (2017): 29).
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is found to replace it. “This,” Curry points out, “is the dominant philosophy, 

where nature is concerned, in government departments and ministries, 

corporations, research laboratories and institutes of all kinds” (63). In this context, 

“sustainable growth”  and “sustainable development” become oxymoronic when 307

growth and development are used in ways that assume no limits. This is called 

“light green” or “shallow” because without a sense of ecological limits, 

“sustainable” becomes meaningless and its use in society a form of 

“greenwashing,” i.e., using terms that sound nature-friendly for marketing and 

guilt-assuaging purposes. Ultimately, this position is anthropocentric; it defines all 

of nonhuman reality in terms of its usefulness (value) to humanity. 

 The middle of the spectrum is called mid-green or intermediate ethics and 

is typified by moral extensionism, i.e., “by enlarging the human/nature dualism to 

animal/nature dualism” (90). This limited biocentric approach extends at least 

some human rights to certain nonhumans, but in doing so, as Val Plumwood 

points out, it “does not really dispel speciesism, it just extends and disguises it.”  308

	  Eduardo Porter is a typical representative of  those who cannot imagine a world 307

without continual growth: “Whatever the ethical merits of  the case, the proposition of  no growth 
has absolutely no chance to succeed. For all the many hundreds of  years humanity survived 
without growth, modern civilization could not. The trade-offs that are the daily stuff  of  market-
based economies simply could not work in a zero-sum world…. The good news is that even though 
taking action against climate change…will not be easy,…we can glimpse technological paths that 
will allow civilization to keep growing and afford the world economy a positive-sum 
future” (“Imagining a World without Growth,” The New York Times (December 1, 2015), accessed 
December 18, 2015, http://nytimes.com/2015/12/02/business/economy/imagining-a-world-
without-growth.html). In contrast to this position, consider the words of  Samuel Alexander and 
Peter Burdon: “if  capitalism has a growth imperative built into its structure, and limitless growth is 
ecologically unsupportable, then…capitalism must be replaced with a post-growth or steady-state 
form…operating within planetary limits. In the most developed regions of  the world, this 
ecological equilibrium must be preceded by a phase of  planned economic contraction, or degrowth” 
(“Wild Democracy,” The Ecological Citizen 1, no. 1 (2017): 48).

	  Val Plumwood, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of  Reason (New York: 308

Routledge, 2002), 148.
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For some people, highly sentient creatures such as chimpanzees or dolphins are 

singled out for attention; for others, practicing vegetarianism or veganism is a 

way to reduce suffering in nonhuman lives.  This intermediate position 309

exemplifies the wide range of thinking or unthinking practices of humans in 

relation to their nonhuman neighbors. Most everyone does not want a pet dog or 

even a milking cow to suffer but thinks little of swatting a mosquito. And we must 

eat other (previously) living beings to survive. How does one decide where to 

draw the line of what is acceptable to eat and what is acceptable to allow to suffer 

(e.g., does a swatted but not yet dead mosquito suffer?)? It seems that most people 

simply prefer to not think about it and go along with what is generally socially 

acceptable. 

 Not everyone is called to be an ethicist, to spend valuable time considering 

such culinary conundrums. It is also perplexing to ethicists and gossipers alike 

whether or not there are ethical universals and, if so, how specific they are. 

“Life,” Curry says, “is complicated and messy, and values can and do conflict…. 

It cannot provide a watertight set of rules, to be applied mechanically, that will 

save anyone the time and trouble of hard thinking, and feeling, when confronted 

with a real, specific and unique situation that presents an ethical dilemma” (10). 

	  Curry writes, “Currently, every year, throughout the world, between 45 and 50 billion 309

farmed animals are killed for food, plus at least as many marine animals…. In the US alone, more 
than 10 billion animals are killed each year for food consumption—27 million each day; nearly 19,000 
per minute. In addition 100 million animals die in laboratories, and 50 million for their fur (more 
‘farms’). And while we are on the subject, every year sharks kill about ten people, while humans kill 
roughly 73 million sharks” (Ecological, 85-86 (emphasis original)).
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To kill or not to kill; to eat or not to eat: the cabbage, the grasshopper, the cow, the 

human? Obviously the decisions we are making today as a species are bringing 

great damage and suffering to innumerable nonhumans (and humans!) and the 

ecological web of which they are a part. Trying to reduce the killing and alleviate 

the suffering of some animals is at least a solution to a part of the larger 

ecological crisis. 

 Curry collects a variety of more ecocentric approaches under the heading 

“dark green or deep (ecocentric) ethics.”  For him, anything in this category 310

must be able to pass these two tests: 

1. It must be able to recognize the value, and therefore support the ethical 
defence, of the integrity of species and of ecosystemic places, as well as 
human and nonhuman organisms. So it is holistic, although not in the 
sense of excluding considerations of individual value. 

2. Within nature-as-value, it must (a) allow for conflicts between the 
interests of human and nonhuman nature; (b) allow purely human 
interests, on occasions, to lose. (It is hardly a level playing-field 
otherwise.) (92) 

It ought to be common sense that if humans—or the members of any one species

—always win over nonhuman interests, then eventually everyone loses. Therefore 

neither light green’s “sustainable growth” nor mid-green’s “eat less meat” is 

enough given the spiraling ecological crises we face today. Already in 1949 Aldo 

Leopold formulated this now oft-quoted ethic: “A thing is right when it tends to 

preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong 

	  There is a direct relation between “deep” and “shallow” ecology (ecological awareness) 310

and “deep” and “shallow” learning. With respect to education, Blomberg writes, “What 
characterizes the difference between ‘deep’ and ‘surface’ learners is the quality and quantity of  the 
connections that are made, especially in the extent to which details are related to larger 
contexts” (Wisdom, 189).
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when it tends otherwise.”  Although Curry calls this a normative ecological 311

imperative, he is quick to add that it should not be a dominating creed but merely 

an idea that will hopefully “acquire sufficient influence in the world to check 

anthropocentrism, instrumentalism and utilitarianism” (96, emphasis original). All 

of this, of course, has massive cultural—economic, political, educational, etc.—

implications, and industrialism in both its capitalistic and socialistic forms is 

guilty of an insatiable appetite for destruction of the nonhuman world. 

 Any dark green ethic must also address what C. A. Bowers calls a double 

bind, namely, “the need for non-Western cultures to attain a more adequate 

material standard of living without being forced to adopt the Western model of 

development.”  Far too many humans on the planet are in dire need of a higher 312

standard of living, yet the Earth is already overtaxed, already in a condition of 

overshoot with regard to human use of the nonhuman world as resources.  The 313

longer-term solution to this double bind seems clear enough: Crist’s scaling down 

and pulling back, i.e., far fewer humans on the planet living far more humbly. But 

	  Quoted in Curry, Ecological, 94-95. Curry corrects a misperception that this is a 311

biocentric (mid-green) position by quoting Leopold’s emphasis on the inclusion of  “soils, waters, 
plants, and animals, or collectively: the land” (ibid., 95) in what Leopold calls a Land Ethic and 
Curry renames an Earth Ethic.

	  C. A. Bowers, Educating for Eco-Justice and Community (Athens, GA: The University of  312

Georgia Press, 2001), viii. Curry writes, “[Some favor] social justice. So do we, but without the 
illusion that it would automatically bring about ecological justice. The two do not necessarily 
harmonize, and when they do not, given what a dead planet would mean, it should be clear which 
must take priority” (“Ecological Citizen,” 7).

	  Rachel Waters writes, “Jason Hickel, an anthropologist at the London School of  313

Economics, points out that in order to eradicate poverty through the existing model of  free market 
capitalism, the global economy would need to expand to 5 times its present size. A similar analysis, 
exploring hypothetical rapid economic growth of  poor countries to catch up to the average high-
income country, estimates that this would require the resources of  3.4 Earths. And this latter 
estimate does not take into account the need to leave a fair share of  the one Earth we do have for 
the rest of  life” (“Rethinking,” 29). 
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what about the interim? And how do we humanely and justly move toward fewer 

numbers of humans? These are the new realities for which we need to prepare our 

children. Concepts like social justice and the Marxist critique of capitalism must 

extend beyond the merely human. Curry’s summary of “left biocentrism” includes 

these points: “subversive of the existing industrial society”; “anti-capitalist”; 

“practise voluntary simplicity”; “the redistribution of wealth, nationally and 

internationally”; “opposes economic growth and consumerism”; and 

“bioregionalism, not globalism” (115-16). All of this is summarized with four 

principles from Stan Rowe: 

1. The well-being and flourishing of the living Earth and its many organic/
inorganic parts have value in themselves…. These values are 
independent of the usefulness of the non-human world for human 
purposes. 

2. Richness and diversity of Earth’s ecosystems, as well as the organic 
forms that they nurture and support, contribute to the realization of 
these values and are also values in themselves. 

3. Humans have no right to reduce the diversity of Earth’s ecosystems and 
their vital constituents, organic and inorganic. 

4. The flourishing of human life and culture is compatible with a 
substantial decrease in human population. The creative flourishing of 
Earth and its multitudinous parts, organic and inorganic, requires such a 
decrease.  314

3.2. Is Ecocentrism Compatible with Other Centrisms? 

A philosophical centrism is both a religious position in the sense of the Ultimate 

around which all else is centered (i.e., derives its meaning/being), and a spiritual 

statement in the sense that there is a directionality, a flow of meaning from, and in 

	  Quoted in Curry, Ecological, 110. Stan Rowe’s four principles are, in turn, a summary 314

of  the eight principles of  Deep Ecology formulated by Arne Naess and George Sessions in the 
1980s.
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relation to, that Center. Two of the most prevalent centrisms in modern Euro-

American society are anthropocentrism and theocentrism. The former ultimately 

finds meaning in human terms, the latter in God’s terms. Another way to express 

this is to think of one’s ultimate—what one centers one’s life around—as one’s 

god (i.e., centrism = god). For an anthropocentrist, humans ultimately determine 

reality (meaning, value, purpose, etc.), therefore humanity = god. For a 

theocentrist the word itself is redundant (God = god), a kind of circular reasoning, 

and reveals a weakness in both the formulation of the term (“theocentrism”) and 

its usage. “Humans are my god (ultimate)” speaks volumes. “God is my god” says 

nothing until “God” is defined. For this reason, Christian scholars are quick to use 

“christocentrism” (Christ = god) to better define their positions, but for both theos 

and christos it must be asked, “Which (interpretation, understanding, experience 

of) God/Christ?”  

 With so many images of God and Christ, we might wonder if any two are 

exactly alike, if any two people share the same centrism, or if we are all in our 

own centric universe. That is a typical concern of the Western philosophical 

tradition, but does not tend to bother Indigenous philosophers. The former, 

enamored by the abstract, strives to identify the One Best Way, the center around 

which all revolves. For the Western philosopher, there is one true center and all 

others are false.  Of course, an honest Western thinker will admit that every 315

	  Strachan Donnelly writes, “certainty is a ruse, an ill-begotten child of  Western 315

metaphysics running from Plato to Descartes to our own technological and technocratic 
orientation” (Frog, 119).
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human struggles to hold to a single center—we are all hypocrites to some degree 

—but that is merely an internal flaw. The Ultimate is One for the Westerner and 

expresses the truth via either humanity’s words (for anthropocentrists) or God’s 

Word (for theocentrists). 

 Indigenous philosophers, on the other hand, who develop their ideas from 

the multilayered, multispecies environs in which they live—think of a rainforest 

—are more comfortable with the idea of multiple centers. Anthony Weston 

describes this position of “premodern or indigenous thoughtlines”  in his 316

manifesto “Multicentrism” as “a multicentered vision according to which more-

than-human others enter the moral realm on their own terms, rather than by 

expansion from a single center.”  This is congruent with the dark green ethical 317

emphasis on all creatures having inherent value apart from any usefulness they 

may have for humans. But the multicentrists are looking for more than just moral 

expansion, they “strive for decentering instead: we reject any monocentrism… 

[and] resist the dynamic of assimilation and marginalization.”  This resonates 318

with feminist and other postmodern and postcolonial philosophies bringing 

awareness to minority positions, but Weston is expanding otherness beyond the 

human: 

Intentional consciousness is one kind of “centering,”…but not the only 
one. Around us are not merely a multitude of humans or of conscious 

	  Anthony Weston, “Multicentrism: A Manifesto,” Environmental Ethics 26, no. 1 (2004): 316

26.

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 26 (emphasis original).317

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 29 (emphasis original).318
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centers, and not merely a multitude of other midsized and discrete “force-
fields” like rocks and trees, but a multitude of other kinds of “force-
fields”—rhizomes, tectonic plates, bacteria, nebulae—at many different 
levels of organization, too, from species and ecosystems to individual 
cells.  319

We can no longer afford to pretend that humans are the sole keepers of 

intentionality and telos (e.g., a desire to flourish and evolve). To open our eyes to 

these Others, some have suggested we identify with them—Weston quotes John 

Seed’s famous phrase “I am the rainforest”—but Weston wants us to beware of 

“subsuming difference,”  of usurping the Other. It would be healthier, he says, to 320

aim for solidarity. Weston writes, “ethics itself must be a form of invitation or 

welcoming…offer[ing the other]…the space and time and occasion to enter into 

relationship.”  This is reminiscent of Christian philosopher James H. Olthuis’s 321

memorable advice, “Dancing in the wild spaces of love opens us up to the free 

play of grace, to the miracles of love.”  Olthuis sees ethics, indeed all of life, as 322

grounded in loving relationship: “To love is to make proper connections, to 

promote the flourishing and interconnectedness of all things, connecting persons 

to persons, nations to peoples, plants to animals, stars to satellites.”  323

 Weston’s welcoming the Other brings to mind another more specifically 

educational reference by Parker J. Palmer. For Palmer, “to teach is to create a 

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 30.319

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 34.320

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 32.321

	  Olthuis, Beautiful, 236.322

	  Olthuis, Beautiful, 68.323
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space in which the community of truth is practiced.”  All of this—Weston’s 324

welcoming space, Olthuis’s dancing space, and Palmer’s teaching space—is a 

kind of logic of Othering that philosopher Val Plumwood posits as a “counter-

hegemonic program…[t]o our own species’ arrogance that is the main barrier to 

forming ethical and responsive relationships with earth others.”  What we are 325

striving for is a way to hear others, especially nonhuman others, in their own 

voices, as it were, without the distortion of our assumed hierarchic superiority. 

Centrisms, as well as dualisms with only two options, are sometimes guilty of 

muffling those other voices. “The logic of centrism,” writes Plumwood, “is a way 

of hiding things, of making contingent and changeable relations of domination 

appear to be matters of natural inferiority and superiority.”  But if we give 326

Everyone a voice, if we exercise, as Palmer says, “a way of knowing the physical 

world that approaches its nonhuman members as coparticipants in the community 

of truth,”  won’t we risk ending up with a cacophonous relativism? 327

 Life is messy, but it makes little sense (from a Western, Christian point of 

view) to attribute multiple experiences (understandings, meanings) of reality to 

multiple centers of ultimacy. The postmodern corrective of modernism’s hubris 

can open us to others’ voices without necessitating the loss of a unitary Ultimate. 

A theocentrist grounded in everyday life’s pluriformity (and not beguiled by a 

	  Palmer, To Know, xii.324

	  Plumwood, Environmental, 167. 325

	  Plumwood, Environmental, 120.326

	  Palmer, To Know, 63.327
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Platonic, monolithic ontotheology) ought to be receptive to others’ “centrisms” 

under the aegis of a kind of structural and epistemological pluralism.  After all, 328

as Weston explains, “once other centers are acknowledged, always somewhat 

opaque to us as we are to them, there is no alternative but to work things out 

together, as far as possible, when all are affected by the decisions taken.”  329

Monocentrism ought not preclude the validity of others’ experienced meaning-

centers. A monocentrist might say that although a single Origin is believed to lie 

behind and permeate all of creation, the creation itself is multivocal and is the sole 

mediator of that knowledge. In other words, the Creator may be one (monocentric) 

and the creation may even be considered a singular whole, but our access to that 

knowledge comes from multiple perspectives, multiple creational sources 

(structural pluralism).  

 So what about christocentrism and ecocentrism? Are they compatible? If, 

for Christians, Christ is the “Primordial Template” (Rohr) for all of reality, and 

ecocentrists are interested in honoring the ecological whole (template, pattern of 

reality), then aren’t we all working—at least in parallel—toward the same end: a 

flourishing creation?  The fact that Christians (and others, e.g., Indigenous 330

peoples) experience a depth dimension within that creational reality is a topic for 

	  Zuidervaart describes such “diverse ways of  acquiring and testing knowledge…holistic 328

epistemological pluralism” (email to author, May 29, 2019), where “knowledge is not a thing to possess 
but a relationship to inhabit…[that includes] knower, knowing, knowable, known, guiding 
principle, and confirmation” (“Social Domains,” Philosophia Reformata 84 (2019): 80).

	  Weston, “Multicentrism,” 32.329

	  According to Michael Dowd, we need to “measure progress and success in bio-centric 330

and eco-centric (Reality/GOD-centered) terms” (“The Way Home for the Prodigal Species,” 
Progressing Spirit (October 19, 2017), accessed May 1, 2019, https://progressingspirit.com/
2017/10/19/the-way-home-for-the-prodigal-species).
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a lifetime of dialogue, but the point here is if the ecocentrists are speaking about 

creational shalom, then Christians ought to be listening.  331

 For Curry, anthropocentrism is “the unjustified privileging of human 

beings, as such, at the expense of other forms of life” (55), whereas ecocentrism 

extends inherent value to all living things and the natural cycles that support them. 

For Plumwood, anthropocentrism is typified by the human/nature (or culture/

nature) dualism and human superiority: “The modern rationalist-empiricist model 

is explicitly about power, instrumentalism, individualism, and human-

centredness.”  And Eileen Crist shows anthropocentrism’s danger to humans: 332

“anthropocentrism does not in the least serve human interests…. All forms of 

supremacy entrench violence as a way of life, which, beyond the obvious grave 

harms it inflicts on the denigrated, profoundly disgraces the perpetrators 

themselves.”  These arguments are not primarily about origins but about the 333

damage done to others (and selves) when they are denied a sense of inherent 

value. Ecocentrism as an alternative to anthropocentrism is not really about 

replacing one monocentrism with another. Ecocentrism (from oikos, home) is a 

kind of holism, a way of addressing the whole of our creational home in all its 

multivocal, multi-aspectual, multicentric variety. 

	  One Christian scholar who is listening is James H. Olthuis: “We need to be eco-331

centered rather than anthropocentric. Rather than being ‘lords and possessors of  
nature’ (Descartes), we are fundamentally in a position of  mutuality and interdependence with 
nature. We are of  the earth, creatures among creatures” (“Be(com)ing: Humankind as Gift and 
Call,” Philosophia Reformata 58 (1993): 158).

	  Plumwood, Environmental, 48.332

	  Crist, Abundant, 45.333
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 It is also a way of valuing, when push comes to shove, the health of the 

whole over any of the individual parts. When one part of a living creature begins 

to grow at the expense of other parts, this is not only damaging to the whole, but, 

as Crist points out above, a short-sighted plan for the part itself as it is destroying 

what ultimately allows it to function. The “humans as a cancer to the ecosystem” 

analogy is as familiar as it is overused; after all, the analogy breaks down in that, 

unlike cancer cells, humans are capable of being aware of both the damage they 

are doing and the inevitable long-term result. However, when we ignore the 

effects of our destruction or, more often, excuse it by assuming the planet is large 

enough to absorb it without any real damage, then we may not be a cancer but too 

many of our actions vis-à-vis the nonhuman world are still no better than a 

parasite that tries to gauge just how much it can take from its host before killing 

it.  334

 Here, I believe, we come to the real crux of the anthropocentrism vs. 

ecocentrism argument. It is less about philosophical or religious ultimates than 

about comfort in everyday life. In my view, there is no reason why one cannot be 

both theocentric (or christocentric) in the sense of finding ultimate meaning and 

origin in God (or Christ) and “ecocentric” in the sense of daily living out of a 

concern for the health and flourishing of the whole ecosystem. Indeed, I see them 

as interdependent. How can one truly worship the Creator while treating the 

	  Wayland Drew writes, “Ecologically our civilization is as mindless as a cancer, and we 334

know that it will destroy itself  by destroying its host” (quoted in George Sessions, ed., Deep Ecology 
for the 21st Century (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 118).
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creation as a host to our parasitism? And how can one but help to honor the 

Creator (consciously or not) when one lives in a way that reinforces the healthy 

integrity of the whole ecosphere?  Arne Naess makes a similar point in his 335

description of the fundamental premises of the ecocentric Deep Ecology Platform. 

For him, it matters little if one’s ultimate premises are Christian, Buddhist, or 

something else because Deep Ecology “does not require unanimity in ontology 

and fundamental ethics.”  In other words, people of various religions and no 336

religious affiliation can work together in the shared ecocentric goal to, in 

Leopold’s words, “preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic 

community.”  337

3.3. Ecocentrism as a Standard for Education 

The ecologically wise see everything connected to everything else,  
and thus they adopt the canoe camper’s version of the Golden Rule:  
treat those downstream as you would have those upstream treat you. 

—Steven Bouma-Prediger and Brian J. Walsh  338

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh write, “by affirming that creation is eloquent and valuable 335

beyond human usefulness, the confession of  creation as gift repudiates both modern views of  
‘nature’ as a mere mute resource to be pillaged and postmodern re-enchantments of  ‘Nature’ as 
divine. Insofar as both modernity and postmodernity are characterized by an unbridled (though 
unacknowledged) anthropocentrism, recognition of  creation as gift makes it possible to embrace a 
theocentrism in which one properly acknowledges both the eloquence of  reality and the grace of  
its Creator and thus overcomes our creational autism by attending to ‘the dearest freshness deep 
down things.’ That attention to the eloquence and gift character of  creation engenders a 
homemaking of  gratitude” (Beyond, 289).

	  Arne Naess, “The Deep Ecology Movement,” in Sessions, Deep Ecology, 79. Delores 336

LaChapelle writes, “The Norwegian philosopher, Arne Naess, first differentiated ‘deep ecology’ 
from the more prevalent ‘shallow ecology’ at the Third World Futures: Conference in Bucharest in 
1972. He defined ‘shallow ecology as a fight against pollution and resource depletion: Central 
objective: health of  the people in developed countries’; while deep ecology was a ‘rejection of  the 
man-in-environment image in favor of  the relational, total-field image’” (“Educating for Deep 
Ecology,” The Journal of  Experiential Education 14, no. 3 (November 1991): 18).

	  Quoted in Curry, Ecological, 94.337

	  Bouma-Prediger and Walsh, Beyond, 223.338
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If it is true that we are evolutionarily sculpted to be hunter-gatherers on the 

African savannah, then everywhere else we find ourselves, we are an invasive 

species. This is not necessarily a bad thing; after all, turn the clock back far 

enough and every species was invasive once. The problem therefore is not in 

invasiveness as such but in how one exercises it. Humans have the ability—

maybe unique, maybe not—to analyze and vary our impact on the ecosystem we 

invade. This ability to respond rationally—to weigh the ratio of our impact—

becomes our responsibility, our obligation to mitakuye oyasin. We must perforce 

limit ourselves to avoid the tragedy of the far less rationally aware alga who 

multiplies itself and its use of its Community to the detriment of so many in that 

Community. In this way ecological principles are restrictions to warn us of ways 

in which we might be overstepping our bounds. Humans, by nature perhaps, enjoy 

the exercise of freedom and find restrictions to that freedom disagreeable. Even 

so, the “freedom within limits” principle is part of the fabric of creation and 

ignoring the limits only brings pain and destruction. Physical limits, for instance, 

are fairly easy to identify. I can only pick up so large of a box before injuring my 

back. If I step into a full elevator it will be too crowded for everyone. But the 

limits of other, especially more complex, aspects of life are less easy to determine. 

How much junk food can I eat before it negatively affects my health? How many 

times do I expect my partner to apologize for her faux pas? (How many 

illustrations should I give before I bore the reader?) These, and much more 

significant questions have been the vexations of philosophers and religionists 
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throughout the ages. The urgent questions at hand are, what are our ecological 

limits and how do we educate our children to live within them? 

 Before attempting to delineate ecological principles for education, or 

principles that would help us develop an econormative education, two questions 

must be answered. First, which of the many existing ecological principles are 

relevant to this discussion on education? And second, how are ecological 

principles applicable to other spheres of society, i.e., economic, political, and, in 

this case, education? Curry, as we saw above, provides a helpful summary of the 

major ecocentric positions and their principles in his Ecological Ethics. Aldo 

Leopold provided one of the earliest articulations in 1949 with his single 

statement, quoted above, about “preserv[ing] the integrity, stability, and beauty of 

the biotic community,” but is it specific enough? Arne Naess and George Sessions 

presented their principles of Deep Ecology in 1985. For them, human and 

nonhuman flourishing and biodiversity require a reduction of human population 

and our high standard of living. This is echoed in Crist’s scaling down and pulling 

back. Here the initial values (flourishing, biodiversity) are translated into 

suggestions for action (reduction of population and consumption). In 2004 Ted 

Mosquin and Stan Rowe offered their own ecocentric principles. Keeping to the 

spirit of the Deep Ecology principles, they added three emphases: (1) defend and 

preserve Earth’s evolutionary creativity, (2) be aware of one’s place in nature, and 

(3) promote ecocentric governance, or ecodemocracy (“who speaks for wolf? and 
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who speaks for temperate rain forest?” ). The first emphasis requires a radically 339

different view of land use, namely, that we leave most of any given bioregion free 

from human development so that evolution might continue to unfold its surprises; 

the second requires everyone to be a student under the tutelage of their local 

bioregion; and the third, listening to the voices and needs of our nonhuman 

Neighbors, is something children seem to do naturally if we don’t educate them 

out of it.  

 In Crist’s analysis, the ecological crisis, what she calls a “biodiversity 

holocaust,”  is directly and obviously caused by habitat destruction and 340

fragmentation, pollution, climate change, etc.; these, in turn, are caused by 

“human population size and growth, overconsumption, and technological 

power.”  But the key to all of this, the deepest causal layer, which she diagnoses 341

as a human-supremacist worldview, which she also calls anthropocentrism, that is 

dependent on an idolization and misunderstanding of freedom: 

At its deepest layer, the crisis of life in our time is a crisis of freedom. For 
nonhumans, it is a crisis of the condition of freedom, the freedom to live in 
accordance with their natures and to experience flourishing. For humanity, 
it is a crisis of the idea of freedom, which degenerates into a specious, 
shallow, and muddied-by-egoism unrestricted and entitled sprawl.  342

	  Quoted in Curry, Ecological, 124.339

	  Crist, Abundant, 11.340

	  Crist, Abundant, 21.341

	  Crist, Abundant, 161-62 (emphasis original).342
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For Crist, “authentic freedom includes freedom for all life,”  and for us to move 343

in that direction we need “new ways of inhabiting Earth: respecting limitations”  344

in all areas of human life from where and how we build our homes to the social 

structures that tie us together. 

 It is this respect of limitations that lies behind the need for every aspect of 

human life to heed basic ecological principles. In most modern conceptions of 

reality, each aspect of life is governed by its own principles. This is most readily 

seen in the academy where the principles of mathematics or physics have little or 

no bearing on what is studied in most of the humanities. Such a separation of 

influence is valuable in identifying and avoiding instances of reductionism, of 

attempting to explain the phenomena of one field of study using the laws of 

another (e.g., explaining consciousness as an epiphenomenon of brain 

physiology ). Even so, without the counterbalancing recognition of some kind of 345

interrelationality and interdependence, life’s various facets reify into territorialism 

where the fallacy of independence takes root. 

 Over time, growing societies tend to differentiate into any number of 

institutions, e.g., home, school, business, government, religion, media, etc. For 

large, complex societies this differentiation seems normal, and simpler societies 

that still blend such institutions are condescendingly referred to as “primitive” or 

	  Crist, Abundant, 162.343

	  Crist, Abundant, 163.344

	  For an example of  this reductionism, cf. Paul M. Churchland, Plato’s Camera: How the 345

Physical Brain Captures a Landscape of  Abstract Universals (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012).
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“undeveloped.” But such splintering of society brings both pros and cons. 

Positively, an institution like a school is liberated from the church when its 

scholars are allowed to pursue previously labeled “unorthodox” topics; but 

negatively, that school divorced from any religious influence may find itself 

without ethical accountability or moral authority. In order to maintain societal 

integrality, any differentiation of society must be balanced by an effort at 

integration. Social philosopher Jonathan Chaplin puts it this way: 

The twofold process of integration and differentiation is also a process of 
“individualization.” The individuality of persons, social structures, 
peoples, and nations—their unique contribution to the development of 
culture—is permitted to flourish. It is the process of differentiation that 
creates the space for this flourishing of individuality while the process in 
integration allows each individual person, group, or structure to make its 
complementary contribution to the cultural development of humanity as a 
whole.  346

Even so, “humanity as a whole” is not alone on the Earth. “Creating the space” 

for such flourishing requires negotiations with one’s Neighbors, for whether one’s 

individualization is physical, social, or even abstract, others must move aside to 

make room for one’s growth. One’s “complementary contribution” may come at a 

cost for those Neighbors. Is the cost worth it? How do those Neighbors feel about 

it? Any individualization attempted without counting the cost to the Community is 

ultimately individualistic.  

 Minnesota storyteller Stanley Walton approaches the question of 

humanity’s ecological purpose—“What niche do humans fill in an ecosystem?” —347

	  Chaplin, Herman, 80 (emphasis added).346

	  Stanley Walton, “Born to Make a Mess,” Earth Island Journal 34, no. 3 (Autumn 2019): 59.347
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by comparing us to parrots. Just as their sloppy eating habits mean that a “rain of 

partially processed food feeds thousands of other species and enriches the 

diversity of life,” so the human proclivity to manipulate, imagine, and create can, 

in the proper context, “make life more complex, varied, and abundant.”  Walton 348

refuses to separate humans from nature and argues that “the concept of the 

unspoiled natural paradise stems from a psychological projection on the part of 

the settled agrarian and urban cultures. The concepts of ‘wildness,’ of ‘nature,’ of 

human exceptionalism, are projections upon the world by people and cultures that 

walled themselves from their environment and who began to think of themselves 

as apart from the rest of creation.”  He explores the Greek myths to tease out our 349

technological responsibilities. By looking at Hephaistos, the God of the Forge, he 

sees a balance between technê, “a kind of intelligence of the hands,” and metis, “a 

kind of old, non-linear wisdom,” the latter Walton also calls a “kind of trickster 

and trapper intelligence…. It is the wisdom of being in a tangled relationship with 

being.”  This ontological enmeshment reminds us to use our technology, our 350

hand-intelligence, for the betterment of the web of being, not its ruin. 

 When humans excel in their niche and don’t overshoot it their creativity 

and ingenuity can be a blessing to their Neighbors, for the betterment of the web 

of being, to “make life more complex, varied, and abundant.” One word for this, 

Freya Mathews reminds us, is biosynergy, “the adaptive process whereby the 

	  Walton, “Born,” 59.348

	  Walton, “Born,” 59.349

	  Walton, “Born,” 60.350
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ends, indeed the very conativities, of two or more parties are continually mutually 

refracted via their collaboration.”  She gives the example of a beaver who, in its 351

pursuit of a quiet, protected home, creates a dam which in turn creates a wetland 

that provides a “habitat for myriads of other plant and animal species.”  In this 352

way, biosynergy is a kind of “proto-moral principle of adaptive accommodation to 

the needs of the rest of Earth-life.”  Ophuls calls this a kind of mutualism 353

whereby the lives of the various members of a local ecosystem fit together in such 

a way as to benefit all and eventually bring that ecosystem to a kind of peak state: 

both within ecosystems and within the biosphere as a whole, evolution 
tends toward the climax—that is, toward a luxuriance of mutualistic 
symbioses. The result is more of life—vastly greater richness, complexity, 
order, and beauty than could ever be achieved if the process were merely 
competitive. If nature could be said to have an ethos, it is mutualism—
harmonious cooperation for the greater good of the whole that 
simultaneously serves the needs of the parts.  354

Indeed this mutualism/biosynergy  is, as Mathews suggests, a proto-moral 355

principle: work together across great measures of difference to create a Blessed 

Community (a kind of interspecies “kingdom of God”). 

	  Freya Mathews, “Ecological Civilization,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. C (2020): 51. 351

	  Mathews, “Ecological,” 51.352

	  Mathews, “Ecological,” 52.353

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, 35.354

	  This is also seen in the concept of  interactive causation. Ecophilosopher Strachan 355

Donnelly describes this concept that is “not [made up of] one-directional relations of  cause and 
effect” with the example of  a performance of  Verdi’s Requiem: “What factors are at play? There is 
Verdi, the composer; the musical score; the conductor; the orchestra and the chorus; the soloists; 
the members of  the audience (each with different musical ears and personal concerns); the 
orchestra hall with its acoustics; the wider world in its present historical and cultural moment; and 
no doubt more. Who or what is the cause of  the performance? No one single thing or factor. 
Rather the performance emerges out of  the interactions of  all of  these factors. Change one or more 
factors, the interactions change, and a qualitatively different performance emerges. Without 
stretching the metaphor too far, we can call such systemic interaction ‘orchestral causation’” (Frog, 
26, emphasis original)).
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Key Concepts in Chapter 3. 

ecocentrism. The idea that “all living organisms on Earth, the abiotic components 

of living systems and the dynamic interaction between these 

interconnected elements” have intrinsic value (Curry). 

mutualism (biosynergy, interactive causation, “orchestral causation”). 

“Harmonious cooperation for the greater good of the whole that 

simultaneously serves the needs of the parts” (Ophuls). 

Summary of Chapter 3. Of the various ways humans have shown concern for 

ecological issues in recent decades, only “dark green or deep (ecocentric) ethics” 

offers a viable path forward. The fact that ecocentrists make ecological concerns 

primary (ultimate) should not prevent Christians from working side by side with 

them. Christian educators need to make creational (“ecological”) principles 

central in everything they do, especially since those aspects of reality have been 

neglected for so long. 

Econormative Principles for Christian Education: Chapter 3. 

(Ecological Principles 1 and 2 were introduced at the end of section 2.1.) 

Ecological Principle 3. A Christian education models humility with regard to 

humanity’s place in creation. Humans are late-coming younger siblings 

and we must learn our place by watching and imitating our older Siblings 

(especially other species).  356

	  Ophuls writes, “Humility is…the essence of  ecological wisdom and the foundation of  356

an ecological ethic” (Plato’s Revenge, 31).
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Ecological Principle 4. A Christian education practices a form of ecodemocracy, 

i.e., makes room in our democracies for all the demos, all the people: the 

four-leggeds, finned, winged, leafed, as well as the two-leggeds. 

Ecological Principle 5. A Christian education is a blessing to the local 

Community by practicing mutualism (biosynergy) with all of its Members 

and Neighbors. 

3.4.  Econormative Principles for Christian Education  357

The following collection of principles is offered in the spirit (ruach-blowing 

direction) of the biblical wisdom tradition and not in the Hellenistic hauteur of 

immutable universality. It is intended to be what Blomberg calls a wisdom 

methodology: 

Rather than look for how a universal principle is to apply in this or that 
instance, I am to weigh up my experience against that of many others, to 
see what matches and what is out of kilter. It is not like the application of a 
tightly worded legal statute, more like the careful sifting of cases in a 
common law jurisdiction, to see what is the same from case to case, but 
also what is different.  358

In this way these principles act as a checklist (rubric: “written in red”) of 

“grounded normative dispositions,”  i.e., historically rooted, accountable habits 359

that we ought to be practicing. 

	  I recommend marking this page for easy reference to these principles throughout the 357

remainder of  this dissertation.

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 81.358

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 161.  Blomberg writes, “Wisdom’s interest is in tendencies to act in 359

normative ways, not mainly in the ability to enunciate what the principles of  proper action might 
be. It is these tendencies toward action that betray what we ultimately believe” (ibid.).
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Spiritual Principle (SpirPr). A Christian education creates a space for students to 

experience the interconnecting Christ Mystery and practice right 

relationship through acts of love, mercy, reciprocity, artistic expression, 

etc. vis-à-vis all their bioregional Neighbors. 

Philosophical Principle (PhilPr). A Christian education provides students 

opportunities to deepen their christifying experiences in all aspects of 

human life by exploring and unfolding being-in-relation (being/meaning), 

learning to identify creational (structural) principles, and living 

accordingly. 

Ecological Principle 1 (EcoPr1). A Christian education gives students a sense of 

the deep historical ecological context in which we live. 

Ecological Principle 2 (EcoPr2). A Christian education helps students experience 

the pain and loss of local biodiversity caused by human expansionism and 

overshoot. 

Ecological Principle 3 (EcoPr3). A Christian education models humility with 

regard to humanity’s place in creation. Humans are late-coming younger 

siblings and we must learn our place by watching and imitating our older 

Siblings (especially other species). 

Ecological Principle 4 (EcoPr4). A Christian education practices a form of 

ecodemocracy, i.e., make room in our democracies for all the demos, all 

the people: the four-leggeds, finned, winged, leafed, as well as the two-

leggeds. 
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Ecological Principle 5 (EcoPr5). A Christian education is a blessing to the local 

Community by practicing mutualism (biosynergy) with all of its Members 

and Neighbors. 

Civilizational Principle 1 (CivPr1). A Christian education helps students count 

the cost of civilization and guides them toward scaling down (fewer 

humans and less consumption) and pulling back (giving nonhumans more 

space). This includes helping students to identify the life cycle of every 

cultural artifact: does anything in the way it is made, used, or discarded 

cause disproportionate harm to Others? 

Civilizational Principle 2 (CivPr2). A Christian education trains students to build 

an ecological civilization by salvaging what is ecologically responsible in 

our current civilization(s). The students should also explore biomimicry, 

appropriate technology, and Indigenous lifeways in search of applicable 

wisdom. 

Epistemological Principle 1 (EpistPr1). A Christian education practices whole-

body, right-relational learning/knowing by engaging the core desires (the 

“heart”) of our being through the imagination. 

Epistemological Principle 2 (EpistPr2). A Christian education uses “narrative 

enchantment” (Smith) to inspire students’ imaginations. 
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Part 2 

Applying Econormative Educational Principles 

Defining something as socially ubiquitous as education is notoriously difficult. 

How does one succinctly capture the essence of something that varies so much in 

different contexts? Indigenous scholar Terry Tafoya, inspired by Heisenberg’s 

Theory of Uncertainty, describes this context-and-definition dilemma with his 

Principle of Uncertainty. Shawn Wilson explains Tafoya’s principle by saying 

“that it is not possible to know exactly both the context and definition of an idea 

at the same time. The closer you get to defining something, the more it loses its 

context. Conversely, the more something is put into context, the more it loses a 

specific definition.”  From a biotic perspective, creatures simple and complex 360

are always learning from their environment, including their inner environment as 

developmental abilities unfold over time (cf. the surprises of sexual maturation). 

From a familial perspective, creatures are nurtured in ways (including family 

traditions) that expose them to the fullness of creature-specific lives. And from a 

cultural perspective, groups of families combine their ways/traditions so that 

members of society are taught (instructed)—intensely when young but continuing 

throughout life—what is “important” in life, what constitutes the “good life” and 

how to achieve it. All of these—learning, nurturing, teaching, instructing—are 

synonyms for educating and vary widely according to context. Even schooling 

	  Wilson, Research, 8.360
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takes numerous forms from the local high school to private violin lessons to one 

person “schooling” another on how to act. 

 Christian educator Robert Bruinsma attempts to clarify it this way: 

nurture, as the broadest term, “begins in the home…and includes biophysical 

factors”; “education is that part of nurture [that]…involves socialization, 

enculturation, and a general leading of a child into a particular walk of life”; and 

schooling is that part of education “characterized by analytical examination of 

creation and culture.”  At this point it is less important to adhere to a specific 361

hierarchy of terms than to recognize that education includes many overlapping 

synonyms. Especially helpful is Bruinsma’s reminder that none of this is neutral, 

that all of it points a person toward “a particular walk of life.” Of notable interest 

is whether or not that walk of life is Christian, whether it is aimed toward 

experiencing the Christ Mystery (the Primordial Pattern), and thereby also 

econormative (i.e., celebrating and furthering the viriditas of creation). Although 

Bruinsma only briefly mentions the ecological concerns of Christian schooling, he 

adds his voice to many others decrying that Christian education is largely not 

distinctively Christian, that too often it mirrors the “secular” (“nonreligious” or 

religion-of-empire) model: “Christians who are engaged in schooling and the 

schools in which they teach have been in almost every significant way carbon 

copies of their secular counterpoints.”  This parallels what philosopher of 362

	 Robert Bruinsma, “Are Christian Schools Worth Having?,” Pro Rege 48, no. 4 (June 361

2020): 20 (emphasis original). 

	  Bruinsma, “Are Christian Schools,” 19.362
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education John Van Dyk observes in a lifetime of visiting Christian schools across 

North America: “the structure of the Christian school curriculum does not 

materially differ from that in the state schools.”  The question here is if 363

Christian curriculum is typically little “more than just an icing of Christian piety 

on an otherwise secular cake,”  are either one—“Christian” or “curriculum/364

schooling”—ecologically normative? 

 Among the mountains of publications attempting to diagnose the problems 

of and prescribe the solutions for education today, education professor Svi 

Shapiro offers a particularly penetrating insight. In a single article, “Educating for 

Hope and Possibility,” he discerns the primary issues that have become only more 

pronounced in recent years. Shapiro begins by framing education in a broad, 

philosophical manner: “Education has the capability and the obligation, I believe, 

of speaking to the very issue of what it means to be human; of how we as human 

beings live and relate to one another; and how we relate to, and care for, the 

natural world that we share with all life forms.”  In this way, education reflects 365

the “assumptions and orthodoxies that have shaped our public life,”  but these 366

foundations are being delegitimized before our very eyes. We live in a “transition 

period,” a time of “crisis of meaning and values” that has led “to a bankruptcy of 

	  John Van Dyk, foreword to Wisdom, Blomberg, i-ii. 363

	  Bruinsma, “Are Christian Schools,” 21.364

	  Svi Shapiro, “Education for Hope and Possibility in Troubled Times,” Tikkun 31, no. 4 365

(Fall 2016): 37.

	  Shapiro, “Education,” 37.366
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public policy in education”  during the Bush (2000-2008) and Obama 367

(2008-2016) administrations—and, it must be said, has seen no improvement 

during the Trump years. Shapiro observes: “Separated from [meaning and 

purpose] and focusing only on the transmission of skills and technical 

competencies the classroom quickly becomes a site of boredom, stifled curiosity, 

and joyless learning.”  368

 Throughout the next two chapters a desperate search is conducted through 

Western and non-Western (mainly Native American) educational philosophies, 

respectively, looking for evidence of econormativity. In Chapter 6 these data are 

culled, combined with other (e.g., ecocentric) ideas, and offered as an example of 

an econormative, Christian philosophy of education.  369

	  Shapiro, “Education,” 38. Shapiro lists “the failures of  recent national education 367

reforms…in the United States. These have been documented by researchers and include the 
failure to significantly reduce the racial achievement gap; the penalizing of  immigrant children 
and special needs children; increased drop-out rates; the narrowing of  the curriculum and the 
shallow reductionist form of  learning; the increased stress and anxiety among students resulting 
from the obsessive focus on standardized tests; the diversion of  public funds to private tutoring 
sources and unaccountable for-profit schools; the deskilling of  teachers’ work; and the 
delegitimization of  the teaching profession” (ibid.).

	  Shapiro, “Education,” 39.368

	  I maintain that econormative and Christian are essentially synonymous, making this 369

phrase somewhat redundant. As Doug Blomberg writes, “Christian schooling…is normal schooling, 
or what schooling ought (normatively) to be” (Wisdom, 109 (emphasis original)).
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Chapter 4 

Western Educational Philosophies 

I went to kindergarten as if into daily battle. There was only one respite: 
nap time, when we stretched out in rows of cots, like Civil War wounded. 

—Laura Shaine Cunningham  370

The most important piece of technology in any classroom is the second 
hand of the clock. The purpose is to teach millions of students the identical 
prayer: Please, God, make it move faster. 

—Derrick Jensen  371

In the words of Australian educator and philosopher Stuart Fowler, Western 

culture offers  

an extremely narrow view of education and a blinkered view of human 
life and development…. This situation results in cultural, and 
consequently educational, impoverishment for the societies of the 
Western world as well as for those of the rest of the world. For the 
Western world, we deny ourselves the enrichment that could come by 
opening ourselves to the educational traditions of other cultures, while for 
others it subjects them to pressures to conform to the limiting patterns of 
Western education as the price of participation in a global society 
dominated by the economic and technological power of the Western 
world.  372

For example, it is typical in Western  schools of education to study only Western 373

educational philosophy, to disregard Indigenous peoples’ theories on education 

	  Laura Shaine Cunningham, “Sunbeams,” The Sun no. 473 (May 2015): 48, accessed 370

October 26, 2020, https://www.thesunmagazine.org/issues/473/sunbeams-473.

	  Jensen, Walking, 15.371

	  Stuart Fowler, “Pathways to the Future,” in Reminding: Renewing the Mind in Learning, ed. 372

Doug Blomberg and Ian Lambert (Sydney: CSAC, 1998), 195.

	  Timothy Reagan writes, “There is no single western culture in any really meaningful 373

sense…. There is nevertheless a strong sense among many in the west that there is a shared, 
common tradition and a core set of  values and assumptions about the world” (Non-Western 
Educational Traditions, 4th ed. (New York: Routledge, 2018), 33, 34). 
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(indeed, to consider them not sophisticated enough to qualify as “philosophy” ), 374

and to divide Western educational philosophy into two competing halves. As 

veteran educator David Hutchison writes, 

Throughout the last 50 years, the two most dominant [educational] 
philosophies have been the back-to-basics and progressive education 
movements. Educational commentators often speak of the “swinging of 
the pendulum” to describe the process by which these two competing 
ideologies contest gains made by the other and attempt to influence public 
opinion.  375

Gray-haired teachers will testify to the transitory nature of educational fads, 

including periodic (“inservice”) training arranged by overzealous administrators 

—only to return to their classrooms to teach in their own preferred way (which is 

most often the way they were taught ). What this last comment illustrates is that 376

	  Indigenous people are not alone in this ostracization. Blomberg reminds us that “the 374

way [the sages of  Israel] went about exploring these [philosophical] interests, though it may 
exemplify a ‘love of  wisdom,’ did not count as ‘philosophy’ as this came to be understood in 
classical Greece” (Wisdom, 63).

	  David Hutchison, A Natural History of  Place in Education (New York: Teachers College 375

Press, 2004), 25.

	  Too often, as philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff  notes, “vast numbers of  teachers just 376

teach, teaching as they were taught, unreflectively exercising their ingrained habits, enslaved to 
custom” (“Curriculum: By What Standard?,” in Voices from the Past, ed. Donald Oppewal (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of  America, 1997), 98-99 (emphasis original)).
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Hutchison’s back-to-basics (a.k.a. conservative or traditional)  and progressive 377

movements are really a matter of perspective. Both conservatives and 

progressives have traditions they cling to and distasteful circumstances they 

progress away from.  Rather than falling into the trap of an oversimplified 378

dichotomy, here the focus is on the fact that both conservatives and progressives 

alike are guilty of perpetuating an unecological and antinormative 

anthropocentrism—something we might learn from Indigenous educational 

philosophies (Chap. 5) if we only had ears to hear. 

 Even a cursory examination of both popular and scholarly descriptions of 

education reveal this intraspecies solipsism. The etymology “to lead 

out” (educare) is often assumed to refer to the learned leading the ignorant out of 

the darkness of ignorance into the light of knowledge (scientia est potentia), yet 

	  The terms conservative and traditional contain enough conceptual overlap that I am 377

lumping them together in the present study. Both are wary of  change under the moniker of  
“progress.” However, whereas educational conservatives may be satisfied with the status quo, 
traditionalists may advocate for regressive change: “back to the basics.” As Dorothy L. Sayers says 
in her seminal essay “The Lost Tools of  Learning”: “if  we are to produce a society of  educated 
people,…we must turn back the wheel of  progress some four or five hundred years, to the point at 
which education began to lose sight of  its true object, towards the end of  the Middle Ages” (“The 
Lost Tools of  Learning,” accessed April 22, 2020, https://providencetift.files.wordpress. com/
2019/09/the-lost-tools-of-learning.pdf). It is not difficult to understand the frustration of  
educational traditionalists. Consider the following examples. In a survey by Renaissance Learning 
of 9.8 million high school students during the 2014-15 school year, it was determined that “on 
average 12th graders chose books at a 7th grade level of difficulty. Ninth graders chose books at a 5th 
grade difficulty level. Only 19 percent of the books seniors chose exceed the 9th grade level of 
difficulty” (Catherine Gewertz, “What Kids Are Reading,” Education Week 36, no. 14 (November 
30, 2016): 5). Chris Hedges reports: “The Princeton Review analyzed the transcripts of  the Gore-
Bush debates of  2000, the Clinton-Bush-Perot debates of  1992, the Kennedy-Nixon debate of  
1960, and the Lincoln-Douglas debates of  1858…. Lincoln spoke at the educational level of  an 
eleventh grader (11.2), and Douglas addressed the crowd using a vocabulary suitable (12.0) for a 
high-school graduate.” Both Kennedy and Nixon were at 7.6, Bush (Sr.) at 6.8, and Bush (Jr.) at 6.7 
(Empire, 45-46). 

	  It is my experience that few traditionalists/conservatives (Christian or otherwise) want 378

to return (“regress”) to the school texts preparing students for the agrarian economy of  yesteryear. 
They typically want their children to excel in a world defined by Progress. With regard to liberals, 
Hendrik Hart writes, “in the tension between political liberalism and conservatism,…liberals 
practice a conservatism with respect to their principles of  liberalism” (“Creational,” 90n49).
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every (open-minded) teacher will admit to learning from her students. Who is 

leading whom? And what of the maxim, “To really learn something, teach it”? 

One dictionary points to developing one’s “mental, moral or social 

capabilities.”  What of one’s physical, emotional or spiritual capabilities? 379

Further definitions include providing one with knowledge or training or 

information. Only provision? Is that where an educator’s task ends? At least the 

first definition includes development, a sense of tending to another’s growth. Of 

another dictionary’s several definitions, only one is “to provide” (with 

information); the rest imply more follow-through: to rear, to develop by fostering, 

to train, to bring about an improvement, to condition or persuade.  Nonetheless, 380

the synonyms for educate (or educator)—teach and instruct (teacher and 

instructor)—today connote one-way, human-to-human delivery of information, 

not (more normatively, I would suggest) two-way nurturing of Being(s)-in-

relation (PhilPr). Hence the popular notion that computers can, for the most part, 

replace teachers and educate students (of all ages). The sad reality is that too 

many teachers (instructors, professors) can be replaced by YouTube videos or 

edutainment games because those teachers are only able—willy-nilly —to be 381

dispensers of information and nothing more. It is also true that learning in the 

narrowest sense can and does occur in these diminished environments (with or 

	  The American Heritage Dictionary of  the English Language, 5th ed., s.v. “educate” (Boston: 379

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2016).

	  Webster’s Third International Dictionary, s.v. “educate” (Springfield, MA: Merriam-380

Webster, 2002).

	  Some teachers simply lack the ability to engage in this two-way nurturance and are 381

therefore teachers in name only. Others may be capable but are restricted by institutional ethos.
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without a live human teacher). Nonetheless, a normative teacher must be more of 

a mentor than a machine (EcoPr3). 

 The World Book Encyclopedia offers another contemporary, if more 

comprehensive, view of education.  Three points are worth noting. First, there is 382

a recognition of the importance of inner formation—“habits, values, or 

attitudes”—and that these are “acquired,” not just presented. Second, “to become 

productive members of society…as workers in the economy” is expanded to 

include “an appreciation of their cultural heritage” and “live more satisfying 

lives.” Might it not also be wise to learn to critique one’s cultural heritage 

(including the concept of “the economy”) (CivPr1)? And might not “satisfying,” 

like the “pursuit of happiness,” be deepened by saying “meaningful” and 

broadened by including “as a part of one’s bioregion”? Finally, education goes 

beyond the school: “The most common way to get an education is to attend 

school. But much education takes place outside the classroom,” such as with 

parents, in churches, Girl Scouts, music lessons, on the Internet, etc. 

 In their concise overview of philosophy of education in the Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, D. C. Phillips and Harvey Siegel include the 

expected survey from Plato to Rousseau to Dewey and touch upon a plethora of 

essential topics, but mention neither the non-Western nor the nonhuman. It is also 

typically bereft of religion. In other words, it lacks multicultural breadth, depth of 

ultimate meaning, and a connection to the wider creation (contra SpirPr, PhilPr, 

	  The World Book Encyclopedia, s.v. “education” (Chicago: World Book, 2017).382
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and EcoPr5). Education “at its best,” they say, “equips individuals with the skills 

and substantive knowledge that allows them to define and pursue their own goals, 

and also allows them to participate in the life of their community as full-fledged, 

autonomous citizens.”  Although they admit “this is to cast matters in very 383

individualistic terms,” their mention of anything societal—“citizenship” —is still 

couched in liberal terms. Phillips and Siegel’s attempt at a thorough summary is 

an example of just how anthropocentrically narrow those attempts truly are. The 

“basic aims and ideals” they mention include: 

• “education as transmission of knowledge versus education as the 

fostering of inquiry and reasoning skills”; 

• curriculum: “what this knowledge, and what those skills, ought to be”; 

• how learning works: “capacities and potentialities…present at birth,…

human development” and how flexible that development is; 

• “education for personal development or education for citizenship”; 

• “the relation between education and maintenance of the class structure of 

society” versus social reform; 

• when children’s, parents’, and sociocultural groups’ rights conflict, 

“whose rights should be privileged”; and 

• do “all children have a right to state-provided education, and if so, [how 

does]…this education respect the beliefs and customs of all groups”? 

	  D. C. Phillips and Harvey Siegel, “Philosophy of  Education,” Stanford Encyclopedia of  383

Philosophy (Winter 2013 edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, accessed December 4, 2013, http://
plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2013/ entries/education-philosophy. 
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Each of these points is a necessary part of the conversation, and the academic 

publications on them individually and on their interrelations are voluminous, but 

not enough is being asked from an econormative perspective. For example, how 

do we weigh the relative curricular value of computer literacy versus a literacy of 

local plant life? Regarding social reform and the rights of various individuals and 

groups, why don’t the terms social, individuals, groups, and even citizenship 

include the nonhuman? Phillips and Harvey’s survey touches on the psychic 

(“psychological”), analytic, sociocultural, political, and even epistemic aspects of 

education, but, in what I can only assume is an attempt at neutrality, avoids the 

spiritual (directional). Perhaps they believe they can describe the is without the 

ought; but being is meaning (PhilPr), and the things they emphasize (e.g., rights 

[of humans]) and those they leave out (“rights” of nonhumans, cf. EcoPr4) speak 

volumes. Granted, the problems with contemporary education are legion, and the 

fact that it touches every area of life and society means choices must be made for 

an overview, but the silence with regard to econormativity is deafening. 

 As I mentioned earlier, the problems in education today stem from the 

same source as our ecological ones: the civilizational hubris (exemplified in 

Plato’s writings) that leads to the Differential Imperative (human-over-nonhuman 

apartheid). Such an artificial severing of humanity from its ecological roots is 

bound to manifest itself in student boredom as holistic learning in the broadest 

Communal sense is reduced to long hours of primarily intellectual training, much 
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of which is an abstraction of—and therefore distant from—the real, tangible 

world that most people prefer to experience.    384

 How have we reached a place where some of the most curious and 

energetic creatures on the planet—young humans—are bored by our attempts to 

open the world to them? Not that they are bored only occasionally, but for much 

of the school day for years on end. No wonder it has been compared to prison. 

And not that teachers should be entertainers, competing for their students’ 

laughter and approval ratings. Modern society is already oversaturated with 

entertainment (including “edutainment”). The problem is, as Svi Shapiro 

diagnoses, a “crisis of community…[where] whatever is said about friendship, 

sharing, and caring in our schools and classrooms, the real effect of the 

curriculum is to teach the centrality of competition and individualism in our social 

relations.”  For the first two decades of their impressionable lives, while they 385

hunger for Community, we inflict upon our students a system “to sort, select, and 

rank, and to find and legitimate winners and losers…. Schools have become 

instruments of conformity and passivity. They are enthralled by the language of 

management and controlled outcomes, measured by their usefulness to the state as 

the means to supply trained workers.”  Separated desks, individualism, winners 386

and losers, controlled outcomes: no wonder students are bored (especially the 

	  Reagan has noted that education in the West “emphasized theoretical rather than 384

practical knowledge” (Non-Western, 37).

	  Shapiro, “Educating,” 40-41. 385

	  Shapiro, “Educating,” 45.386

!153



losers). Even the youngest students cannot wait to return to school in the fall to be 

with their friends (not “to be with my math [or reading or social studies] 

textbook”). Shapiro points us back “to liv[ing] meaningful and purposeful lives—

what used to be described as wisdom”—in an educational setting that teaches and 

practices tikkun olam, “the effort to repair and heal our world as a place of 

generous and loving community.”  387

4.1. Out of This World: From Plato to Cyberspace 

If [literature] should turn into pure propaganda or pure entertainment, 
society will slip back into the sty of the immediate—which is to say, the 
memoryless existence of hymenoptera and gastropods. None of this is so 
important, to be sure. The world can get by nicely without literature. But 
without human beings it can get by better yet. 

—Jean-Paul Sartre  388

In 1906, Elwood Cubberly, who later became dean of education at 
Stanford, gave his answers: Schools should be factories “in which raw 
products, children, are to be shaped and formed into finished products[,]…
manufactured like nails, and the specifications for manufacturing will 
come from government and industry.” 

—Derrick Jensen  389

The standard educational genealogy in the West begins with Plato and his utopian 

Republic. As educational philosopher Nel Noddings states, “The basic components 

of education described by Plato have remained at the heart of liberal education for 

more than 2,000 years. Literature, history, mathematics, and philosophy (which in 

Plato’s time included natural science as a less lofty component) still form the 

	  Shapiro, “Educating,” 45.387

	  Quoted in Bringhurst, Tree, 19.388

	  Derrick Jensen, Walking, 37.389
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backbone of the academic curriculum.”  The fact that he is, for conservatives, a 390

poster boy for academic rigor, and, for progressives, a whipping boy for being a 

“dead, white male” (all three attributes over which he had little control) is a mere 

caricature. To his credit, he sought a way out of the cave of ephemeral city life, a 

way to transcend the superficial—or, as I prefer, to plumb the depth dimension of 

life. Unfortunately, he did so as a member of the privileged, leisure class, as one 

of several men who had the time to sit in a garden and contemplate reality while 

others manicured the garden and slaved in the fields. He might have done better 

with a little dirt under his fingernails. Already in his time Mediterranean and 

Middle Eastern ecology was ravaged by the anthropocentric demands of 

civilization. Plato simply took the next logical step of removing wisdom from the 

land-poets and locking it up in theoria. Tricia Van Dyk reports, “Until Plato, says 

[Martha C.] Nussbaum, it was the poets rather than the philosophers to whom 

people turned as the principal ethical thinkers and teachers.”  By the next 391

generation, according to Robert Bringhurst, “In Aristotle’s lectures, philosophy 

and story have been formally divorced.”  This is particularly troubling because, 392

as discussed above, story is fundamental to how humans learn (EpistPr2). 

	  Nel Noddings, Philosophy of  Education, 4th ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2016), 9.390

	  T. Van Dyk, “Narrative,” 3.391

	  Bringhurst, Everywhere, 168.392
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 Ecophilosopher David Abram draws a straight line from Plato to 

cyberspace and its effect on children. In his essay “Earth in Eclipse”  he marks 393

the “allure of transcendence” by tracing a line from “Pythagoras’ faith that the 

realm of numbers was a higher world, untainted by the uncertainty and flux of 

mortal, earthly life” to Plato’s “true and genuine existence belong[ing] only to…

ideal forms.”  This affected not only the Christian idea of heaven but is seen 394

today in our scientific insistence that the most significant levels of reality are the 

very small (e.g., subatomic particles, DNA, neurons, etc.) or the very large (e.g., 

the Big Bang, black holes, dark matter/energy, etc.) in contrast to the mundane 

world of our everyday experience. Abram admits, “There is much to be gleaned 

from our investigations into other scales and dimensions, yet we consistently err 

by assuming our studies provide an objective assessment of the way these realms 

really are in themselves…. Thus do our sciences, like our religions, perpetuate the 

age-old disparagement of sensorial reality.” This insight has an educative 

application when it comes to engendering an ethical sensibility. For Abram, “The 

seeds of compassion are sown in the palpable field of our childhood encounters 

with other sensitive and sentient bodies,” not with quarks, quasars, or computers. 

As he writes,  

	  David Abram, “Earth in Eclipse: An Essay on the Philosophy of  Science and Ethics,” 393

in Merleau-Ponty and Environmental Philosophy, ed. Suzanne L. Cataldi and William S. Hamrick (New 
York: SUNY Press, 2007), accessed October 18, 2012, https://wildethics.org/essay/earth-in-
eclipse. All Abram quotes in this paragraph are from this essay.

	  As Blomberg writes, “Plato thought learning entailed…a turning away from 394

appearances to face what he regarded as reality, a conversion from the concrete and particular to the 
general and abstract” (Wisdom, 154 (emphasis original)). It is ironic that Plato, by unplugging from 
the material world in search of  stasis, bequeaths to us a rootless world of  endless flux. With no 
sense of  the ecological limits on our cultural activities, we have created a merry-go-round 
civilization spinning ever faster with popular and academic novelties.
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The child’s spontaneous somatic solidarity with others is inevitably a 
tentative and tenuous phenomenon, a layer of experience that emerges 
only when a child is free to engage, with the whole of her or his muscled 
and sensitive organism, in the animate world that immediately surrounds 
her. This quietly empathic layer of experience can arise, that is, only when 
the child is free to explore, at her own pace, this terrain of scents, shapes 
and textures inhabited by other sensuous and sentient forms (by trees and 
insects and rain and houses), and so to discover, gradually, how to resonate 
with the other palpable presences that surround. It can only arise when the 
child is not deflected from such spontaneous, sensory explorations by 
being forced to engage, all too quickly, in the far more abstract and 
disembodied dimensions that beckon through the screen of a television or 
a computer. 

Cyberspatial reality is not necessarily ecologically antinormative, but it must 

never usurp primary creational reality. Freeman House gives us this warning: 

“Civilization creates for me a thousand other worlds that have little to do with my 

senses, a thousand illusions among which to choose. It is one of the functions of 

much of contemporary education and politics to convince me that my choices are 

limited to these creations.”  With the rare exceptions of field trips  and outdoor 395 396

education, classrooms today are immersed in illusory worlds. As education 

professor David A. Gruenwald observes, “In place of actual experience with the 

phenomenal world, educators are handed, and largely accept, the mandates of a 

standardized, ‘placeless’ curriculum and settle for the abstractions and simulations 

	  House, Totem, 28.395

	  My experience with field trips is that they are mostly a waste of  time. For younger 396

children, leaving the school grounds is so unusual that the “real world” becomes a novelty, 
especially in the presence of  the teacher and other children. (I’ve had students shocked to see me at 
the grocery story on the weekend; they’ve considered me a part of  the artifice of  school—a sad 
commentary on both community and school’s unreality.) For older students, attention is often too 
focused on their peers. True eco-education requires time and patience to develop meaningful 
relationships with the local flora and fauna. One-day novelties and peer distractions do not make 
for lasting educational experiences.
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of classroom learning.”  Another education professor, Neil Evernden, puts it 397

more starkly when he calls the educational rite of passage the attainment of 

“sufficient detachment” that culminates in “severing the vocal cords of the 

world.”  It is not all Plato’s fault. He was simply in the wrong place 398

(civilization) at the right time to help justify humanity’s increasing Differential 

Imperative. 

 To be clear, the interiority of abstraction, theoria, and imaginative (virtual) 

worlds is not unimportant, but Plato’s prioritizing it shows more about his 

personality than either creational ontology or epistemology. It also reveals his aim 

(spirituality, directionality) toward certainty and immortality. Gerrit Glas, in a 

discussion on the value of abstraction, describes the temptation to think that “pure 

theoretical thought is immortal thought.”  There is a kind of fallacy of 399

misplaced concreteness  that Jacob Klapwijk sees as the seduction of 400

reductionism: “lower level explanations [seem to]…make it possible to bring 

	  David A. Gruenewald, “The Best of  Both Worlds: A Critical Pedagogy of  Place,” 397

Educational Researcher 32, no. 4 (May 2003): 8. 

	  Quoted in Michael W. Derby, “Education & the Mycelial Matrix of  Critical 398

Ecohermeneutics, or Eat & Be Eaten, Mean & Be Meaning” (MA thesis, Simon Fraser University, 
2012), 39-40.

	  Gerrit Glas, “Churchland, Kandel and Dooyeweerd on the Reducibility of  Mind 399

States,” Philosophia Reformata 67 (2002): 150.

	  Strachan Donnelly describes this fallacy with a warning: “Beware taking our own 400

conceptual abstractions (scientific, philosophic, and other) for the living world’s complex 
concreteness” (Frog, 146).
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supervenient phenomena within reach of exact data analysis.”  Such ostensible 401

separation from tangible creational reality is a potent distortion that human 

intellect, reason, and abstraction give us control and certainty in a previously 

untamable world. This is what leads a prominent educator like Harry S. Broudy to 

say that “the primary function of the school is…the development of the 

intellectual and evaluational powers of the individual.”  402

 Although traditionally a phrase like “intellectual and evaluational powers” 

has been understood by educators to be a reference to reasoning power  (ratio, 403

a.k.a. “critical thinking skills”), in recent decades a push to “teach to the test” has 

put a new spin on “evaluation” with the students being evaluated on their ability 

to regurgitate data on standardized (one-size-fits-all, easy-to-grade) tests.  If by 404

“intellectual” Broudy means something like Howard Gardner’s multiple 

intelligences, and by “evaluational” something like Paulo Freire’s critique of 

	  Jacob Klapwijk, Purpose in the Living World?, trans. Harry Cook (Cambridge: Cambridge 401

University Press, 2008), 125. Derby writes “Reductionist sciences are indicative of  a desire for 
univocal certainty and control; a cultural tendency to render ambiguous and simultaneous 
understandings into one-dimensional explanations so that we might yield answers and gain 
dominion over the world” (“Education,” 89). Noting that “scientific methods require that the 
object of  interest is stable,” Kurt Richardson admits that “to apply reductionistic science to [social] 
systems we have to fake stability” (“Hegemony”).

	  Harry S. Broudy, Enlightened Cherishing (1972; repr., Chicago: University of  Illinois 402

Press, 1994), 23.

	  Philosopher Hendrik Hart, even while enumerating the positive features of  reason, 403

reminds us to use it with care: “The generality of  reason we call order needs to be balanced by our 
spiritual trust of  the strangeness of  mystery, control needs to be balanced by vulnerability, 
sameness completed with alterity, intellect humanized by emotion, objectivity recognized as a form 
of  subjectivity” (“Liebende Kampf,” in Walking the Tightrope of  Faith, ed. Hendrik Hart et al. 
(Atlanta, GA: Rodopi, 1999), 206).

	  Chris Hedges reports, “Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, Oxford, Cambridge, the 404

University of  Toronto, and the Paris Institute of  Political Studies, along with most elite schools, do 
only a mediocre job of  teaching students to question and think. They focus instead, through the 
filter of  standardized tests, enrichment activities, AP classes, high-priced tutors, swanky private 
schools, entrance exams, and blind deference to authority, on creating hordes of  competent 
systems managers” (Hedges, Empire, 89).
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hegemonic power structures,  then we would be closer to a holistic, multimodal, 405

ecological kind of education and epistemology. Instead, we have shattered the 

world into unconnected “teachable” fragments and then bred a banal conformity 

(contra SpirPr and PhilPr). As Chris Hedges notes, our “specialized vocabulary…

dices disciplines, faculty, students, and finally experts into tiny, specialized 

fragments.”  Derby sees this as directly related to modernism: “We have come 406

to live and understand our lives within a cultural-historical context of fragmented 

relationality; exacerbated by the privileging of anthropocentrism, reductionism, 

linear causality, and dualism in modernist thought.”  Ironically, with the 407

shattering of modernism’s “unity,” postmodernism’s ten thousand pieces, like the 

shards of a hologram, may look different at first glance, but upon closer 

inspection reflect the same fixation on celebrity and glamor. This cultural 

conformity, now planet-wide thanks to the Hydra-like media, shapes even our 

supposedly cultural-critical Christian schools. As John Van Dyk observes, “we 

preach love and gentleness, yet promote a ‘may the best man win’ mentality. We 

say that we are to esteem others higher than ourselves, yet foster competition that 

easily leads to self-glorification. We confess that each one of our students is a 

unique image bearer of God, yet we continue to structure our schools and 

	  Chris Hedges paraphrases Noam Chomsky: “genuine intellectual inquiry is always 405

subversive. It challenges cultural and political assumptions. It critiques structures. It is relentlessly 
self-critical” (Death of  the Liberal Class (New York: Nation Books, 2010), 35).

	  Hedges, Empire, 93.406

	  Derby, “Education,” 12. Patrick Curry defines modernity this way: “By ‘modernity,’ I 407

mean the triple rule of  capital, technoscience and the state—big business, big science and Big 
Brother—whose banner reads, in various versions, ‘One Truth, One Way, One People.’ Or, simply, 
‘Progress.’ And if  you hear talk of  ‘development,’ ‘efficiency’ or ‘modernization,’ you have been 
warned!” (“What It’s About,” Patrick Curry website, accessed March 11, 2018, https://
www.patrickcurry.co.uk).
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classrooms for stifling conformity.”  It is for this reason that John P. Clark 408

renews the indictment that schools today are still part of the machine: “the vast 

majority of schools are ‘false schools.’ They have as their primary function the 

adaptation of the students to the system of social domination and the domination 

of nature.”  409

 Such social domination is an outgrowth of a one-best-way mentality and is 

evident in the teacher monologue in schools that, in another example of 

commodification, treats students as products on an assembly line (“human 

capital”). It is easy to think of the droning lecturer, as Wolterstorff accuses: “We 

make of teaching a self discourse, I communing with me, permitting others to 

overhear.”  But the same fault can occur with the progressive teacher popular 410

for being so entertaining, as Jerome W. Berryman reminds us: with entertainment, 

“the energy flows in only one direction…. The entertainer is a teacher who creates 

passive consumers out of his or her students…. This kind of teaching is about 

	  John Van Dyk, The Craft of  Christian Teaching (Sioux Center, IA: Dordt College Press, 408

2000), 108. Alberto Villoldo offers a relevant personal ancecdote: “I worked as a psychologist for 
Head Start schools, specifically on a program for five- to seven-year-old children from 
disadvantaged families. On the first day of  school, I would ask the children to draw a house. They 
sketched the most amazing houses. Some were inside clouds or under the ocean—one was even 
inside a doughnut! At the end of  the year I would ask them again to draw a house and almost to 
the last child they would draw a square with a triangle roof  with two windows and a door. It was so 
disappointing to see how they had adopted the belief  that all houses look like that” (“One Spirit,” 
Parabola 40, no. 4 (Winter 2015-16): 101-102). 

	  Clark, Between, 60.409

	  Nicholas Wolterstorff, “Curriculum,” 99. Paul L. Harris describes how “in school, 410

children are increasingly exposed to a new type of  discourse: the didactic monologue. In this type 
of  discourse, even though they have not asked for it, children are provided with information about 
the world that goes beyond their everyday experience…. The content may be as exotic as a fairy 
tale but it is delivered with a matter-of-fact tone of  voice” (The Work of  the Imagination (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2000), 114).

!161



control…. Such a view of teaching begins to empty children of life.”  Berryman, 411

who emphasizes the importance of free play in education, calls this pseudoplay. 

Again, the antithesis is not as facile as “traditional teachers are boring and 

progressive ones are fun,” or “conservatives have high academic standards and 

progressives have none.” Rather, it all depends on context, on the relational needs 

of everyone present. The authors of A Vision with a Task observe that, regardless 

of instructional style and even with the best of intentions, teachers largely remain 

part of a system of disconnection from meaning: 

Unfortunately, far too often teachers act as though most learning in school 
is disconnected from personal meaning, context, or intrinsic motivation. 
They promote the idea that learning itself is not inherently meaningful, 
and that it takes practice, drill, threats, and rewards to get students to 
memorize information. The student’s need for information is then satisfied 
by performance on tests, at which point the information is released from 
memory. Such teaching tends to burden students’ memories with 
unorganized facts that are rather easily forgotten. Facts and skills are 
important, but mainly if they are available in a meaningful context to 
deepen insight or enable more informed thinking and acting.  412

	  Jerome W. Berryman, The Complete Guide to Godly Play, vol. 1 (Denver: Morehouse 411

Education Resources, 2002), 46. 

	  Gloria Goris Stronks and Doug Blomberg, eds., A Vision with a Task (Grand Rapids, 412

MI: Baker, 1993), 134.
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Without a meaningful context, schools are little better than factories  churning 413

out unthinking citizens prepared to take their place in “the system of social 

domination and the domination of nature” (Clark).  414

 The factory analogy is more than casual cynicism; it comes from 

educators themselves. Ophuls, a former professor at Northwestern University and 

Oberlin University, is critical of higher education: “With rare exceptions, students 

attend universities not to become better or more universal human beings but to 

obtain a credential that will lead to gainful employment in the military-industrial-

financial-political-media complex—or in the university itself, which has (sad to 

say) become a kind of knowledge factory allied to the complex.”  Indigenous 415

educator Gregory Cajete (Tewa), lamenting that “soul, creativity, spontaneity, and 

play have given way to an almost complete monopoly of practical skill-based 

knowledge,” echoes Ophuls: “The goal of most modern education is to define all 

aspects of human teaching and learning to such a precise degree and with such 

technical proficiency that education can be totally controlled from entrance to exit 

	  Luis Urrieta Jr. observes, “The organization of  learning in Western schooling is 413

primarily from a functionalist tradition influenced by Taylorism, Keynesianism, and Fordist ideas 
that led to standard regimentation, efficiency models, mass production, and the step-by-step 
processes of  schooling in the first half  of  the twentieth century” (“Learning by Observing and 
Pitching-In and the Connections to Native and Indigenous Knowledge Systems,” Advances in Child 
Development and Behavior (2015): 371).

	  Arthur Evans writes, “Modern schools and universities push students into habits of  414

depersonalized learning, alienation from nature and sexuality, obedience to hierarchy, fear of  
authority, self-objectification, and chilling competitiveness. These character traits are the essence of  
the twisted personality-type of  modern industrialism. They are precisely the character traits 
needed to maintain a social system that is utterly out of  touch with nature, sexuality, and real 
human needs” (quoted in Jensen, Walking, 85).

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, 98. Chris Hedges concurs: “Most universities have become 415

high-priced occupational training centers…. [They] no longer hire the best and most experienced 
teachers but the cheapest. Tenured and tenure-track teachers now make up only 35 percent of  the 
pedagogical work force and the number is steadily falling” (Empire, 109, 110).
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by the vested interests of the modern industrial-technocratic-political complex.”  416

This was true a century ago,  and it remains true today.  417 418

 All of this is standard fare for a critique of mainstream education, but a 

valid counterargument remains: if we do not closely regulate a young person’s 

instruction during her formative years, there is little chance she will succeed in an 

advanced technological society. After more than two millennia of city living, we 

have developed such sophisticated systems of knowledge—both in content and in 

the societal structures that perpetuate their increase—that we cannot go back to 

simpler (e.g., village-based) forms of education without losing much of it 

(CivPr2). The work of evolutionary educational psychologist David C. Geary 

focuses on this very issue. In referring to the “increasingly accurate models of 

physical, biological, and social phenomena” that have been hard won over time, 

he reminds us that “these conceptual and methodological advances must be 

	  Quoted in Reagan, Non-Western, 251. Maurice Holt, former school principal and 416

emeritus professor, writes, “This curriculum straitjacket is the price exacted for believing that 
education is about assessed performance on specified content. The most obvious flaw in all this is 
that we have a category error. It’s one thing to talk of  standards in manufacturing crankshafts, and 
a very different thing to talk of  standards in educating a person” (“The Slow School,” in Ecological 
Literacy, Stone and Barlow, 57).

	  As John Dewey writes, characterizing the opposite of  his view, “The child is simply the 417

immature being who is to be matured; he is the superficial being who is to be deepened; his is 
narrow experience which is to be widened. It is his to receive, to accept. His part is fulfilled when 
he is ductile and docile” (The School and Society and The Child and the Curriculum (Chicago: University 
of  Chicago Press, 1990), 186).

	  Kirsten Olson writes, “The idea that schoolchildren should be divided into grades, 418

that they should progress down a ‘line’ of  learning to an endpoint, and that their curriculum, 
movements, and thinking itself  should be highly prescribed and graded, bespeak a 19th-century, 
product orientation toward learning. Humans are the product, learning is the intervention, and 
human beings, with a variety of  beliefs, attributes, and inclinations, are the raw material to be 
shaped, imprinted, programmed, and shipped out” (Wounded by School. New York: Teachers College 
Press, 2009), 59). Chris Hedges reports, “Art schools have become as utilitarian as journalism 
schools…. [They] produce, along with departments devoted to the sciences and technologies, the 
specialist, the expert groomed to conform to the tastes of  the power elite. These specialists must 
master narrow, arcane subjects and disciplines rather than reflect on and challenge systems of  
power” (Death, 114, 115).
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reconstructed for each and every generation, or they will be lost.”  Think of 419

technology-dependent areas of knowledge such as satellites, CAT scans, and radio 

telescopes. Can these continue to exist without city-based educational systems? 

Such fields require not only the university-level training to sustain them, but all 

the pre-university preparation for such rarefied explorations. 

 Geary roughly divides what children need to learn to be successful adults 

into two domains: the primary domain of folk knowledge that has historically 

carried us through most of our everyday lives, and the secondary domain of 

accumulated academic knowledge that cannot be intuited—indeed it must be 

passed along in specialized settings. With the continued development of our 

“high”-technology society—think of the Computer Age or the Information 

Revolution—folk knowledge becomes less useful and secondary knowledge more 

important. Geary writes, “The function of schools is to organize the activities of 

children such that they acquire the biologically secondary competencies that close 

the gap between folk knowledge and the occupational and social demands of the 

society.”  But this brings up another problem: few children are interested, either 420

by disposition or persuasion, in studying so many abstractions for so many years. 

Geary recognizes this: “With successive grade levels, academic content will 

increasingly diverge from its evolved foundation…[,] thus academic learning is 

	  David C. Geary, “Educating the Evolved Mind: Conceptual Foundations for an 419

Evolutionary Educational Psychology,” in Educating the Evolved Mind, ed. Jerry S. Carlson and Joel 
R. Levin (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2007), 71. 

	  Geary, “Educating,” 35. Steven Pinker writes, “Education is a technology that tries to 420

make up for what the human mind is innately bad at” (quoted in William H. Calvin, A Brief  History 
of  the Mind (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), 138). 
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predicted to become more difficult and any motivation to engage in this learning 

is predicted to decrease, and this is the case.”  He explains this observation by 421

saying that “children…do not have built-in attentional, cognitive, or motivational 

mechanisms that will drive child-centered learning in these [secondary] 

domains[;]…[therefore,] it is adults, not children, who must determine these core 

skills and what is culturally-important knowledge.”  Of course, Geary’s 422

secondary domain of academic knowledge which must be learned for “the 

occupational and social demands of the society” must also be evaluated for its 

relevance in a post-carbon world. 

 Another secondary domain on the road to maturity and wisdom is the 

compensation for weaknesses inherent to our species’ development. As Ophuls 

reminds us, “the untutored human mind focuses on the present and the dramatic. 

The imperative of survival on the savannah made us sensitive to immediate or 

striking dangers—but comparatively oblivious to long-term trends, risks, and 

consequences, especially ones that are inconspicuous.”  As few of us still live on 423

the savannah—more’s the pity—we need to help youngsters navigate their inner 

urges. This part of wisdom education is often left out of the curriculum and 

thereby in the hands of peers, gossip, popular media, etc. Chris Edwards sees 

typical extracurricular activities as flirting and sports (“mock war”) in similar 

terms:  

	  Geary, “Educating,” 55. 421

	  Geary, “Educating,” 63, 57. 422

	  Ophuls, Plato’s Revenge, 75.423
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students have the same DNA as humans 100,000 years ago. The genes 
have stayed more or less the same but the environment (civilization) has 
drastically changed. No wonder certain behaviors, such as flirting, finding 
safety in groups, jockeying for social position, and making mock war 
against other tribes come naturally to us. These acts are natural to our 
genes. Learning to read, write, and analyze facts are things are brains can 
do but are not natural to it. Education is literally the process of civilizing 
the hunter-gatherer brain.  424

Cognitive scientist William H. Calvin offers a short list of flaws in our cognitive 

processes, of “bugs” that haven’t been worked out yet: 

• “Categorical perception can put blinders on us, so that we cannot see the 
nuances”; 

• “Our memory mechanisms are not very good at avoiding substitutions or 
keeping things in order”; 

• “Vivid examples can capture our minds and override other 
considerations”’ and 

• “Searching for coherence, we sometimes ‘find’ patterns where none 
exist.”  425

Perhaps these should be posted in every classroom to remind us of our tendency 

toward these fallacies. 

 Christian philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff also recognizes the need for 

such “secondary” knowledge. Although we learn significant things through 

observation and mimicry (play), especially early in life, much remains dependent 

on explicit teaching:  

A societal practice, such as farming or figure skating, is a complex activity 
that the practitioner learns to do. It requires knowledge and skills that do 
not emerge simply through maturation, nor are we born with them. We 
have to learn them. The requisite learning occurs in part without explicit 
teaching, by way of modeling in apprentice situations. Almost invariably, 
however, explicit teaching also has an important place. Furthermore, as 

	  Chris Edwards, “Three Cheers for Teachers,” Skeptic 17, no. 1 (2011): 14.424

	  Calvin, Brief, 116-19. 425
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practices become increasingly complex, experts arise who are not 
themselves practitioners but whose business it is to induct newcomers into 
the practice by instruction: coaches, advisers, teachers, etc. I use the world 
“induct” advisedly. Practices have histories, traditions—novices are 
inducted into an ongoing activity and tradition that existed before they 
entered it.   426

The tension comes when others, older and wiser, see that the student needs to be 

inducted into a knowledge/skill tradition but the student refuses. Even though “for 

most of the million-year lifetime of our species to date…exploration and 

education amounted to the same thing,”  we cannot, for the reasons listed above, 427

allow children to raise themselves (cf. A. S. Neill). 

 All human children throughout time have required an extended period of 

being educated for survival,  but a child born in twenty-first century North 428

America faces the double educational challenge that much of what is needed to be 

learned for “success” in today’s globalized high-tech society is both ecologically 

destructive and, for most students, not cognitively motivating.  These two 429

	  Nicholas Wolterstorff, Educating for Shalom, ed. Clarence W. Joldersma and Gloria Goris 426

Stronks (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2004), 82.

	  Robert Michael Pyle, “Free-Range Kids,” Orion 33, no. 5 (November/December 427

2014): 50.

	  Mythologist Joseph Campbell writes, “Absolutely unable to fend for itself, the infant 428

Homo sapiens is committed for twelve years to a season of  dependency on parents or parent 
substitutes; and it is during these twelve dependent years that we are turned into human 
beings” (Myths to Live By (1972; repr., New York: Bantam Books, 1988), 219).  Anthropologist and 
biologist Jeremy Narby says similarly that “young humans require long years of  nurturance, 
education, and compassion for their brains to reach full potential. Humans also have by the far the 
longest childhoods and adolescences, and human parents sustain compassion longer than parents 
from any other species” (Intelligence, 81). 

	  In 2005, a Gallup poll discovered that “bored,” “tired,” and “uninterested” were three 429

of  “the adjective[s] most commonly used by teenagers to describe how they feel about 
school” (“The Teens: Behind That Blank Expression,” The New York Times, Education Life 
Supplement (January 16, 2005)). A 2006 survey of  US high school students found that two-thirds 
were bored in class every day, and 17 percent were bored in every class (Kirsten Olson, Wounded, 
183). “Factory” schools are also not motivating or rewarding for teachers. Olson also reports that 
50 percent of  new teachers will leave the profession within the first five years of  teaching (ibid., 60).
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educational challenges are related and worth examining more closely in light of 

our econormative principles. They both have their roots in the Differential 

Imperative. When we believe ourselves separate from and above the rest of 

creation, we inevitably abuse it—knowingly or not, broken relationality is 

damaging to all parties—and dampens our natural (created, evolved) motivations 

for learning. 

Summary of 4.1. The Western educational tradition emphasizes 

“academic” (logicolingual) knowledge acquisition to the detriment of spiritual 

discernment and ecological awareness. This is seen in its partiality to the “allure 

of transcendence” that deadens a “child’s somatic solidarity with others” (Abram). 

Seduced by the illusion of control, it turns schooling into a kind of factory 

replicating teacher monologues  and compliant citizens. It is an open question as 430

to how necessary “secondary knowledge” competencies (as opposed to faulty 

“folk knowledge”)—e.g., climate science or correctives to human cognitive 

weaknesses—can be widely taught while avoiding the problems of “factory” 

schools. 

	  Blomberg writes, “I am sure that every teacher has had the experience…of  teaching a 430

lesson a second time to a different class. So often, though it may appear to be a more polished 
presentation, there is a failure to connect with students in the same way as on the first 
occasion” (Wisdom, 118).

!169



4.2. Rediscovering Educational Motivation 

Do not train a child to learn by force or harshness; but direct them to it by 
what amuses their minds, so that you may be the better able to discover 
with accuracy the peculiar bent of the genius of each. 

—Plato 

The teacher who is attempting to teach without inspiring the pupil with a 
desire to learn is hammering on cold iron. 

—Horace Mann 

Interestingly, Plato and Horace Mann, two pillars of conservatism, speak in 

typically progressivist terms as they emphasize the need to amuse and inspire 

students. Had they grown tired of students falling asleep during their lectures and 

decided to become edutainers? Not likely. Again, we need not fall into that 

caricatured dichotomy—conservatives (rigorous but boring) vs. progressives (fun 

but shallow)—to recognize that children are always motivated and always 

learning.  The question is where does their motivation lie at this moment, and 431

what are they learning (Beware: It might be “life is made up of discrete, 

unconnected bits,” and “to be successful, go through the motions without 

questioning authority”): “Nobody ever gave you a grade for learning how to play, 

how to ride a bicycle, or how to kiss.”  The question for all educators (including 432

parents) is how to motivate children to do the tasks they are not naturally drawn 

to. If, as Geary says, the primary domain of folk knowledge is not sufficient to 

	  Dewey writes, “Perhaps the greatest of  all pedagogical fallacies is the notion that a 431

person learns only the particular thing he is studying at the time” (quoted in Blomberg, Wisdom, 
135).

	  Jensen, Walking, 71.432
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maintain and develop our high-tech society,  but rather we require a widespread 433

mastery of secondary (scientific, academic) knowledge, and if the latter is not 

cognitively motivating for most students, how do we proceed? The answer has 

significant social ramifications. Currently, in the name of equality, we drag every 

child through years of tedious material that most of them will neither see again 

nor use. And in the name of individuality and “excellence” we pit students against 

one another to see who can play the Game of School  the best, creating what 434

Shapiro calls the “culture of separated desks”: “The encircling arms of young 

children as they protect their assignment from the eyes of other children so aptly 

embodies the worldview of a fearful and suspicious	individualism. Their answers 

dare not be shared with other children for that would diminish their special claim 

to success and	recognition.”  The children’s arms should be encircling each 435

other, not their assignments. 

 Although educational conservatives (Platonists) and progressives 

(Rousseauians) undoubtedly have their respective family resemblances of 

concepts and emphases, the richer soil is found where they meet, overlap, and 

influence each other. Few scholars explain the two camps as succinctly as Kieran 

	  Paul Kingsnorth writes, “the standard media assumption—common across the 433

intellectual classes in liberal cultures—is that anything involving cutting-edge technologies is 
inherently beneficial to humankind” (“In the Black Chamber,” Orion 33, no. 2 (March/April 2014): 
33). This assumption is in need of  an econormative critique (cf. the work of  Robert Goudzwaard 
and Willem H. Vanderburg).

	  Cf. Robert L. Fried, The Game of  School (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005). Pseudo-434

learning, he says, is “passive ingestion, rote memorization, and indifferent recall” (ibid., 67). 

	  Shapiro, “Educating,” 41. Shapiro borrows the phrase “culture of  separated desks” 435

from Elizabeth Dodson Gray. 
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Egan: “In the Platonic view, knowledge drives development; in the Rousseauian 

view, development drives knowledge—it determines what knowledge is learnable, 

meaningful, and relevant. In the Platonic view, education is a time-related, 

epistemological process; in the Rousseauian view, it is an age-related, 

psychological process.”  Normative (Christian) education, regardless of setting, 436

will always include time-related (“It’s only available for us to study today”) and 

age-related (“This 12-year-old is ready for it; that one is not”), epistemological 

(“The facts must be memorized”) and psychological (“Try this analytical 

technique”) elements. Egan reminds us that there are more than just these two 

aspects of education. For those focused on academics (Platonists), “their primary 

criterion for determining the curriculum is to be found in the value of particular 

kinds of knowledge for enriching the mind”; for the developmentalists 

(Rousseauians), “the educational trick…is to search out whatever seems most 

likely to stimulate and support the mind’s process of development”; and for those 

concerned with socialization, “the criteria of education that dominate their 

thinking are derived from the current and hoped-for future condition of 

society.”  A truly holistic (EpistPr1) education will incorporate all three—and 437

more (e.g., Social justice, artistic expression, etc.). A five- or fifteen-year-old will 

	  Kieran Egan, “Conceptions of  Development in Education,” Philosophy of  Education 436

(1998): 55. As Egan points out, “That compromise, leaving Plato’s descendants with the contents 
and aims of  education and Rousseau’s with the methods, appeals to many as a neat division of  
labor. So the educational philosophers can deal with content and aims, drawing on the knowledge 
generated by the educational psychologists about learning and development” (ibid.). Division of  
labor is one thing, silo-ization is another. 

	  Egan, “Conceptions,” 35. Gopnik et al. warn us, “Historically, we believed that 437

children’s minds were tabulae rasae. Classicists strove to fill those blank tablets with moral precepts; 
Romanticists wanted to leave them as blank as possible. They were both wrong” (The Scientist in the 
Crib (New York: HarperCollins, 1999), 12-13).
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need to learn “particular kinds of knowledge” (academic, conservative) “to 

stimulate and support the mind’s process of development” (progressive) to further 

the “current or hoped-for condition of society” (socialization). 

 Some educational settings are better than others at combining all three 

(and other) elements. We know what falls short. David F. Bjorklund reminds us, 

“Children did not evolve to sit quietly at desks in age-segregated classrooms 

being instructed by unrelated and unfamiliar adults.”  Our fragmented 438

curriculum (contra PhilPr) imparts a disconnected and meaning-starved (therefore 

boring, unmotivating) reality: “An atomistic view of reality is arrived at by 

systematically ‘delearning’ the gestalt view which dominates the child’s 

experience…. This ‘delearning’ process (of not taking spontaneous experience of 

superordinate gestalts seriously) makes life progressively less rich, narrowing it 

down to a mass of externally connected details.”  Educational philosopher John 439

Van Dyk reflects on this fragmentation: “In our Western tradition, with its 

propensity toward analysis, schools have grown accustomed to an exclusively 

discipline-oriented curriculum. Consequently, the standard curriculum, as we 

know it, is thoroughly fragmented. It consists of disconnected pieces which we 

	  David F. Bjorklund, “The Most Educable of  Animals,” in Educating the Evolved Mind, ed. 438

Jerry S. Carlson and Joel R. Levin (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2007), 120.

	  Arne Naess, “Ecosophy and Gestalt Ontology,” in Deep Ecology for the Twenty-first 439

Century, ed. George Sessions (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 245.
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call ‘subjects’ and ‘skills.’”  He warns us of the outcome of turning the 440

curriculum into a list of disconnected facts, similar to playing the game of 

“Jeopardy”: “We need to distinguish sharply, however, between the encyclopedia 

and the curriculum. Too often the curriculum is simply an echo of the 

encyclopedia…. A fragmented curriculum leads to a fragmented world. And a 

fragmented world loses much of its meaningfulness and coherence.”  Student 441

ennui and boredom are not to be assuaged by entertaining them (edutainment), but 

by making their learning experiences meaningful and being sure that those 

experiences cohere with the rest of creational reality (PhilPr). 

 A negative example of this meaning-coherence in educational settings is 

teacher interference; whether by talking too much or being overcontrolling, the 

teacher robs the student of making her own connections. Too much direct 

instruction can stunt a child’s learning drive. As educational psychologist Alison 

Gopnik observes, when a teacher acts clueless, the children figure out the problem 

on their own, yet when that teacher overexplains, they fall into a passive role. Her 

recommendation: “give children’s remarkable, spontaneous learning abilities free 

	  John Van Dyk, “Christian Philosophy and Classroom Practice: Is the Gap Widening?,” 440

Pro Rege 23, no. 1 (September 1994): 5-6. Apropos to Christian education, Van Dyk also points out 
that the “Hebrew tradition [of  the early Christians] came to be successfully replaced by Greek 
philosophy…. The Greeks were masters at pulling life apart and keeping it apart. They knew how 
to turn distinctions into separations” (“Relation Between Faith and Action: An Introduction,” Pro 
Rege 10, no. 4 (June 1982): 3-5).

	  Van Dyk, “Christian Philosophy,” 6. As an example of  curricular fragmentation,  441

Van Dyk reminds us of  the origins of  the division between the so-called “humanities” and “natural 
sciences”: “This curricular distinction is nothing more than a reflection of  19th-century neo-
positivist philosophy which postulated an encyclopedia of  the sciences based on the view that 
reality consists of  mind and matter. German neopositivism, consequently, spoke of  
Geisteswissenschaften (the sciences dealing with the ‘mind’) and Naturwissenschaften (the sciences 
focusing on ‘matter’)” (ibid., 7n10).
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rein. That means a rich, stable and safe world, with affectionate and supportive 

grown-ups, and lots of opportunities for exploration and play.”  And what keeps 442

us from implementing something so natural (creational, normative)? Time, 

money, logistics—in a word, efficiency. We know children are born with a strong 

“explanatory drive”—“We look for the underlying, hidden causes of events. We 

try to figure out the nature of things” —and we know how to match it with 443

academic and social requirements, yet we squelch it in the name of pragmatism. 

As one student reflects later in life, “Fifth grade [age 10 or 11] was the beginning 

of the downfall of my motivation to learn.”  Dewey writes, “There is, I think, no 444

point in the philosophy of progressive education which is sounder than its 

emphasis upon the participation of the learner in the formation of the purposes 

which direct his activities in the learning process.”  As an explanation for 445

student boredom and disengagement Noddings parallels Dewey: “When students 

are forced to plod through material with which they are not really engaged for 

some obscure future end, they lose interest in the material and confidence in 

themselves. They settle for giving answers and getting approval from their 

	  Alison Gopnik, “Why Preschool Shouldn’t Be Like School,” Slate (March 2011), 442

accessed October 28, 2020, https://phillywaldorf.wordpress.com/2011/03/29/slate-com-pre-
schools-shouldnt-be-like-school/.

	  Gopnik et al., Scientist, 85. Gopnik et al. add, “Explanation is to cognition as orgasm is 443

to reproduction: it is an intensely pleasurable experience that marks the successful completion of  a 
natural drive” (ibid., 153).

	  Elcira Delgado quoted in Fried, Game, 17. Professor Fried asked “a group of  444

elementary teachers to identify at what age they began to see their pupils ‘turn off ’ to school, and 
most of  them agreed that it closely followed the introduction of  ‘real grades’ [i.e., letter grades on 
report cards] in the third or fourth grade” (Game, 24).

	  John Dewey, Experience and Education (1938; repr., New York: Free Press, 2015), 67. 445
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teachers. They give up the all-important belief that education has something to do 

with the construction of personal meaning.”  446

Ursula K. Le Guin, ever the social critic, notes,  

We human beings have made a world reduced to ourselves and our 
artifacts, but we weren’t made for it and have to teach our children to live 
in it. Physically and mentally equipped to be at home in a richly various 
and unpredictable environment, competing and coexisting with creatures 
of all kinds, our children must learn poverty and exile, to live on concrete 
among endless human beings, seeing animals only as a bird high in the air, 
a beast on a leash or in a cage, a film image.   447

When we notice our students are lacking in social skills, we offer them a social-

emotional learning program on a computer.  Or we create yet another separate 448

curricular band-aid by teaching “Philosophy for Kids”: “weekly discussions about 

concepts such as truth, justice, friendship, and knowledge, with time carved out 

for silent reflection, question making, question airing, and building on one 

another’s thoughts and ideas.”  Some teachers are gifted at holding such group 449

discussions at just the right “teachable moment” when the students need to engage 

with a pressing topic, but even then teachers feel the pressure to get back to the 

curriculum—“the clock is ticking.” Creating a separate, scheduled time to address 

such topics (including environmental education, discussed below) only tends to 

	  Noddings, Philosophy, 31.446

	  Le Guin, Cheek, 105.  447

	  Benjamin Herold extols the virtues of  computers as “ways to address the ‘21st century 448

skills gap’ through technology” (“Social-Emotional Learning’s Tech Potential,” Education Week 35, 
no. 25 (March 23, 2016): 9). Even so, he reports that this opportunity for “ed tech” companies has 
been “slow to take off ” due to a shortage of  venture capital.

	  Jenny Anderson, “Teaching Kids Philosophy Makes Them Smarter in Math and 449

English,” Quartz website, accessed May 11, 2016, https://qz.com/635002/teaching-kids-
philosophy-makes-them-smarter-in-math-and-english/. 
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make those topics seem artificial and, again, unconnected from the rest of life 

(contra SpirPr). 

 We are motivated by what is meaningful (PhilPr), by our heart-desires 

(EpistPr1)—such as social esteem—so it should not surprise us that students find 

school boring or irrelevant when it does not connect to their experience, when it 

seems meaningless (“going through the motions”). As Blomberg writes, the 

curriculum should be an “extension of [the students’] experience…. In the context 

of the formal planning of a school program, it is analogous to teachers taking 

children ‘out to play,’ in the fields of literature, history, science, basketball, or 

ballet.”  A more ecological (holistic) approach would find ways to connect 450

students’ real-life experience to the “secondary knowledge” they need to learn. 

Regarding the development of such a mature discernment, Walter Brueggemann 

writes, “The educational task…is to discern and to teach to discern, to attend to 

the gifts given in experience, to attend to the world around us. It is to read 

ourselves and that world in all its playfulness, to know that what immediately 

meets the eye is not all there is.”  451

 “Teachers often make the mistake of thinking they must motivate 

behavior,” writes Jim Garrison. “All impassioned beings have needs, desires, and 

interests that move them. Motivation is never a problem.”  The problem arises 452

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 201. 450

	  Quoted in Blomberg, Wisdom, 60.451

	  Jim Garrison, Dewey and Eros (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 2010), 142.452
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when helping a student to aim her motivation toward what is econormative, i.e., 

developing her unique gifts toward the flourishing of her entire Community. We 

are moved by what we love, what we are attracted to. Recall James K. A. Smith’s 

words quoted earlier in the section developing Epistemological Principle 1: “We 

are what we love; we are…embodied practicing creatures whose love/desire is 

aimed at something ultimate.”  In Garrison’s analysis of Dewey and eros, he 453

says something similar: “We become what we love…yet what we seek to possess 

soon comes to possess us…. [Therefore] the ancient Greeks made the education 

of eros, or passionate desire, the aim of education.”  Differentiating eros from 454

other loves (e.g., agape) is not necessary for the present discussion.  Besides, 455

Olthuis shows us a better way: “To be fully person, as Tillich puts it, is to be fully 

communal.”   As we diminish our communality (community, communion), we 456

diminish our very selves. “Fully person,” Olthuis continues, is “always an ‘I’ of 

the ‘We.’… [T]he Iself…[and] the weself…are the two sides, so to speak, of the 

differentiated unity of humanity.”  In this way, eros and agape are not opposed: 457

	  Smith, Desiring, 40.453

	  Garrison, Dewey, xiii.454

	  According to Cynthia Bourgeault, an Episcopal priest and theologian, “It was Plato 455

who first came up with the idea of  classifying love by types, and his delineation of  agape (impartial, 
disinterested love) from eros (desiring love) has basically laid the foundation for all such discussions 
for two and a half  millennia since” (The Meaning of  Mary Magdalene (Boston: Shambhala, 2010), 93). 
In the 1930s, Anders Nygren applied Plato’s dualism (agape = selfless, detached = superior vs. eros = 
selfish, entwined = inferior) to Christianity (agape = Jesus, heavenly = superior vs. eros = sexual sin, 
earthly = inferior), a move Bourgeault rejects. Bourgeault sees eros as a kind of  transformative fire 
necessary in the unfolding of  creation: “without the quicksilver of  eros nothing transforms” (ibid., 
94). In Richard Rohr’s words, eros is a “life energy [that] always draws, creates, and connects 
things” (Falling, xiv).

	  Olthuis, “Be(com)ing,” 160-61.456

	  Olthuis, “Be(com)ing,” 161.457
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In this long tradition in which eros as selfish love is pitted against agape as 
self-less love, there are only two possibilities: self-denial for the good of 
society or self-satisfaction at the expense of society. However, in the We/I 
structure of humanity, in loving others I am loving myself. In caring for 
self, I am caring for others. The more I develop a robust, grounded sense 
of self, the more I am able to relate to others not as threats to self or 
amplifiers of self but as co-selves in community. Identity as presence-to-
self and intimacy as presence-with another is a dialectic dance intrinsic to 
being co-human.  458

Teachers and students are co-selves, a micro-community of a macro-Community 

that can only share loves/desires/motivations if they take time to know each other

—and this cannot happen in a mass education setting. As Sara Lawrence-

Lightfoot writes, “schools should be caring and compassionate places where 

relationships of love and trust permit people to feel safe; where risk-taking is 

encouraged; where failure, generosity, and forgiveness allow people to discover 

their unique gifts and capacities.”  459

Summary of 4.2. Since we are always learning, when school becomes a game, 

we learn—erroneously, tragically—that life is a game. Although most every 

teacher would agree that schooling should involve academics, development, and 

socialization (albeit in different measures), the typical fragmented curriculum 

doled out in one-way communication lends itself to a meaningless existence 

typified by student disengagement, boredom, and passivity. The solution? Schools 

as “caring and compassionate places” (Lawrence-Lightfoot). 

	  Olthuis, “Be(com)ing,” 161. He adds, “Believing in such dualistic tensions between an 458

eternal, pure, agapic soul and a finite, passionate, erotic body have become increasingly 
implausible as we learn more about the psychosomatic unity of  the human person” (ibid., 167). 

	  Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, foreword to Wounded, Olson, xi.459
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4.3. Tug of War in the Classroom 

Hell on earth for a brilliant innovator is spelled s-c-h-o-o-l…. [Inventor] 
Dean Kamen…found himself at odds with his public-school teachers in 
New York’s Long Island because he noted that his wrong answers weren’t 
really wrong. For instance, when asked to select the word that didn’t 
belong to the set ‘add, subtract, multiply, increase,’ Kamen might choose 
‘add’ because all the others had eight letters. 

—Steven Levy  460

Humans, like other mammals, are a social species created with a spectacular 

diversity of individual talents, proclivities, and limitations. We are necessarily 

both social and uniquely individual, and the balance between the two is a lifelong 

dance for each person and for the species as a whole. Biologist Edward O. Wilson 

offers this principle of social evolution: “selfish individuals beat altruistic 

individuals, while groups of altruists beat groups of selfish individuals. The 

victory can never be complete; the balance of selection pressures cannot move to 

either extreme. If individual selection were to dominate, societies would dissolve. 

If group selection were to dominate, human groups would come to resemble ant 

colonies.”  I fear that our classrooms have come to resemble ant colonies. 461

Maybe they always have. When I taught in public (government-funded) schools, 

my classes averaged around 30 students. When I taught in Christian (privately-

funded) schools, my classes averaged about 20 students. In both cases, no matter 

how many extra hours I put in, I could not provide each student with the 

individual nurture that she or he deserved. Effective learning can occur in any 

number of settings, from large gatherings to one-on-one tutoring (and even solo 

	  Steven Levy, “Sunbeams,” The Sun no. 473 (May 2015): 48.460

	  Edward O. Wilson, The Social Conquest of  Earth (New York: Liveright, 2012), 243.461
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speculation), but the maintenance of the typical classroom setting with its 20 to 30 

students (and far more in high school and university settings) creates a longer-

term artificial environment with its concomitant side effects. Mass education, 

whether for reasons of social control or economic efficiency, creates its own 

society that all too rarely leads to what education professor Robert L. Fried calls 

authentic learning: “student engagement in ideas, concepts, skills, and activities 

that mean something to them and that lead both to a deeper understanding and to 

the ability to put ideas to work,”  to which I would add, “for the blessing and 462

healing of the entire Community (tikkun olam; mitakuye oyasin).” 

 We must remember our students’ biodiversity—individual whole-body 

differences and gifts (EpistPr1)—to avoid limiting the discussion to multicultural 

activities (culturodiversity), as important as they are, and to emphasize that school 

settings, like all human activities, are contingent upon biotic preconditions. 

Consider Wilson’s principle of social evolution, beginning with “selfish 

individuals beat altruistic individuals”: with the exception of group activities, 

each grading period ends with only one person’s work reflected on each report 

card, and students ranked from high to low. Altruistic individuals may get elected 

to class president (or become the “teacher’s pet”) but school’s competitive setting 

favors the winner(s) (as determined mainly by the logical and lingual ways of 

knowing and an assertive form of communicating). At the same time, to succeed 

in the Game of School requires a certain amount of altruism toward the entire 

	  Fried, Game, x (emphasis original).462
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process. Anyone too selfish might drop out of the game altogether. This is seen in 

Wilson’s next phrase, “groups of altruists beat groups of selfish individuals.” 

Those who stick it out together, accepting their relative placement in the overall 

scheme, graduate together, and tend to be more “successful” in our society than 

those who drop out. (This successful group dynamic is also seen in school sports 

teams, musical ensembles, etc.) Even so, schools, reflecting larger society, tend to 

be—and encourage—groups of more individualists than altruists. This 

competitiveness continues throughout most careers. Following Wilson’s 

conclusion, a balance has not been struck in American (or Western) society and I 

would argue that we have perpetuated both extremes with little room for a middle. 

In a monetized (abstract, disconnected) reflection of Plato’s ideal republic, we 

have the few selfish individuals who dominate at the cost of a healthy (just, 

loving) society, and we have the many who are trapped in a meaningless “game of 

life” who “come to resemble ant colonies” in treadmill careers, “working for the 

weekend” and devouring monocultural entertainments. 

 Christian philosopher Herman Dooyeweerd recognized a similar trend in 

Western history when he traced an influential dualism from Plato’s “form versus 

matter” to today’s “freedom versus nature.”  On the one hand, liberals are 463

usually associated with freedom (liber), with progressing away from tradition, and 

conservatives with the nature of reality, with conserving “the way it is” (status 

	  Herman Dooyeweerd, In the Twilight of  Western Thought (Nutley, NJ: Craig Press, 1968), 463

chap. 2. Blomberg’s reminder is relevant here: “To deny dualism is not to deny duality (or plurality) 
or to ignore necessary distinctions, but rather to argue that clear distinctions do not imply discrete 
substances (self-existing, nonrelational entities)” (Wisdom, 58).
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quo). On the other hand, educational progressives (Rousseauians) want to get 

“back to nature,” and educational conservatives (Platonists) want to free their 

students from their natural, animalistic inclinations and civilize them. The point of 

muddying the waters here is indicated by E. O. Wilson: “The victory can never be 

complete; the balance of selection pressures cannot move to either extreme.” But 

we have moved to extremes, with individualism dominant—even in our apparent 

human “ant colonies”—so that American society is indeed dissolving. Wilson 

argues for a balance, an apt metaphor for a dualist premise, but Dooyeweerd sees 

reality in terms of multiplicity, a complex web of interrelation and 

interdependence. From this perspective, school, indeed every human institution, 

must be faithful to/in all its creational relation(ship)s (SpirPr) in order to unfold 

its being/meaning (PhilPr). This is where authentic learning occurs and where we 

remember the educational setting’s human biodiversity instead of just cultural 

diversity. 

 Every human is a uniquely created life (bios), a gift to her local 

Community, yet unlike precocial species, where “the young hit the ground 

running,” we are altricial: our “young…require prolonged parental care and 

training.”  From this two-pronged biological basis, being uniquely gifted yet 464

lacking in almost all survival skills, we come to modern schooling where there is 

so much to learn to “survive” and “succeed” in today’s society. A Christian 

philosophical anthropology must recognize this biodiversity and cultural diversity 

	  Daniel Dennett, Breaking the Spell (New York: Penguin, 2006), 127.464
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in every group of students and nurture them accordingly: different learning styles, 

interests, abilities, needs, etc.  As a classroom teacher, I have tried to implement 465

a multimodal, individualized approach (e.g., an individual education plan, or IEP) 

for each of my students, taking into account multiple intelligences (logical, social, 

etc.), learning styles (visual, auditory, etc.), affective types (impulsive, cautious, 

etc.),  and so-called “special needs.” The result is a complexity far beyond the 466

ability of (or time available to) any one teacher of 20 or 30 students in the lower 

grades and far more in the upper grades. 

 The concept of “special needs” illustrates the ineffectiveness of the 

“school factory” approach.  A conscientious teacher will naturally take note of 467

those students who fall to either end of the bell curve of a class’s academic 

(logicolingual) skills. Because caring people are drawn to the teaching profession 

and yet time is limited, most “extra effort” is expended on helping students 

struggling at the lower end; the literature is full of educators complaining that too 

little is done for those at the high end, those students who find the daily work 

	  The nature vs. nurture debate is another false dichotomy. Genetic gifts and limitations 465

are affected by environment (epigenesis) and vice versa. This is another example where 
Dooyeweerd’s multi-aspectual approach is more nuanced than a dualistic one such as the neo-
Platonic freedom vs. nature.

	  Robert L. Fried lists five, some overlapping with other categories: cautious, impulsive, 466

analytic, social, and visual (in Olson, Wounded, 146-47).

	  Ron Miller’s proposal is “for all education to be what we now euphemistically call 467

‘special’ education. Pedagogy would not be tailored to some bell curve that defines a mass of  
normal students flanked by special learners on one hand and ‘gifted’ youths on the other; every 
young person would be treated as both special and gifted, each in his or her own way” (“Education 
after the Empire,” Paths of  Learning website, accessed February 7, 2014, http://
www.pathsoflearning.net. This essay was originally published in Education and Hope in Troubled Times, 
ed. H. Svi Shapiro (New York: Routledge, 2009)).
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neither challenging nor inspiring. And for all those in the middle? One student 

laments: 

I’m part of that majority, 
That hump part of the bell, 
Who spends his life unnoticed 
In an average kind of hell.  468

For any number of biocultural (nature-nurture) reasons, the majority of our 

students traverse the most formative years of their young lives unnoticed, not 

having their unique gifts carefully nurtured. As Ross Brenneman reports, a survey 

of nearly a million US students “suggests that engagement drops as students age 

because older students feel less cared for by adults and see less value in their own 

work.”  None of this is surprising; it was recognized by John Dewey a century 469

ago. 

 In the name of liberalism, some Western educational philosophers aim to 

free students from these systemic restrictions and offer “progressive” settings 

where students can follow their own inclinations (cf. A. S. Neill’s Summerhill ). 470

Yet, left on their own, how will students learn what society feels they need to 

learn to be “educated”? Because of this latter requirement, other educational 

philosophers, in the name of conservatism, aim to conserve that cultural 

knowledge (“cultural literacy”) even if it means maintaining the tradition of mass 

	  Michael Buscemi, “The Average Child,” in Olson, Wounded, 54.468

	  Ross Brenneman, “Survey: Student Engagement Drops by Grade Level,” Education 469

Week 35, no. 25 (March 23, 2016): 6.

	  In 1998, I visited Summerhill School in England and met with the headmistress, Zoë 470

Readhead, A. S. Neill’s daughter. I was left with the impression that only the most self-motivated 
could learn anything academic in that laissez-faire environment.

!185



schooling’s bell-curve restrictions. Are these our only two options? Is there no 

middle ground? 

Summary of 4.3. The tension between individual and social demands shows itself 

in educational settings in, among other things, the tension between conservatives 

and progressives. Conservatives typically emphasize social demands when they 

promote a mass “common core” education that preserves the economic work 

force of the nation (risking the human version of Wilson’s “ant colonies”). 

Progressives typically emphasize individual demands when they promote 

alternative schools that serve individual student needs (cf. Wilson’s “societal 

dissolution”).  The result is a student-society that pretends an antlike cohesion 471

until graduation, when it dissolves into occupational competition. What is needed 

is both authentic learning (EpistPr1) and authentic Community (EcoPr5). 

4.4. Case Study 1: North Branch School 

As an illustrative case study of just such a middle ground, consider Tal Birdsey’s 

report of being the sole teacher at North Branch School in Vermont, an 

experimental middle school, one-room-schoolhouse style, with only a dozen 

students. Birdsey set out to create a place “where torpor, emptiness, and apathy 

	  To make life more confusing, political conservatives in the US often argue for 471

independent (non-government) schools that follow government guidelines for curriculum and 
accreditation, while striving to do so in “excellent” (superior, inequitable) ways. Political liberals 
(progressives) often support government schools that provide mass (“ant colony”) education so that, 
in a twist of  logic, all individuals have an equal chance to excel (i.e., to be unequal).
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are obliterated.”  “Most of all,” he says, “I wanted to show my students how 472

brilliant they could be, how much they could love the place of their own making 

and love the making of it” (154). In order to do this at a time in the students’ lives 

when they are “adolescents and self-centered, the subject should be themselves 

and who they are becoming” (15). 

“Listen,” I said, “you guys are half children, half adult. That means you 
are larvae: The definition of larvae is immature, wingless, and often 
wormlike.” 
 “Very funny, Tal. You’ve said that before.” 
 “You have feet in both worlds,” I continued. “You are in that stage 
where you can see signs, physical things, concrete materials of the world. 
You are crossing over to where you can interpret these signs, make 
abstractions, assign meaning to things. I am training your minds to do this. 
It’s called higher-order thinking.” (226) 

In this way, “The kids themselves are the text…. Their stories, their struggles, and 

their quests became the subject, our living text” (15, 113). Whereas most schools 

with high teacher-to-student ratios and pressure to get through the curriculum 

have no time for students’ personal lives, Tal makes that the center of their 

studies. 

I told them to write about their relationships with their parents, siblings, 
friends, members of the opposite sex; how they saw themselves as learners 
and people; myriad issues around adoption, growing up, divorce, body 
image, substance abuse, identity; their experiences, good and bad, in 
school; their anxieties, embarrassments, failures, fears, guilt, hopes, 
impulses, emptiness, loves, and dreams—in short, all the issues that 
consumed them. (115) 

None of this is to say that Birdsey and his dozen students sat around discussing 

nothing but themselves and their feelings for an entire year. The genius of his 

	  Tal Birdsey, A Room for Learning: The Making of  a School in Vermont (New York: St. 472

Martin’s Press, 2009), 155. Subsequent references in this section are in parentheses in the text.
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approach is that the wide variety of subject matter studied—science, history, 

literature, etc.—is rooted in the students’ personal experiences and their changing 

bodies/minds/emotions (their whole being is valued).  

 For example, as a scholar of literature, and poetry in particular, Birdsey 

fills his classroom with words—of power, of depth, of extreme seriousness and 

occasional levity—as they study history via Elie Wiesel’s Night, 

the heart-rending memoir of his experiences in the German concentration 
camps at the end of World War II. 
 I wanted to disturb them, shock them, infect them, or at least cause 
them to forever allocate a small part of their hearts to what happened in 
that story. By choosing Night, I was putting the agony and the enormity of 
the Holocaust before my students’ eyes as no generic history text ever 
could. (120) 

And yet… 

That spring morning I found myself wondering aloud to the class, “Why 
should we read or see these things? It’s so depressing. Should I have you 
reading this stuff?” 
 Without pausing, Delilah Haverman, an eighth grader, stared at me 
without blinking: “How could you not?” 
 She instinctively knew what I was coming to learn—that pushing 
to the extreme edges was my responsibility, a necessity, if we were ever 
going to learn. (121) 

 Birdsey’s students arrived expecting preset lessons complete with easily 

answerable questions that can be found in the text and copied down. “They were 

not trained to open a book and ask, ‘Why has this book been written for 

me?’” (122). His approach was different: 

A good teacher will ask at least one hundred questions a day, eighteen 
thousand per school year, half of which might be philosophical, 
theoretical, ambiguous, or otherwise mystical in nature. (122) 
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 I wanted our school to become a place where “prying into roots”—
of matter, belief, idea, and ourselves—was the essential ongoing activity. 
As a teacher I did not so much want to impart some body of predetermined 
information but to present the world as a realm to be sounded, charted, and 
uncovered. (74) 

 At North Branch School, the students write and write and read aloud what 

they’ve written—or Birdsey reads for them if they’re feeling shy. During the first 

week of school, when asked to write about what they wanted their new school to 

be, Najat “wrote about wanting to fit in, wanting to have good friends, wanting to 

be seen not for how she appeared, or whether she had gotten her period, or had 

acne, or had the right clothes. She put her interior world out in the open without 

shame.” She wrote: “‘The most important thing is to feel safe in 

school’” (88-89).  One of the boys, Steve, wanted something different from the 473

public middle school he had come from, where, in his words, “‘Everyone was 

talking stupid shit all the time and acting macho and calling everybody a fag. No 

one could say anything real’” (249). And Emma, who had been sexually abused 

by her stepfather and left her previous school when his arrest came out in the 

media, joined North Branch School mid-year. The emotional openness of the little 

school community was the best therapy she could have asked for.  Birdsey 474

gently took her aside and asked if she wanted to write about it and perhaps later 

	  Blomberg emphasizes the importance of  being vulnerable in an educational setting: 473

“Vulnerability…is the proper condition of  play. Opening oneself  to the other without 
fear” (Wisdom, 191).

	  Blomberg relates wisdom and intimacy to education with a poesy reminiscent of   474

1 Corinthians 13: “It does not violate or oppress the other, but sensitively seeks out its core, 
entering into it empathically. It is a relation of  mutual giving, rather than of  standing over against. 
In this intimacy, the other discloses or reveals itself  to us and we respond (if  we are acting 
normatively) in appreciation, not mastery or possession” (Wisdom, 159).
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share it with the group. After some deliberation, she agreed. Emma first arrived 

wrapped in her own protective cocoon but slowly blossomed. At the end of the 

year, Birdsey read her essay to the class. Several students cried. 

“What does it mean that she wrote this?” I asked. “Why would she take 
the chance to write this? What’s gained by this kind of disclosure? Does it 
do any good? Is it right? Some people would say she shouldn’t write a 
story like this. That this has nothing to do with learning.” 
 “What else could she write? Nothing else would matter,” said 
Nick. 
 “If she doesn’t write her own story, then he has her life,” said 
Annie. “Then he has written it for her. But if she writes her story, her life 
is her own.” (278)  

 Dewey talks about making the larger community one’s classroom, and 

Birdsey certainly avails himself of his local resources, but there is also the need to 

create a place, a home base, where the master teacher and the young apprentices 

can safely entrust one another with their feelings and questions in private, away 

from the public eye, in a place where trust and love has been nurtured over time 

among a select few. 

Perhaps school was meant to be the place where children were held back 
from the world for a short time so that they could play and build with 
ideas, words, argument, even their hopes and dreams. There would be 
enough time to climb around inside words, inside books, and inside their 
own lives to have the chance to see which words, books, hopes, and 
dreams mattered. (120) 

Instead of report cards, Birdsey wrote a personal essay for each student, 

describing his or her journey throughout the school year. The students did the 

same about themselves. The last day of school, with parents present, was the 

reading of all those essays. 

Then I asked, “Now, are you ready for the final exam?” 
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 I looked at them in our little room, dim as ever, the afternoon sun 
bright outside the door. 
 “Since the North Branch School believes that standardized testing 
is very important, I believe that it is only right for us to end the year with a 
high-stakes test.” 
 There was nervous laughter from the parents. 
 Our high-stakes test—the only one like it in any school I had ever 
heard of. 
 “So here it is. Please answer in full volume. The question: What’s 
it all about?” 
 “LOVE!” (287) 

 North Branch School is not a place to be duplicated in countless towns 

across America. To ask for a copy of their curriculum, for a scope and sequence, 

for a sheaf of Birdsey’s lesson plans is to completely miss the point. There is only 

one Tal Birdsey. Only one person with his William Shatner-like charisma, colorful 

language, and eclectic memory of literary gems. Another master teacher in 

another locale will offer a different sense of humor and another take on life. But 

what makes each of them masterful is the ability to know the subject matter and 

the students well enough to create a space for individuals to unfold and true 

Community to flourish (SpirPr). Birdsey reflects on the importance of trust and 

the feeling of safety in learning: 

The elemental fear of children in school is being left out, of being dumb, 
inept, awkward, or unpopular—whatever exposes weakness or difference. 
I knew that for these kids, as for all students, the fear of being left out or 
left behind was an iron shackle on learning. On the other hand, feeling a 
sense of the embrace of the community was the prerequisite for all good 
growth and learning. If our school community was going to work, they all 
had to feel that they were held close as a vital part of the whole. (93) 
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In order to create this kind of learning community, you need “a school that felt 

bigger than a family but smaller than a system—an environment that was 

intimate, safe, and secure.” (33) 

 Is North Branch School progressive because it adapts the curriculum to the 

students’ lives, or conservative because it teaches them traditional subjects and 

reinforces “critical thinking”? If it eliminates so many of the problems of 

industrial-style schooling, why is it not replicated across the country? It is no 

more expensive. Extracurricular activities could be returned to the broader 

community (social clubs) from whence they came. Why are we married to large 

bureaucracies? Why do Christian schools, many of which are small and thereby 

closer to the North Branch School model, mimic their public school (bureaucratic, 

“factory style”) counterparts? Is it that important to be accredited in a system that 

perpetuates creational fragmentation and the destruction of Community? 

4.5. Case Study 2: Amish Education 

In his book, The Unsettling of America, farmer-philosopher Wendell Berry 

reminds us that “in any biological system the first principle is restraint—that is, 

the natural or moral checks that maintain a balance between use and 

continuity.”  And as an example of that restraint, he points to “the only people 475

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 97.475
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among us that I know of who” consistently live in this way: the Amish. Berry 

continues,  

They alone, as a community, have carefully restricted their use of 
machine-developed energy, and so have become the only true masters of 
technology. They are mostly farmers, and they do most of their farm work 
by hand and by the use of horses and mules…. [By] hold[ing] themselves 
aloof from the ambitions of a machine-based society…they have 
maintained the integrity of their families, their community, their religion, 
and their way of life. They have escaped the mainstream American life of 
distraction, haste, aimlessness, violence, and disintegration. Their life is 
not idly wasteful, or destructive. The Amish no doubt have their problems; 
I do not wish to imply that they are perfect. But it cannot be denied that 
they have mastered one of the fundamental paradoxes of our condition: we 
can make ourselves whole only by accepting our partiality, by living 
within our limits, by being human—not by trying to be gods. By restraint 
they make themselves whole.  476

Berry attributes their success to three things: religion binds them together; “family 

and community serve as insurance, welfare, social security, public safety”;  and 477

they know how to limit technology. 

 There is no question that the agrarian lifeway of the Amish people is less 

ecologically destructive than that of their fully techno-industrialized American 

counterpart. But less destructive does not mean normative. By purposely 

becoming an anachronism, Amish society attempts to freeze societal 

development, and, in so doing, normalizes both the positive and negative elements 

of their ideal culturotemporal milieu, in this case, pre-industrial Europe. Even a 

common-sense scan of a typical Amish community reveals anthropocentrism. The 

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 99.476

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 216.	  477
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landscape is entirely planned and organized by human priorities. This is also seen 

in their schooling. 

 In his thorough and respectful overview of Amish education in North 

America, Mark W. Dewalt tells some delightful anecdotes of life in a modern-day 

one-room schoolhouse that are reminiscent of the television series Little House on 

the Prairie. For example, in a school in Delaware, the teacher got his fifth-graders 

to smile at a lesson on syllables: “The students found this lesson humorous 

because he would mispronounce some of the well-known words by accenting the 

incorrect syllable.”  Even so, as Dewalt points out, the Amish philosophy of 478

education frowns on edutainment: “School is work, and in Amish society work is 

to be enjoyed, not avoided. Teachers may have fun activities on special occasions, 

but such activities are clearly not the norm.”  In addition to developing a healthy 479

work ethic, Amish schools emphasize community and cooperation over 

competition, and humility and service over individual achievement. Dewalt 

quotes a study of Amish children: “Since a person’s individual talents are God-

given, no one should be praised if he is a fast learner, nor should he be 

condemned if he is a slow learner.”  Eight years—grades 1 through 8—are 480

enough to learn the basics (the 3 Rs), after which a few years are spent outside the 

classroom apprenticing to a specific trade. After all, “To the Amish, high school 

	  Mark W. Dewalt, Amish Education in the United States and Canada (Lanham, MD: Rowman 478

& Littlefield Education, 2006), 102.

	  Dewalt, Amish, 114.479

	  Dewalt, Amish, 62.480
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was a place that encouraged competition, self-improvement, and individualism. 

They felt these values were in direct contrast to their belief system based on 

cooperation, humility, and servanthood.”  This seems a fair assessment of 481

American high schools—even ostensibly Christian ones. 

 Together with the emphasis on such biblical values as humility and service 

comes the curious choice of technologies. No electricity is present in homes or 

schools, yet one school in Illinois had “a very small copy machine that operated 

on electricity from an automobile battery.”  How is the battery recharged? 482

Where do they get parts and supplies for the machine? The author does not say, 

but it can be assumed that the community remains dependent on an industrial 

supply chain that does use electricity. The same dependency certainly is the case 

with the millions of copies of Pathway Readers, the Amish-produced reading 

texts and workbooks, that have been printed.  The Amish classroom includes 483

straight rows of individual desks and reflects their larger society with regard to 

such things as no musical instruments, no books that involve fantasy or evolution, 

and materials that reinforce traditional gender roles. And no one, neither male or 

female, is allowed any schooling beyond the eighth grade. 

 Obviously, should another community wish to adopt some of their methods, 

none of these social or technological limitations are requisite components of an 

	  Dewalt, Amish, 26.481

	  Dewalt, Amish, 105.482

	  Dewalt, Amish, 75. Pathway Publishers has had 389 press runs from 1968 to 2006.483
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Amish style (i.e., one-room schoolhouse) education, but the question at hand is 

whether they provide a model for a more ecologically normative lifestyle, 

particularly as it pertains to education. As the end of fossil fuel approaches and 

Western civilization is forced to reduce its energy use, there is no doubt that the 

Amish community will be better situated than most. It will affect them only 

tangentially. However, if we aim for a more sweeping form of tikkum olam, of 

healing and returning the Earth to a proper ecological balance, then the Amish 

landscape, like all anthropocentric landscapes, will need to make room for wild, 

nonhuman creation. 

4.6. Dancing beyond Dualism 

Teaching…[is] a summons on the part of one incomplete person to other 
incomplete persons to reach for wholeness. 

—Maxine Greene  484

Those who struggled as athletes often make the best coaches. 
—Pete Andreas 

The contrast between these two case studies of one-room schoolhouses could not 

be more stark. In some ways they represent the conservative and progressive 

stereotypes. The Amish, with their classrooms of 25 to 30 students sitting in 

straight rows of individual desks, demand complete obedience; students would 

not dare to interrupt the teacher or start an argument. North Branch School, by 

contrast, is full of interruptions and noisy debates, though to Birdsey’s credit, he 

	  Maxine Greene, Releasing the Imagination (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1995), 26.484
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keeps the liveliness within strict limits of mutual respect. The Amish use a preset 

curriculum, little changed over the decades; Birdsey improvises off the state 

curriculum guidelines using local resources. The result is two very different 

classroom “personalities.” The Amish classroom is formal, regimented, quiet, and 

the questions are limited to clarification (e.g., “What page are we on?” and never 

“Why do we have to do this?”). At North Branch the students sit on an odd 

assortment of chairs and couches around a well-used table; it is relaxed, 

colloquial, sometimes cacophonous, and Birdsey encourages questioning 

everything, especially asking “why” and challenging his perspective. So, in 

Wilson’s terms, are the Amish creating human “ant colonies” and is North Branch 

creating social dissolution? Is the former conservative/traditional and the latter 

liberal/progressive? 

  This “left” vs. “right” cartoon misses a world of nuances. If an Amish 

teacher used Birdsey’s Socratic teaching style, would she be progressive? If 

Birdsey stuck closer to the established curriculum, would he be conservative? As 

mentioned earlier, it is too facile to assign content (curriculum) to educational 

philosophers (Platonists) and pedagogy (teaching/learning styles) to educational 

psychologists (Rousseauians). Isn’t rote memorization a typical conservative 

teaching technique and multicultural studies a progressive curricular topic? Much 

more fruitful in this discussion is the realization that one whole-body person is 

nurturing (helping to influence or form) another whole-body person, that different 

topics require different settings, and that anything beyond one-to-one teaching 
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means dividing one’s attention among the number of students; however, this never 

occurs with mathematical regularity. A teacher lecturing to his thirty students does 

not give every student one-thirtieth of his attention. We typically lecture to the 

handful of students making eye contact and looking interested, throw unpleasant 

looks or remarks at the few disrupters, and ignore the rest.  485

 Consider the teachers in our two case studies. According to Dewalt’s 

study, most Amish teachers are usually young, unmarried women who are limited 

to an eighth-grade education. They are barely out of adolescence themselves, and 

without any further education than their oldest students to deepen their insight, it 

is no wonder that they teach as they were taught, in a clockwork rotation of small 

groups while leaning heavily on the teacher’s manuals. Birdsey, on the other hand, 

is a college-educated literature scholar, middle-age, and prior to starting North 

Branch, had plenty of previous experience battling within the public school 

system.  Which is preferable for mentoring a group of young adolescents? 486

Birdsey brings the kind of teacherly wisdom needed in every classroom.  He is 487

the kind of “artist” described by Elliot W. Eisner:  

Teaching…is artistic in character. The tone of the teacher’s language, the 
way in which the pace of a class is modulated, and, most important, the 
ability to improvise in the face of uncertainty, are critical. Canned scripts 

	  Because I tried to be an active listener I have, as a student, repeatedly experienced the 485

embarrassing situation of  the lecturer directing almost the entire lecture to me, sometimes to the 
point of  my receiving dirty looks from my classmates.

	  Chris Edwards would approve of  Birdsey. Edwards writes, “It is the job of  a teacher to 486

dive deeply into the best scholarship in a content area and then apply methods training to conceive 
ways in which to make that content understandable to sleepy teenagers” (“Three Cheers,” 13).

	  Unfortunately, due to budget considerations, schools public and private alike often 487

prefer to hire younger, less experienced teachers simply because they are less expensive.
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in teaching promoted by some who believe that teaching can be reduced to 
a formulaic “science” (which, ironically, is not what science is about) do 
not work, since what cannot be provided to make the teacher’s script 
useful are scripts for students. When working with students, surprise is 
always present to some degree. Therefore, the need for improvisation by 
the teacher is always necessary. The surest road to hell in a classroom is to 
stick to the lesson plan, no matter what.  488

Eisner’s “teacher as artist” is neither conservative nor progressive. It is normative. 

Every Community must negotiate the curriculum for its students based on local, 

regional (national), and global needs—traditions must be handed down and 

questioned—and every individual educational setting must adjust (Eisner’s 

“improvisation”) to the dynamic needs of that particular meeting of teacher(s), 

student(s), and subject matter. 

 The Jewish and Christian traditions help us move beyond the confusion of 

the conservative vs. progressive impasse to a more “ecological” approach 

emphasizing creational interrelation. The questions for every educational setting 

include: what (tradition) needs to be preserved (conserved), what needs to be 

changed (liberated, progressed beyond), and how does each unique individual best 

interrelate so that she or he might be a blessing to the Community? This all 

happens in dialogue with all our Neighbors (mitakuye oyasin): “Creation is a 

conversation!”   Rabbi Ward-Lev reminds us of “the biblical awareness that 489

reality itself is dialogical. That is to say, reality is fundamentally relational. 

	  Elliot W. Eisner, The Arts and the Creation of  Mind (New Haven, CT: Yale University 488

Press, 2002), 48. He continues, “By artistry I mean a form of  practice informed by the imagination 
that employs technique to select and organize expressive qualities to achieve ends that are 
aesthetically satisfying” (ibid., 49). Calvin Seerveld offers a similar assessment in his chapter “The 
Fundamental Importance of  Imaginativity within Schooling” (chap. 5) in his Rainbows.

	  Ward-Lev, Liberating, 146. Cf. PhilPr.489
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Reality is not atomized or static but is constituted by give-and-take, by 

conversation.”  Not atomized like so much of our curriculum is, and not static 490

like the Platonic-to-modernist dream of control over nature/creation is. To 

describe this dream of control in the educational setting, Ward-Lev points to 

educational reformer Paolo Freire, who complains, “The teacher talks about 

reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, and predictable…. His 

task is to ‘fill’ the students with the contents of his narration—contents which are 

detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that engendered them and 

could give them significance.”  This is Freire’s famous “banking concept of 491

education” where the teacher deposits the static, disconnected data into the empty 

mind of the student: no dialogue necessary. Ward-Lev concludes, “Implicit in the 

banking concept is the assumption of a dichotomy between human beings and the 

world: a person is merely in the world, and not with the world and with others; the 

individual is spectator, not re-creator.”  The way to remake the connections to 492

the “totality that engendered them” and give them meaning is via the dance, the 

back-and-forth motion, of dialogue. Ward-Lev paraphrases Freire: “learning is an 

iterative process—reflection followed by action followed by reflection followed 

by action, step by step.”  493

	  Ward-Lev, Liberating, 146.490

	  Paolo Freire, Pedagogy of  the Oppressed, rev. ed., trans. Myra Bergman Ramos (New York: 491

Continuum, 1995), 52.

	  Ward-Lev, Liberating, 141 (emphasis original).492

	  Ward-Lev, Liberating, 141.493
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 Christian educational philosopher Doug Blomberg observes similarly that 

“knowing is a rhythm of immersion, withdrawal and return.”  He is influenced 494

by Dooyeweerd, who “has reminded us that knowledge comes in the first place 

not from standing apart from naive [ordinary, everyday] experience but by 

immersion in it.”  Humans are gifted at both stepping back to formulate 495

overarching schemata (worldviews, philosophies) and zooming in to analyze how 

things work (with the temptation of reductive explanations), but it must never be 

forgotten that all three “levels”—stepping back, everyday life, and zooming in—

are neither discrete nor disconnected (or disconnectable) from creational reality 

(SpirPr). Imaginativity feigns such a disconnection at its peril. Because being is 

meaning, because of the referring character of reality, the more we snip those 

referential threads, the less we truly know something. Knowledge—at all levels—

is, as Blomberg says, “experiential, situated, and immersed.”  When he speaks 496

of “withdrawal” he does not mean “disconnected” from reality. It is merely a 

change of stance, like stepping to the edge of a busy sidewalk. One may no longer 

be immersed in the crush of bodies, but one is still part of (immersed in) the local 

setting; only now with a different stance, with a different perspective, one is able 

to study it and perhaps identify problems to be solved: “Moments of withdrawal 

are occasioned by problems that are posed to us by the context or by us to the 

context. Unless we notice and attend to these problems, we broaden our 

	  Doug Blomberg, “An ‘Epistemology’ of  Teaching,” Philosophia Reformata 64 (1999): 3.494

	  Blomberg, “‘Epistemology,’” 8 (emphasis original).495

	  Blomberg, “‘Epistemology,’” 9.496
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experience without deepening it, without responding in such a way that later 

problems are dealt with more adequately.”  Education should be both 497

broadening and deepening, informational and inner formational. Unfortunately, 

most education today is broadening (exposure to a range of different topics and 

facts) without deepening (a chance to step back to view the beauty of meaningful 

being). What’s worse, the broadening is relegated to different “rays” (topics, 

disciplines) shooting off in different directions with little or no interrelation. What 

we need is not only the webbic connections between the broadening topics but the 

cobwebbic (three-dimensional) deepening of those uniquely situated connections. 

Then we can identify patterns of flourishing as well as those of “brokenness, 

which call us to a healing cultural response.”  498

 This is why Blomberg, drawing from Freire, places problem-posing  at 499

the center of his three-step pedagogical dance: play, problem-posing, and 

purposeful response: 

In this model, play points to the primal encounter with the world that is the 
basis of all learning. Problem-posing suggests that our experience of 
creation is deepened in a complementary manner to that which occurs 
through play, by addressing questions to or that arise from this primordial 
and ongoing encounter. Problems invite responses-in-action, the 
instantiation of value; purposeful response underscores that most 
important in this encounter is not detached contemplation of propositional 

	  Blomberg, “‘Epistemology,’” 9 (emphasis original).497

	  Blomberg, “‘Epistemology,’” 9.498

	  Freire writes, “Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative power, 499

problem-posing education involves a constant unveiling of  reality” (Pedagogy, 62).
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truths but normative action, developing over time into a disposition to act 
normatively.  500

Or, as Blomberg summarizes the three steps: 

 play = making connections 
 problem-posing = breaking and remaking connections 
 purposeful response = staking oneself on the connections  501

With his emphasis on connectivity (SpirPr), Blomberg is able to go to the root  502

where conservative (information, content) and progressive (inner formation, 

learning style) connect. Instead of, on the one hand, cramming data (“factoids”) in 

students’ short-term memories in preparation for standardized tests (the 

conservative caricature), or, on the other hand, giving students free rein to 

discover the world in their own way (the progressive caricature), Blomberg’s 

dance is—like Palmer’s “creat[ing] a space in which the community of truth is 

practiced” and Olthuis’s “dancing in the wild spaces of love”—aimed at right 

relation (SpirPr). This is, for Blomberg, wisdom education. For him, “standing in 

a right relationship with things…allows the disclosure of their true meaning”:  503

Wisdom is…an active and interactive process. It emerges not primarily 
from contemplation, but involves imagination, will, commitment, and 
responsibility. It is a whole-bodied intercourse, in which the one presents 
to the other as a living sacrifice, and in laying down life, regains it. It is a 
breaking down of the boundaries, an acceptance, indeed an offering, of 
vulnerability, which is fully possible only in a relationship of trust. 

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 9. Blomberg also notes that “Although [Parker] Palmer’s 500

terminology…does not parallel mine exactly, the moments of  being drawn into, responding, and 
accountability echo the three moments I have identified. In similar vein, Oppewal (1985) suggests a 
triad of  consider, choose, and commit, and Whitehead (1967) a rhythm of  romance, precision, and 
generalization” (ibid., 181 (emphasis original)).

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 180.501

	  I am trying to avoid the upward—away from Earth—metaphor of  “transcend.”502

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 88.503
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Wisdom is participating rather than acquiring, conjoining rather than 
conquering.  504

Blomberg, the gadfly of epistemology, makes an interesting comparison between 

the standoffish Gegenstand relation typical in Western philosophy and the 

“whole-bodied intercourse” (yada) of the biblical wisdom tradition. He writes, 

“Rather than standing over against, we start in contact, in touch with the world, 

not from a position of estrangement and doubt, but from one of engagement and 

trust.”  How can we normatively participate and conjoin with the world around 505

us if we haven’t whole-bodiedly danced with it (play) or addressed its brokenness 

(problem-posing) or tried to bring healing (purposeful response)? How can we 

help guide young people through the maze of relationality and toward a place of 

wisdom if we are barely out of adolescence ourselves (cf. young Amish teachers 

or older American teachers still caught up in the “cult of youth”)? 

Summary of 4.6. Do Amish schools exemplify conservatism, and does North 

Branch School exemplify progressivism—or vice versa? The teacher as artist 

(Eisner) might dance her way beyond this dualism to the rhythm of Blomberg’s 

Three-Step—play, problem-posing, purposeful response—and find herself and her 

students in the “space where the community of truth is practiced” (Palmer). 

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 89.504

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 156.505
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4.7. The Philosophy of Constructive Messiness 

We must drop the pretense of one-size-fits-all, industrial-style, monocultural, 

mass education if we are to be true to the full (biotic and cultural) diversity of our 

Communities. This is not—and can never truly be—an either/or but a both/and: 

both global (“universal,” “holding patterned”) and local (particular, situated) 

content; both content and teaching/learning styles; both individual gift 

development and finding one’s place in Community. 

 Because education is so broad that it appears in every societal sphere and 

encompasses myriad different ways of knowing, it is absurd to confine it mainly 

to formal schooling with its typical high student-to-teacher ratios and uniformity. 

Real education is a holistic enterprise, a whole-person nurturance, and cannot be 

limited to analytical or even human cultural experiences, as necessary as they are. 

It is not qualified (solely defined) by analytical or logicolingual practice except in 

specialized settings. Christian philosopher D. F. M. Strauss insists that not only is 

it “unqualified” but it possesses a “modally-differentiated realization structure,”  506

viz., it is infinitely morphic, it takes as many shapes as there are relations between 

teacher(s), student(s), and topic(s). Our young Amish exemplar will have much 

that she can teach to her students about Amish life, but to trap her in a room with 

25 students for so many hours/years of their young lives (even with rotating small 

groups, an improvement on the teacher-student ratio) will inevitably prove to be a 

significant waste of time. Although less so, the same could be said about Birdsey 

	  Strauss, Man, 123.506
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and his dozen students at North Branch. Birdsey’s classroom may be a notable 

improvement on the social dysfunction of the typical American public middle 

school, but should a literary scholar be teaching math and science or even history? 

It depends on the teacher. Some are more polymathic and integrative than others. 

Even a relatively small class of twelve will have some students that are far more 

advanced than others in one subject or another. And the age of YouTube (web-

based, social-media videos) has demonstrated what observant teachers have 

known all along: motivated students can learn complex and/or vast amounts of 

information in short bursts of time with just the right amount of individualized 

instruction. Want to learn Spanish? Don’t take three years of high school classes. 

Go and live in an immersive Spanish community—especially one that is 

inherently motivating (e.g., among supportive role models and peers, one of 

whom you are attracted to).  

 None of this is to suggest that all education ought to be individualized 

(one-on-one) or even inherently motivating, but is to deconstruct the reigning 

deep-seated  control agenda. One size does not fit all. An honest analysis of 507

contemporary education (public and private schooling) means loosening the 

Gordian knot of something that is an infinitely “modally-differentiated realization 

structure” and looking for practicable groups (“family resemblances”) that 

flexibly meet both (local, regional, national, global) Community needs and the 

development of individual gifts/talents. Some things lend themselves to being 

	  Though technically incorrect, I prefer deep-seeded as a more organic metaphor. That 507

which is initially hidden can grow into great good or evil.
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shared in large group settings (e.g., political speeches or thespian productions), 

some in small groups (e.g., chemistry lab), and some one-on-one (e.g., learning to 

read). Some things are time sensitive: studying local florae when they bloom; 

learning an additional language when young. And some things must be learned 

willy-nilly: how to be an informed citizen; how to properly care for one’s body. 

Individual teaching and learning styles have been mentioned above. The logistics 

of trying to appease all these demands may seem unattainable, but the fact that so 

much information is forgotten after completing twelve or more years of schooling 

demands a change. To put it bluntly, an ecological civilization cannot afford to 

place all of its children in a situation where so much time is wasted for so many 

years. 

 Consider the assessment of Ted Sizer, one of the luminaries in American 

education. He is not afraid to stare down education’s complex challenges. In his 

posthumously published The New American High School, he addresses our 

nation’s demoralization through what I call his Philosophy of Constructive 

Messiness.  For him, the moral society is found in a thriving democracy, 508

something he readily admits is a “messy idea” (xviii), and toward that goal, “the 

ultimate purpose of education is to develop the ability to understand important 

matters well and to use those matters for worthwhile personal and social 

ends” (83). This will “nourish and nurture the habits needed for a strong 

	  Theodore R. Sizer, The New American High School (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2013), cf. 508

xxii, 9, 34, 105, 230. Subsequent references are in parentheses in the text. Similarly, Blomberg 
writes that “we need to recognize the messiness, come to terms with it, not treat it as the final 
word. Fundamentalisms of  all kinds—secular and religious—overlook it, thinking that their 
systems map the world neatly, without excess” (Wisdom, 134).
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democratic culture” (xii). Such “habits” include an openness toward a diversity of 

individuals (65) and values (203), developing a flexible system (192), student 

self-confidence (59), media discernment (“the need for each young mind to 

become a careful crap detector”  (62)), nonconformity (40), and much more. 509

“Teaching is a moral act,” Sizer says, and outlines that statement with a series of 

questions. “Who has the authority to mess with my child’s mind” (205)? “Do our 

[society’s] common values still exist” (206)? “What are the boundaries of a 

community” (206)? “Is it proper for a school—and the government that directs it

—to hammer us [students] into one sort of person” (216)? One of Sizer’s 

suggestions is to move away from “large, anonymous high schools” and toward 

“small schools or small, enclosed units within a large school” (209). This and 

other important educational reforms, he hopes, will help “to create an 

environment of engagement…and that means it must center on topics that are 

relevant to the students and on important problems about which they want to be 

clear in their minds” (155). Otherwise our schools—and society—will merely 

“continue to stumble around” (229). 

 This is why the educational alternative movement is so interesting and 

Ron Miller so helpful. Miller is a professor at Champlain College and has written 

dozens of books and articles on the movement. It is a wide umbrella including 

libertarian philosophies (e.g., Neill and Holt), progressive education (from Dewey 

to Vygotsky), critical pedagogy (e.g., Freire and Kozol), spiritual development 

	  Postman and Weingartner use the phrase “crap detector” as a chapter title in Teaching 509

as a Subversive Activity (1969).
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philosophies (e.g., Montessori and Steiner ), integral philosophies (e.g., Wilber), 510

and homeschooling. Yet nowhere does he mention typical Christian (e.g., CSI and 

ACSI), Catholic (parochial), or Jewish schools. I believe the omission is due to 

the fact that most religious schools are systemic sellouts, viz., despite their overt 

religious veneer (e.g., Bible-based curriculum, confessional standards for 

teachers, etc.), they remain part of Mann’s educational monoculture: grade levels, 

“eggcrate” (industrial model) classrooms, transmission of textbook facts, 

standardized testing, teacher/classroom fiefdoms, preparation for (economic) 

success in a free-market capitalist society, and an Enlightenment bequeathed faith 

in progress and theory of knowledge as certainty. For Miller: “The vision I 

propose is at once ‘conservative’ (advocating parental freedom of choice) and 

‘social democratic’ (placing such choice in a cultural context that challenges both 

free market and narrow sectarian ideologies).”  He also explains why alternative 511

schools are largely rejected by both the political right and left. On the right, too 

much freedom is thought of as leading to chaos: “If children are not schooled in 

the rules of capitalism, republican citizenship, and morality, there would be 

	  Perhaps because Rudolph Steiner’s anthroposophy is theologically questionable for 510

many Christians, his Waldorf  school movement is often overlooked. This is a loss for Christian 
school communities seeking econormativity. Consider the following salient points presented by M. 
C. Richards (and their comparison to the econormative principles discussed above): students learn 
“how to imagine divinity…manifesting through all things” (xii) (SpirPr); small groups of  students 
have a main teacher that stays with them over several years (23) (EpistPr1); curriculum unfolds and 
spirals in a rhythm (24-25) (PhilPr); children learn “to read nature before books” (57) (EcoPr2 and 
EcoPr3); all students learn basic craft skills such as knitting, crocheting, sewing, etc. (97-100) 
(CivPr2); and “There is a continual interconnecting, a relinking, a re-ligioning, of  one activity with 
another, one perspective with another” (164) (SpirPr) (Toward Wholeness (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan 
University Press, 1980)).

	  Miller, Self-Organizing, 47.511
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anarchy, leveling (an attack on private property), and social upheaval.”  On the 512

left, public schools must be maintained to guarantee a unified national public 

discourse: “Progressives are concerned that the absence of public dialogue, 

common goals, and social responsibility leads to a fragmented, selfish society 

administered by self-appointed elites.”  In this way, alternative schools of all 513

kinds find themselves marginalized in the US. 

 There is an inherent tension between the individual and society (cf. 

Wilson’s principle of social evolution), including between individual local 

communities and the larger regional (or global) society. If, as Miller says, 

“education…is where a society most explicitly declares its vision for the 

future,”  and if the local community’s vision and the state’s vision are at odds, 514

then, he concludes, we must “hold the tension between these perspectives as we 

explore more deeply into new educational possibilities.”  After all, there are 515

limits to democracy: “Part of the problem is that the system is simply too massive. 

Philosophers from Aristotle to Montesquieu to Leopold Kohr have observed that a 

democracy only works well up to a certain size of area and population.”  What 516

	  Ron Miller, “What Is Democratic Education?” Paths of  Learning, accessed February 7, 512

2014, http://www.pathsoflearning.net.

	  Miller, “What Is Democratic Education?”513

	  Miller, Self-Organizing, 20. As Blomberg points out, “The curriculum is a painting of  514

the world in miniature, as well as the world viewed from a certain number of  preferred 
standpoints” (Wisdom, 125).

	  Miller, Self-Organizing, 82.515

	  Miller, Self-Organizing, 56.516
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is required for society—education, government, technology, etc.—to function on 

the human scale.  517

 Although many voices, like Sizer, oppose mass education’s sweatshop-like 

monoculture, Miller is one of the few that moves the “ecological worldview”  

(emphasizing both holism and diversity) beyond a mere environmental education 

curriculum. Recognizing that “schooling as we know it is an artifact of a 

technocratic civilization that has plundered the earth, exploited millions of people, 

and eroded the spiritual dimension of human existence,”  he sees education as a 518

“bridge for our young people to make the journey from the civilization for which 

we were educated, into the world that they will inhabit.”  Rather than 519

perpetuating a destructive status quo, it “ought to be an organic relationship 

between the mature and the young, nestled in a vibrant community and the 

ecology of a particular place.”  Realizing the scope of change facing future 520

generations, Miller concludes: 

	  This imprecise term is a helpful reminder to keep society’s spheres and institutions 517

within the limits of  interpersonal human accountability. The numbers may vary but they ought 
never be so large as to lose a sense of  trust.

	  Ron Miller, “School Reform Is Not Enough,” Paths of  Learning website, accessed 518

February 7, 2014, http://www.pathsoflearning.net. This essay was previously published in I Used to 
Think…And Now I Think, ed. Richard F. Elmore (Harvard Education Press, 2011). Miller also 
believes that “disintegration is inevitable. Because modernity has insisted on a high-consumption, 
high-impact lifestyle despite clear warnings that we are dangerously exceeding the ecological 
carrying capacity of  the planet, there is going to come a crash. Our overshoot of  the earth’s biotic 
capacity cannot continue indefinitely. No modernist ideology—liberal or conservative, capitalist or 
socialist, technotopian or New Age—can explain away ecological realities. We will be forced to 
adopt a more modest lifestyle that respects environmental constraints and rhythms, that is more 
locally based, that is less about production and consumption and accountability to technocratic 
standards” (ibid.).

	  Miller, Self-Organizing, 23 (emphasis original).519

	  Miller, “School Reform” (emphasis original).520
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If there is any truth to these claims, then it is terribly insufficient to tinker 
with existing educational practices and policies to try to make our current 
schools more effective or even a little more humane. If this historical 
moment is so critical, then no educational agenda is fully responsive to the 
conditions of our time unless it radically questions the foundational 
assumptions that produced, and continue to prop up, the educational arm 
of the technocracy—the corporate state institution of mass schooling.  521

Therefore, he says, “we need to envision an entirely new educational culture.”  522

He is not alone. The number of people reaching the end of their patience with 

mass education is growing. According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics, the number of homeschooled children increased “from just over a 

million in 2003 to 1.7 million in 2012.”  And about half of those homeschool 523

families have, like the Hewitt family (whom we meet in the next section), tried 

unschooling. 

Summary of 4.7. Mass schooling’s chimeric quest for controlled uniformity is 

antithetical to creation’s bounteous plurality and interrelationality (SpirPr): its 

“messiness.” It is logistically impossible for one teacher to normatively attend to 

the individual and social needs of 30 (or 100) students within the context of an 

extended mentorship of one or more subjects of study. A host of alternative 

schooling settings have arisen seeking a more human scale (CivPr1). 

	  Miller, “Education.”521

	  Miller, “Education.”522

	  Stephanie Hanes, “Free-range Education,” The Christian Science Monitor, February 14, 523

2016, accessed February 15, 2016, http://www.csmonitor.com/layout/set/print/USA/
Education/2016/0214/Free-range-education-why-the-unschooling-movement-is-growing. The 
numbers were essentially the same in 2016 (National Center for Education Statistics website, accessed 
November 19, 2020, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d18/tables/dt18_2016.10.asp).  
During the 2020 pandemic, many more millions tried their hand at homeschooling only to 
discover that (1) much of  the assigned work is tedious and boring (i.e., a waste of  time), and (2) 
children could complete the work in a fraction of  the time they spent at school.
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4.8. Case Study 3: Unschooling 

Fin Hewitt, age 12, and his brother, Rye, age 9, have never been to school. They 

live on a rural hillside in Vermont with their parents Ben and Penny and an 

assortment of animals including a dog and a duck. For the Hewitts, distancing 

themselves from mainstream society is a conscious choice. Ben writes of moving 

away from the “prevailing cultural assumptions around education, wealth, 

ambition, and success,” and trading them for things that “cannot be readily 

measured.”  He and Penny want to raise their children with different priorities 524

than other families chasing the supposed “comfort” and “security” of the 

American Dream: “It seemed to us that nearly everyone we knew was always 

running to one event or another, rushing through dinner to get to a practice or 

lesson, or even eating in the car. Weekends were often devoted to recitals, or 

games. ‘How are you doing?’ we’d ask when we ran into friends in town. ‘Oh, 

busy, busy. It’s just crazy,’ was the common reply” (98). When Ben and Penny did 

the math—literally calculating the hours—of the typical child’s classroom and 

homework time, extracurricular activities, and the various media (“screen time”), 

they concluded that “being a child in this country [the US] is rapidly disappearing 

into an abyss” (98) of structured and supervised activities and pixelated 

abstractions of the real world. Even the home has become “school-centric” as, to 

quote psychologist Peter Gray, parents “look for ‘teaching moments,’ buy 

educational toys, and ‘play’ and talk with the children in ways designed to impart 

	  Ben Hewitt, Home Grown (Boston: Roost Books, 2014), 7. Subsequent references are in 524

parentheses in the text.
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specific lessons” (99). The result: “lots of eye rolling and ‘whatevers’ from the 

children” (99) as they cannot seem to escape the drudgery of school. To the 

Hewitts, it seems as if most parents are both over- and underprotective. They are 

too protective of letting children run free in the nonhuman world (as they are 

evolved/created to be), and not protective enough by allowing their children to be 

immersed in such an unnatural world. 

 Ben admits that he and his wife often face criticism. To the question of 

socialization, he replies with a question: “Don’t you worry about what 

schoolchildren are socialized to?” (19). Large gatherings of same-aged children 

create overstimulation and distraction for most children. High student-to-teacher 

ratios lend themselves to passive learning environments: less time for questions 

and tangential topics, more time spent following directions and completing 

standardized tasks (coloring inside the lines both literally and metaphorically).  525

In the case of Fin and Rye, there is no school-style curriculum, desk work, or 

tests, hence “unschooling.” Rousseau, A. S. Neill, and John Holt  would be 526

proud, but the question remains: what do the boys do? In addition to chores like 

	  Ben notes that “some children seem to genuinely enjoy school” (Hewitt, Home, 52)—525

but why? He sees a kind of  reward cycle: “The children who performed well in school received 
recognition and honors from teachers, parents, and the community at large. This recognition and 
these honors felt good, and so these children sought more of  the same—who wouldn’t? And as 
they continued to excel, they got better at excelling. They learned how the system works, and they 
trained themselves to perform in the context of  that system” (ibid., 53). This of  course only works 
for some children, but it must be asked, what traits are being reinforced in those children (“worker 
bees”) and at what cost to the other children who don’t easily work in those restraints so they 
receive no rewards, only approbation? One learns to play the Game of  School, the other feels like 
a failure. Is either one desirable?

	  Hewitt reflects on “Holt’s observation that children are innately intelligent and 526

inclined to learn. The problem, according to Holt, is that these innate qualities are actually stunted 
by institutionalized education, which is simply unable to serve the individual child in the context of  
its need to usher large groups of  youth through a standardized, performance-based 
curriculum” (Home Grown, 16).
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collecting and cutting firewood, the boys wander the nearby forest and fields with 

their homemade bow and arrow and fishing lines and return with plants, animals, 

and questions; they collect tree sap for syrup and help move cows at the 

neighboring dairy farm. The family takes trips into town and farther afield, and 

the boys get private lessons from trusted community members (banjo lessons for 

Rye, outdoor skills for Fin). Their days are full and invigorating all year around. 

 And what about reading, writing, arithmetic and the other necessary 

subjects? As Ben points out, we seem to forget that children are always learning 

and that they are naturally eager to follow their role models into tasks that have 

real-world meaning and importance: providing “a shelter where once there was 

none; food in a freezer that was previously empty; or even just a piece of clothing 

mended by their own hands” (73). When parents read, children want to read. 

When children want to calculate quantities of tree sap or interest rates on money 

saved, they learn math. When they ask why events in town occur, they learn about 

economics, politics, and history: “These subjects are not assigned to them; they 

are chosen by them…. The more…I allow my children to follow their passions 

and to learn on their own terms, the more passionate and eager to learn they 

become” (16, 14). Ultimately, Ben says, “Of all the things I want for them, 
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connection to place and a sense of knowing how they fit into this world usurps all 

others” (13).  527

4.9. What’s the Story? 
Existentialists often choose stories rather than argumentation as their 
mode of communication. They do this because they believe that life is not 
the unfolding of a logical plan; one cannot argue from trustworthy 
premises what a life should be like or how it should be lived…. Stories 
give us accounts of the human struggle for meaning. They inspire and 
frighten us. They tell us how we might live—for better or worse—if we 
choose to act this way or that. 

—Nel Noddings  528

The three case studies are intended as narrative illustrations of educational 

alternatives to mass schooling. Speaking meta-educationally (i.e., educating about 

educating), they can potentially move us in ways that logical argumentation 

cannot. As Egan says, “The story is the only form of language that can fix the 

listener’s affective orientation to the events, characters and ideas that make it up. 

	  In a comparable story, Michael P. Branch, a professor of  literature and environment at 527

the University of  Nevada, Reno, and his wife and two young daughters went to live in the Great 
Basin Desert for a time. He reports: “To dwell in this vast desert requires that we relinquish any 
pretense of  control over the circumstances of  our wild existence. Living here offers the salutary 
reminder that control is nothing more than a human idea, an abstract concept that this marvelous 
landscape is under no obligation to recognize. It is the fantasy of  control that is itself  most 
vulnerable, because in this land a humbling corrective is only one fire, blizzard, or rattler strike 
away” (Raising Wild (Boulder, CO: Roost Books, 2017), xxiii-xxiv).

	  Noddings, Philosophy, 65. Van Schaik and Michel describe stories as “time-tested 528

simulations that we use to reflect upon problems and develop solutions…. [Story] enables us to 
take a theoretical approach to challenges, determine possible actions, and test their acceptability”  
(Good Book, 45).
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Stories, then are tools for orienting our emotions.”  But now these case studies 529

must face the music and be analyzed. Assuming the students in all three case 

studies—Amish schools, North Branch School, and the Hewitt family—are 

learning the basics (i.e., they could transfer to a nearby public school and fit in 

academically with little trouble), how do they fare regarding the econormative 

principles for Christian education? I would suggest the following report card. 

In cases where I did not have enough information to make a reasonable guess, I 

have assigned a question mark. I have yet to find any evidence of a curriculum in 

any school that addresses humanity’s deep ecological history (EcoPr1). The 

Amish, for instance, are well known for simple, agrarian lives (CivPr2) that 

celebrate creational connections (SpirPr), yet all of those actions are framed 

within anthropocentrism (contra PhilPr). North Branch is a simple and frugal 

operation (CivPr1), yet “environmental awareness” is only one facet of their 

	  Kieran Egan, “The Arts as the Basics of  Education,” Childhood Education 73, no. 6 529

(September 15, 1997), accessed November 26, 2020, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/
10.1080/00094056.1997.10521136. Egan suggests that we “think of  lessons and units as good 
stories to be told rather than as blocks of  knowledge to be sorted, graded, and sequenced for 
‘effective’ teaching” (Imagination in Teaching and Learning (Chicago: The University of  Chicago Press, 
1992), 70).
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curriculum. The Hewitt boys are immersed in their local bioregion every day, but 

are they overtly giving recognition to the voices of mitakuye oyasin (EcoPr4)? 

This report card is intended as a mere approximation-at-a-glance to see how three 

relatively humble educational settings are dealing with the ecological crisis. The 

Amish schools perpetuate a simple pre-industrial European rural lifestyle and 

teach the academic basis with little imagination. North Branch School engages the 

heart of each of its few students but eventually sends them off to high school and 

beyond with little or no intention to change the ecological trajectory of 

mainstream American society. The Hewitt boys are easily receiving the most 

comprehensive ecocentric education of the three, yet face a host of questions. 

 Perhaps one of the most urgent questions for the Hewitts involves public 

justice: who can afford to move to an acreage in rural Vermont? It will not 

surprise the reader to find out the Hewitts are white and middle class. And for 

those who cannot afford such a move? “Educational researcher Sean Reardon and 

his colleagues at Stanford University recently completed an analysis showing that 

children in school districts with high levels of poverty score an average of four 

grade levels below peers from the most affluent districts on tests of reading and 

math.”  Even if the structure of grade levels and standardized reading and math 530

tests are worthy of critique, the serious problem of inequity of opportunity 

	  John D. E. Gabrieli and Silvia A. Bunge, “The Stamp of  Poverty,” Scientific American 530

Mind 28, no. 1 (January/February 2017): 56 (emphasis added). Public justice and education is a 
problem in the US: “unlike the schools in Finland, which channel more resources to the neediest 
kids, America funds its schools through property taxes, ensuring the most disadvantaged students 
are warehoused together in the worst schools” (“Best and Brightest,” Economist (August 17, 2013): 
70).
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remains. Even if every family in America received a grant to relocate to a rural 

acreage, how many parents are willing and able to homeschool or “unschool” 

their children? Blomberg states the common concern for well-organized, thorough 

education: “A major justification for institutionalizing education in schools is that 

it does not leave a child’s possible experiences to happenstance but seeks to chart 

a course of developing experience that will be more effective and efficient than 

serendipity (or individual parents) would allow.”  531

 Every educational setting tells a story, implicitly and explicitly, that can be 

framed in terms of Walsh and Middleton’s four worldview questions: 

1. Who am I? (What is the nature, task, and purpose of human beings?) 
2. Where am I? (What is the nature of the world and universe that I live 

in?) 
3. What is wrong? (What is the basic problem or obstacle that keeps me 

from attaining fulfillment? How do I understand evil?) 
4. What is the remedy? (How is it possible to overcome this hindrance to 

my fulfillment? How do I find salvation?)  532

Each of the questions can be answered from multiple roles within each 

community. “Who am I?” might be son, daughter, spouse (family); employee 

(economy); child of God (religion); a member of the local bioregion (ecology)—

all of them overlapping in both individual and social ways (your body as part of 

the local Body/Community). Focusing on ecologically pertinent answers, the 

Amish worldview-narrative might be familiarly (evangelical) Christian: as 

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 17. He also writes, “rather than leaving children to the vagaries of  531

circumstances, schools ensure a carefully arranged sequence of  experiences that will ‘guarantee’ 
socially desired and individually desirable outcomes” (ibid., 125).

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 32. This oft-used formulation is from Brian Walsh and Richard 532

Middleton, The Transforming Vision: Shaping a Christian World View (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1984).
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stewards of a fallen creation, hard work brings blessings, and faith in Jesus leads 

to eternal life (away from the present world). For Tal Birdsey at North Branch 

School: you are unique and special, part of a (primarily human) community, and 

love will make the world a better place. For the Hewitt family: you are a 

cherished part of this family, part of a local Community, and the problems we 

learn how to solve together in our own backyard will develop the habits for how 

we solve larger problems throughout life. In broad terms, the Amish are 

theocentric in religion and anthropocentric (“light green”) in relation to the local 

bioregion; North Branch School is humanistic and anthropocentric (“light 

green”); and the Hewitts are humanistic and biocentric (“mid-green”). These two 

broad-stroke assessments—“report card” and worldview-narrative—offer a 

glimpse at three initially promising, rural, North American educational settings to 

identify their ecological strengths and weaknesses. The conclusion is, from a 

Christian, econormative perspective, decidedly mixed. 

 Another interesting facet of this eco-assessment is architecture and interior 

design, the “physical plant” of the school. The physical structures and 

technologies that are deemed necessary for a proper education also tell a story. 

Eco-educator David W. Orr is critical of most public school and university 

buildings: “Campus architecture is crystallized pedagogy that often reinforces 

passivity, monologue, domination, and artificiality.”  Even homeschools cannot 533

avoid such artificiality. Wendell Berry describes the modern home, with all “its 

	  Orr, Earth, 14.533
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array of gadgets and machines,” to be “a veritable factory of waste and 

destruction.”  It is “so destructive,” he says, “because it is a generalization,…an 534

everyplace or a noplace.”  The same could be said about the modern classroom. 535

David Hutchison has studied the effects of place on education: 

In our modern-day petroleum-based culture, it is plastic that has come to 
define the material makeup and aesthetics of most child care centers and 
elementary school classrooms. Long gone are wooden toys and 
handwoven dolls. The sandbox and water take a backseat to intricately 
designed toys and manipulatives, such as battery-operated cars and play 
sets that mimic (to the last detail) their real-world counterparts. The 
organic aesthetics of natural hues and washed-out watercolors are replaced 
by brightly colored walls, toys, and spot-color posters. Favored in most 
schools is an organizational aesthetic that arguably values presentation and 
efficiency over participation and imagination.  536

To “decipher [the] complex signals of constructed educational systems,”  i.e., to 537

hear the worldview-narrative inherent in the built educational environment, the 

writing cooperative Creeping Snowberry and Sean Blenkinsop apply an 

“ecosemiotic veil of perception” to a typical suburban elementary school. What 

they see is a large box (the classroom building) surrounded by a manicured green 

field. The large box is divided into smaller boxes (classrooms) which, in turn, are 

divided into rows or pods of desks. “The black, or white, or smart board sets the 

schedule…. [There are] easily cleaned, sticky lineoleum…, light pastel-coloured 

walls…[,] a lingering smell of cleaning solvent, …[t]he gentle hum of the 

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 56.534

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 56.535

	  Hutchison, Natural, 110.536

	  Creeping Snowberry and Sean Blenkinsop, “‘Why Are Those Leaves Red?,’” The 537

Trumpeter 26, no. 3 (2010): 50.
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flourescent lights”  and so on. What cultural story is being told through these 538

manifest symbols? The authors suggest that “such a school-in-a-box, set on a flat, 

deforested, denuded, ‘anywhere’ field proclaims a sense of human dominion over 

the pre-existing natural space. Dominance resides in humanity’s very ability to 

ignore natural context.”  Even that separate box, the gymnasium, by its very 539

detachment, “confirms the [Grecian] separation of mind and body.”  If there are, 540

perchance, some trees adjacent to the school grounds, they are “construed as 

symbols of a lesser form of knowledge and are thrust to the periphery, 

inconsequential even to discussions about trees.”  It is all a lesson in a 541

fragmented, detached, compartmentalized way of knowing. 

 The story capturing the imaginations (and thereby the hearts) of students 

and teachers alike—the “narrative enchantment” (J. K. A. Smith)—is that humans 

are separate from nature and human artifacts are more important than the 

nonhuman world. “Hence,” says David Abram, “an American youth may attend a 

high school in New England or California, or perhaps a small boarding school at 

the edge of the Rockies—yet this will make little difference, since she’ll be taught 

largely the same things in each location.”  Even a unit on local history will most 542

likely highlight local human (white, colonialist) history—and be bound within the 

	  Creeping Snowberry, “‘Why,’” 50. 538

	  Creeping Snowberry, “‘Why,’” 52.539

	  Creeping Snowberry, “‘Why,’” 52.540

	  Creeping Snowberry, “‘Why,’” 52.541

	  Abram, Becoming Animal (New York: Pantheon Books, 2010), 289.542
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school’s anthropocentric architecture and curricular framing of reality (academic 

epistemology). Abram asks, “Can we begin to restore the health and integrity of 

the local earth? Not without restorying the local earth.”  Those that understand 543

the power of narrative enchantment (EpistPr2) are calling for a new story. Paul 

Watson, the notorious anti-whaling captain, relates this to religion: “What we 

need if we are to survive is a new story, a new myth, and a new religion. We need 

to replace anthropocentrism with biocentrism. We need to construct a religion that 

incorporates all species and establishes nature as sacred and deserving of respect.” 

Stories, including religious stories, he reminds us, give us a sense of identity, 544

but whereas today’s religious identities tend to divide people, a “biocentric 

identity” (and religion) would show us how our local bioregion fits into the larger 

biosphere’s family of life. This is something poet and ecophilosopher Gary 

Snyder discovered at a gathering of Native American activists in 1969. He heard a 

story in which this continent was referred to as “Turtle Island,” a new/old name in 

a new/old story that was revived, as one man told him, “to help us build the future 

of North America” —uniting many tribal (bio)regions for the sake of the larger 545

Community. To honor that future, Snyder began teaching his young stepdaughter 

that “who we are is what we are here,” and presented her with an alternate pledge 

of allegiance (from what she was learning at school): 

	  Abram, Becoming Animal, 289.543

	  Quoted in Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion (Berkeley, CA: University of  California 544

Press, 2010), 99.

	  Quoted in Gary Snyder, “The Rediscovery of  Turtle Island,” in Deep Ecology for the 21st 545

Century, ed. George Sessions (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), 457.
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I pledge allegiance to the soil 
 of Turtle Island 
and to the beings who thereon dwell 
 one ecosystem 
 in diversity 
 under the sun 
With joyful interpenetration for all.  546

4.10. Environmental Education 

Today’s environmentalism is…the catalytic converter on the silver SUV of 
the global economy. 

—Paul Kingsnorth  547

Deletions: acorn, adder, ash, beech, bluebell, buttercup, dandelion, fern,  
 hazel, heather, heron, ivy, kingfisher, lark, mistletoe, nectar, newt,  
 otter, pasture, willow. 
Additions: blog, broadband, bullet-point, celebrity, chatroom, committee,  
 cut-and-paste, MP3 player, voice-mail. 

—Oxford Junior Dictionary (2007)  548

My first professional “inservice” as a classroom teacher was an inspiring weekend 

seminar about environmental education; however, returning to my school, I soon 

learned that there was no room in the curriculum for additional material. Even 

though it was a school in the rural Midwest  and I had just learned the latest 549

information on soil erosion and pesticide runoff, the topics did not fit into my 

science scope and sequence. Besides, what farmer wants his or her child coming 

home from school telling them how to farm—especially when the advice has 

	  Snyder, “Rediscovery,” 462.546

	  Kingsnorth, Confessions, 78-79.547

	  Robert MacFarlane, “Landspeak,” Orion 34, no. 3 (May/June 2015): 7. MacFarlane 548

laments that “the outdoor and the natural [are] being displaced by the indoor and the virtual…. A 
basic literacy of  landscape is falling away” (ibid.).

	  Rock Valley Christian School (Rock Valley, Iowa), third grade, 1988-1989.549
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come from a “city-kid” teacher fresh out of college? A decade later, now teaching 

at an upscale school one mile from the beach in Southern California,  I still had 550

not learned how to make environmental education an integral part of the 

curriculum. As a Friday afternoon reward, I took my class to a small grove behind 

the school for a nature walk. Our “outdoor education” adventure deteriorated into 

a game of tag with several of the boys rolling around in what we all later 

discovered to be poison ivy. I had not taken the time to become acquainted with 

the grove, but now I was acquainted with several irate parents (and my principal). 

 What these two stories illustrate is that (1a) fitting environmental education 

into an already overfull curriculum is not easy, (1b) making it meaningfully 

integral to an entire curriculum is not a realistic expectation for most teachers or 

schools today, and (2) to effectively teach (model) a “sustainable lifestyle” for our 

students requires a level of intimacy with the local bioregional Community that 

most of us do not have. Environmental education, “green” educators’ best hope 

for our fragmented and consumeristic schools and lives, is failing.  The sad 551

truth, as Nathan Hensley writes is that 

Today’s teachers are moving further from the ecocontextualization process 
as they are inundated with messages of uniformity and threatened by 
tracking and surveillance. These messages come in the form of state and 
national mandated “standards.” It is getting much harder to educate in a 

	  Calvary Christian School (Pacific Palisades), third grade.550

	  Susan Shain reports, “According to a 2016 study from the National Center for Science 551

Education, 71 percent of  middle- and high-school teachers spent one or more classes on climate 
change. Of  those teachers, the median amount of  time they devoted was just 1.5 class hours per 
school year. The topic is covered most frequently in earth science, which only 7 percent of  high 
schoolers take. Among teachers of  all subjects, fewer than half  say they’ve ever addressed the 
issue” (“Getting Climate Studies into Schools,” The New York Times (September 2, 2020), accessed 
September 2, 2020, http://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/02/ climate).
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way that honors our place. We struggle against the anonymous topography 
of uniform curriculum.  552

 Perhaps the first problem is with the name itself: environmental. As 

Bouma-Prediger points out, “environment connotes a disjunction between human 

and nonhuman that is simply not true to the way things are.”  How can we move 553

from anthropocentrism to ecocentrism, or from “dominion” (exploitation) to 

“creation care,” if we continue to see ourselves as separate from our “environs,” 

from “that which surrounds us”—instead of “that of which we are a part”? This is 

why Patrick Curry and others have moved away from “environmental” to 

“ecological.”  As usual, Wendell Berry describes this terminological slippage 554

eloquently: 

The concept of country, homeland, dwelling place becomes simplified as 
“the environment”—that is, what surrounds us. Once we see our place, our 
part of the world, as surrounding us, we have already made a profound 
division between it and ourselves. We have given up the understanding—
dropped it out of our language and so out of our thought—that we and our 
country create one another, depend on one another, are literally part of one 
another; that our land passes in and out of our bodies just as our bodies 
pass in and out of our land; that as we and our land are part of one another, 
so all who are living as neighbors here, human and plant and animal, are 
part of one another, and so cannot possibly flourish alone; that, therefore, 
our culture must be our response to our place, our culture and our place 

	  Nathan Hensley, Curriculum Studies Gone Wild (New York: Peter Lang, 2011), 82-83.552

	  Bouma-Prediger, Beauty, xiv.553

	  Hence the title of  his book, Ecological Ethics (he explains this on page 8). Cf. Holmes 554

Rolston’s title, A New Environmental Ethics.
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are images of each other and inseparable from each other, so neither can 
be better than the other.  555

Berry says, “our culture”—I hear our education—“must be our response to our 

place.” Is this what “environmental education” is? 

 In 2004, Anthony Weston offered a report on the state of environmental 

education in North America. “Officially,” he says, “we acknowledge that of 

course we are animals” and put other animals in danger when we take more than 

our fair share of the planet, but “whether we actually believe or feel any of these 

things in our heart of hearts…is quite another thing.”  Just ask a child if she’s an 556

animal: “most young children, up through elementary ages, deny it…. [C]hildren 

are truer to the underlying cultural messages” (32-33). Weston reminds us of the 

anthropocentricity of our homes and schools: geometrized, simplified, filled with 

only human sounds. He writes, “[In] a civilization committed to disconnection… 

we must rediscover ourselves in connection with the rest of the Earth. We must re-

acknowledge ourselves as animals, come to feel ourselves as parts of larger living 

systems after all. The task of environmental education, then, very broadly 

speaking is to address our disconnection, reverse it, to re-situate us, to welcome us 

home” (33). Weston describes the contrary, the “implicit general model of 

education,” by referring to Paulo Freire’s “banking” model of information 

	  W. Berry, Unsettling, 24. Berry begins, “The concept of,” but interestingly, as Jeremy 555

Narby reminds us, “Disengaging from ‘nature’ allows one to have a concept of  it” (Intelligence, 199). 
Narby continues with a quote from Ingold: we can “take a step back from the physical dimension 
of  existence…. [T]he possibility of  disengagement…is taken to be the hallmark of  the condition 
of  humanity. Human uniqueness is supposed to lie precisely in this: that whereas the differences 
among animal species are differences in nature, humans are different in being half  in nature, half  
out” (ibid., 200). The question is, as God-imagers, do we wield this half-in-half-out imaginativity 
with due humility (EcoPr3)?

	  Anthony Weston, “What If  Teaching Went Wild?,” Canadian Journal of  Environmental 556

Education 9 (Spring 2004): 32. Subsequent references are in parentheses in the text.
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transmission: “we tell students they belong to the Earth” (34). He also mentions 

Dewey’s insistence on active learning and “integrating school/learning and 

life” (34). But do any of these approaches work? To illustrate the latter, Weston 

tells of some First Nations elders who spoke to students in local schools: “It did 

not work. The setting was too artificial…. Everything was reduced to an episodic 

encounter or ‘presentation.’ To words” (35). Weston is also critical of the shock 

approach of bombarding children with the many unfolding ecological disasters; it 

leaves students “deeply pessimistic: numbed, evasive, despondent” (35). So what 

should we do? Weston answers with a question, the title of his article, “What If 

Teaching Went Wild?”: “For one thing, engage ‘nature’ first in the mode of 

celebration and connectedness rather than in unease or fear or distance. Open the 

blinds, open the windows, teach outside, have the students pick a flower and eat it 

(choose the right flower!)” (35).  557

 In a 2016 study of environmental science education (ESE) in 

Saskatchewan, Ranjan Kumar Datta makes note of the challenges of teaching a 

Western-style ESE to Indigenous students. Among other things, any sciences 

taught “with evaluative approaches [i.e., the grading system], lead to apathy 

toward science education…. [O]nly six out of three hundred students were 

interested in science class.” The ESE program was entirely classroom-based; none 

of the lessons had the students go outdoors. Says Datta: “This teaching style was 

	  It is telling that going outside “into nature” is not even required for all biology 557

students. As Amanda Giracca reports about one university, “In their entire four years as biology 
majors, there are no courses that require them to leave the walls of  the university” (“Into the Field: 
Why Science Education Needs to Leave the Classroom,” Orion 35, no. 3 (May-June 2016): 48).
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strongly opposed by both First Nation teachers and students…. [T]he current 

classroom-based ESE teaching was boring.”  Perhaps only 6 of 300 students (2 558

percent) is representative of the broader student population when it comes to 

being interested in analytical abstractions. Whatever the actual ratio of those who 

prefer “real-world” concrete thinking to theoretical thinking, it is easy to see why 

a primarily abstract (disconnected, fragmented) school setting is boring 

(meaningless) for so many students. Even so, schooling stretches “mental 

muscles” we may not otherwise use (or know we have). As Paul L. Harris reports, 

“We can summarize nearly 50 years of research by concluding that disengagement 

from a traditional, agricultural way of life, and a relatively short exposure to 

schooling, brings about an intellectual transformation in the process of 

reasoning.... In the absence of schooling, they adopt an ‘empirical orientation.’... 

After two or three years of schooling, they adopt what might be called a 

‘theoretical’ or ‘analytic’ orientation instead.”  This abstraction of and 559

disconnection from the felt world is seen all through the academic ranks. Paul 

Kingsnorth, in his work with environmental groups, has noted a widespread lack 

of attachment to any actual environment: “Their talk was of parts per million of 

carbon, peer-reviewed papers, sustainable technologies, renewable supergrids, 

green growth and the fifteenth conference of the parties. There were campaigns 

	  Ranjan Kumar Datta, “Rethinking Environmental Science from Indigenous 558

Knowledge Perspectives,” Environmental Education Research (2016), accessed September 11, 2019, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2016.1219980. 

	  Harris, Work, 98.559
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about ‘the planet’ and ‘the Earth,’ but there was not specificity: no sign of any 

real, felt attachment to any small part of that Earth.”   560

 What are our ever-learning students gathering from an oxymoronic and 

hypocritical environmental education that is detached from the rest of the 

curriculum? Sean Blenkinsop observes, “Within schools, environmental education 

may be undone by the conflicting messages created by these cultural artefacts. For 

example, a teacher may spend the day discussing interdependence, then a bell 

sounds summoning students to a different classroom and a different discipline, or 

homework is returned with each student receiving an individual, independent 

mark.”  Eco-justice advocate and educator C. A. Bowers sees something similar: 561

Students in an environmental education class may learn how to monitor 
the local recycling program, the changes in the quality of local streams, 
and to map the green spaces in the community. At the same time they will 
be exposed to the cultural messages communicated through various media, 
by the super-sized houses that are being built in their community and by 
the super-sized SUVs that crowd their roads. They will have reinforced in 
a variety of ways the idea that personal success, along with obtaining a 
higher social status and the promise of happiness are achieved by living a 
consumer dependent lifestyle.   562

This is why none of the three approaches to ecological education identified by 

Gillian Judson is sufficient on its own. Whether supplemental (separate subject), 

infusionist (integrated into the curriculum), or intensive (week-long outdoor 

	  Kingsnorth, Confessions, 72. Educational philosopher Nel Noddings believes that 560

“curricular treatment of  environmental issues is still too abstract, and the extracurricular approach
—recycling, for example—is too limited” (Challenge, 135).

	  Quoted in Derby, “Education,” 48.561

	  Bowers, Transforming. 562
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education camp),  if the rest of the students’—and teachers’—lives are 563

immersed in exploitative consumerism, the only lesson learned is a hypocritical 

dualism. In other words, as Richard Kahn says in his description of the 

ecopedagogical movement, there is a crisis in environmental education: it “has 

been altogether unable to provide either solutions to or stop-gaps for the 

ecological disasters that have continued to mount due to the mushrooming of 

transnational corporate globalization over the last few decades.”  Drawing on 564

the work of radical critical theorist Herbert Marcuse, Kahn concludes that we 

need “a sort of ecopedagogy that is not a simple addendum to standard curricula, 

but rather an attempt to raze education under capitalism in favor of a pedagogy of 

the oppressed that seeks to wage revolutionary political struggle toward a future 

culture based on radical notions of sustainability.”  565

 Both Kahn and Bowers are obviously influenced by a kind of Marxian 

antipathy toward globalized capitalism and they extend this power-disparity 

awareness beyond the human community. Bowers identifies this limited (humans-

only) vision of community as inherent in education itself: “in the early grades 

‘community’ was explained in a textbook through the use of pictures and simple 

descriptions of where people live, work, and play—in cities, suburbs, and in rural 

areas. But the examples…did not include the plants and animals that should be 

	  Gillian Judson, A New Approach to Ecological Education (New York: Peter Lang, 2010), 26f.563

	  Richard Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, Ecoliteracy, and Planetary Crisis (New York: Peter Lang, 564

2010), 6.

	  Kahn, Critical, 140.565
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understood as part of the ‘community.’”  Bowers is interested in the 566

assumptions, the “godwords of the anthropocentric discourse,”  that we 567

unwittingly teach our students when building on such an exclusive (humans-only) 

form of community (cf. Differential Imperative). He identifies four: 

• “The individual is the basic social unity, and the purpose of the 
educational process is to contribute to some form of rational 
empowerment and self-direction”; 

• “the world must be understood in terms of human needs and sense of 
purpose”; 

• “the human/social sense of time is experienced as a continuum where the 
future represents an ever-widening sphere of opportunities and progress 
and the past is considered as either an impediment or so entirely 
irrelevant that it can be ignored”; and 

• “the progressive nature of change makes continual experimentation with 
new ideas, values, and technologies a matter of common sense that 
separates the modern person from the culturally backward.”  568

“More courses on natural systems and teaching about recycling,” says Bowers, 

“will not begin to compensate for the destructive consequences of an educational 

process”  that perpetuates such anthropocentrism and individualism. Bowers’s 569

focus is economic. His primary concern is with the double bind of “the need for 

non-Western cultures to attain a more adequate material standard of living without 

being forced to adopt the Western model of development”  that is wreaking 570

	  Bowers, Transforming, 46.566

	  C. A. Bowers, Critical Essays on Education, Modernity, and the Recovery of  the Ecological 567

Imperative (New York: Teachers College Press, 1993), 140.

	  Bowers, Critical Essays, 174. Bowers insists that one of  the teacher’s roles is “to make 568

the implicit explicit” so our students might be aware of  hidden cultural assumptions: “In effect, the 
taken-for-granted nature of  patterns will lead to repeating them, until we either choose to examine 
them or are forced to confront them because of  the ecological damage that can no longer be 
ignored” (ibid., 120).

	  Bowers, Critical Essays, 168.569

	  C. A. Bowers, Educating, viii.570

!232



destruction on the ecosphere. His eco-justice educational essentials echo many of 

the econormative (Christian) principles outlined in Part 1:  571

• There is no one best pedagogical way, rather local traditions and 

knowledge of one’s (ecological) place must guide education (cf. SpirPr, 

CivPr2).  572

• Help students to see how technology and hyperconsumerist strategies 

lead to environmental racism (cf. EcoPr5, CivPr1). 

• Rejuvenate and develop intergenerational knowledge (cf. EcoPr3, 

CivPr2).  573

• Regenerate less-commodified activities and relationships, and develop 

personal talents (cf. SpirPr, PhilPr). 

For Bowers, racism and speciesism are linked, and to solve one we must solve 

both. 

 Kahn’s focus is political: “Producing a sustainable citizenry and readying 

the conditions for the next generation’s political struggle over how to respond to 

planetary ecocrisis should be a major goal of the reconstruction of education in 

	  The following four bullet points are my paraphrase of  Bowers, Educating, 77-78.571

	  This not to deny the necessity of  a certain universal basic factual knowledge, a kind of  572

cultural-ecological literacy, but there is a significant difference between an E. D. Hirsch Jr.-style list 
of  “50,000 schemata” (Hirsch’s famous computer analogy) and locally contextualized ecological 
knowledge. As Bowers says of  Hirsch, “Although I cannot disagree with his concern about how a 
lack of  properly informed citizens imperils our collective interests as a society, or with the 
widespread nature of  the problem, I disagree profoundly with the idea that information-type 
knowledge contributes to the form of  empowerment needed in an ecologically interdependent 
world” (Critical Essays, 115).

	  As Pat Stone laments, “In a generation and a half  we’ve all lost our connection to the 573

land…. We’ve lost the ability to grow fresh food, prepare fresh food, and preserve fresh food. It’s a 
simple life skill that’s been part of  humanity since Day One” (quoted in Fred Bahnson, Soil and 
Sacrament (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2013), 94 (emphasis original)).
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the present and so represents a compelling form of ecoliteracy.”  He sees 574

capitalism as a “biocidal agent,” as a crisis with which “none of us is absolved 

from complicity.”  Our very schools are “complicit…in the exercise of…575

ecological repression,…the immobilization of the body,…privileging repetitive 

and unimaginative curricula, and fetishizing methods.”  Therefore, education 576

must be transformed, at least in part, to the place where traditional ecological 

knowledge (TEK, e.g., Indigenous knowledge) is valued and taught more than 

Western modern science (WMS, a.k.a. white male science): 

In this way, TEK becomes a new science of sustainability—of the 
multitude as living, interactive, indigenous earth democracy—that rightly 
opposes all manifestations of Western sovereignty in favor of the 
reconstitution of an indigenization that authorizes and empowers all 
manner of creative, participatory, and peaceful planetary co-relations 
between beings great and small, human and nonhuman alike.  577

This is directly in line with the present study’s econormative emphases on 

ecodemocracy (EcoPr4) and Indigenous lifeways (CivPr2). With a hint of 

sarcasm, Kahn suggests we might move in this direction by reimagining pro-life 

politics in the larger ecological context, by asking what is best for the whole 

planetary—or local bioregional—web of life.  578

	  Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, 98.574

	  Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, xi.575

	  Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, xv.576

	  Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, 120.577

	  Kahn, Critical Pedagogy, 137. Kahn (writing in 2010) mentions this in a discussion of  578

President George W. Bush, whom Kahn calls the worst environmental president in US history and 
anything but pro-life (in the larger sense). What would Kahn make of  the Trump years?
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 In the end, education cannot be separated from economics or politics. 

School reform cannot occur without cultural reform, without societal 

transformation. David W. Orr observes that although most school-reform talk 

centers around preparing “the young only to compete effectively in the global 

economy[,]….there are better reasons to reform education, which have to do with 

the rapid decline in the habitability of the earth.”  Orr’s verdict about school 579

sounds similar to Thunberg’s: “we continue to educate the young for the most part 

as if there were no planetary emergency.”  Why are we so unwilling to 580

relinquish a destructive status quo? Orr says, “The disordering of ecological 

systems and of the great biogeochemical cycles of the earth reflects a prior 

disorder in the thought, perception, imagination, intellectual priorities, and 

loyalties inherent in the industrial mind.”  As discussed in section 2.2, the 581

history of civilization demonstrates that those in power usually do not give up that 

power willingly (this includes middle-class comforts as “power over nature”), and 

as discussed in section 2.3, hearts captured by the dominant (industrial) narrative 

direct one’s “thought, perception, imagination, intellectual priorities, and 

loyalties.” Educators, as the traditional gatekeepers of the cultural narratives—

now in fierce competition with “social media”—must change the story. 

	  Orr, Earth, 2.579

	  Orr, Earth, 2. Recall Thunberg’s words quoted earlier, that if  things were really as bad 580

as the scientists say, “we wouldn’t be talking about anything else” (“The Disarming Case”).

	  Orr, Earth, 2.581
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 Freeman House, in his work to restore a sense of place in the Pacific 

Northwest, reminds us that “the histories of nations and empires and the political 

and economic geographies memorialized in our schoolbooks do not give us the 

essential information we need to act our way into a working relationship with 

place.”  How can we “regrow our sense of community as a function of that 582

[local] inhabitation”  if we do not know its stories? “The story a place has to 583

tell, especially the story of the continuity of human presence in that place,” says 

House, “is an absence so large in our culture as to be outside our range of 

vision.”  In most places in the West, in North America, those stories have been 584

ruthlessly erased. Can they be resurrected without Euroman’s condescension and/

or assimilation? Canadian scholar Robert Bringhurst recognizes this academic 

lacuna: 

North America is the place where we were born and where we live. It 
therefore ought to be a place we know and love, and one in which we feel 
at home. Yet when we went to school, we were taught a cultural heritage 
rooted in Europe, with occasional reference to Asia. Native American 
literature, art, and culture were omitted from the program. In the 
enlightened, multicultural present, Native American cultures are 
mentioned often in the textbooks—but in terms that owe everything to 
folklore and little to any form of scholarship.  585

What little we do teach is romanticist drivel, he says, a “sort of make-believe 

[that] tends to make us aliens in the land where we were born.”  586

	  House, Totem, 159.582

	  House, Totem, 159.583

	  House, Totem, 159. 584

	  Bringhurst, Everywhere, 87.585

	  Bringhurst, Everywhere, 87. As an example of  such drivel, Bringhurst points to the text 586

of  the famous speech of  Chief  Seattle, something that was rewritten and edited multiple times by 
white men decades after his death.
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 The Euroman temptation at this point, if he doesn’t reject Indigenous 

culture out of hand (as “primitive” and therefore only interesting in historical-

anthropological or artistic contexts), is to gather up what Indigenous stories 

(“folklore”) are left and insert them into the classroom curriculum (maybe during 

Native American month). Inevitably, since such stories are utterly 

decontextualized, the students will find them meaningless, weird (foreign to their 

common sense), and boring. Other than an exotic source of sports team mascots 

or video game characters, the stories will seem useless. Bowers gives this 

warning: “The process of identifying cultural patterns of more ecologically 

sensitive cultures, however, should not be viewed as dictating the pathway we 

must follow. The traditions of other cultures are not like products on a 

supermarket shelf that we can appropriate for our own use.”  So what can non-587

Indigenous educators learn from Indigenous cultures and wisdom? 

 One example of a bridge is provided by Derek Rasmussen who has spent 

much of his life studying the ways that Euro-American systems of economics and 

education have undermined Inuit culture. The first cross-cultural mistranslation he 

aims to rectify is the relationship between education and culture. For Euroman 

(Rasmussen writes specifically to/for Euro-Canadians), if a community has no 

schools we tend to ask how their children learn about culture. For the Indigenous 

person (speaking generally), the same question is asked if a community has no 

elders. Rasmussen quotes his Inuit friend Tommy Akulukjuk: “‘You don’t have a 

	  Bowers, Critical Essays, 140 (emphasis original).587
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culture. A real culture comes from your parents, from your family, from your 

elders, from your community.’”  In the name of building a superior 588

(“advanced,” “developed”), differentiated society, we delegate (fragment) 

education to schools that, in separating children from elders and the rest of 

society, ends up corroding that society. Rasmussen summarizes Western 

education: 

Fossilize pieces of knowledge into texts. Pour texts into students via 
literacy. Wait. Shake. And test to see what residue remains: give higher 
marks to students who regurgitate texts more accurately. Voila: 
Education.  589

By contrast, according to Yupiktak Bista (Alaskan Inuk), before the Western 

schools were built, “‘we did not worry about relating learning to life, because 

learning came naturally as part of living…[from family and friends and from] the 

weather, the sea, the fish, the animals, and the land…. The coming of Western 

civilization broke this unity and living.’”  Even though these schools are 590

teaching basic academic and vocational skills, “‘they are not,’” Bista continues, 

“‘teaching the child the most important thing; who he is: an Inuk or Indian with a 

history full of folklore, music, great people, medicine, a philosophy, complete 

with poets…. Now our culture and subsistence way of life are being swept away 

by books, patents, money, and corporations.’”  Not only are Euro-Americans 591

aliens in our own land, but in the name of Progress we have decimated—and 

	  Derek Rasmussen, “Some Honest Talk about Non-Indigenous Education,” Our 588

Schools/Our Selves (Winter 2011): 23.

	  Rasmussen, “Some Honest Talk,” 26-27.589

	  Quoted in Rasmussen, “Some Honest Talk,” 24.590

	  Quoted in Rasmussen, “Some Honest Talk,” 24.591
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continue to marginalize—the very people whose cultures have incarnated 

bioregional econormative lifeways for thousands of years. It is time we stopped 

talking and started listening.  

4.11.  An Econormative Assessment of Western Education 

There is no doubt that the advent of Western education, with its Prussian-inspired 

emphasis on efficiency, has many monumental achievements to its credit: 

widespread literacy heralded as the backbone of democracy, the assimilation of 

countless immigrants into a homogeneous citizenry and work force (“human 

capital”), the propagation of Enlightenment ideals leading to a torrent of scientific 

and technological discovery and unprecedented progress in human justice 

(“rights”), and much more. These achievements, begun in the “Old World” of 

Europe and spread to the “New World” of North America, have become a global 

phenomenon, but at what cost? A normative assessment, in Christian 

philosophical terms, is holistic: weighing current practices against the “holding 

patterns” (not the Platonic idea(l)s in the “mind of God”) that “cobweb”  

(interconnect with depth) the being-meaning of all things spiritually (directionally)  

toward love and justice (i.e., incarnations of ultimacy: the Creator). 

Econormativity is the emphasis on the other-than-human world and the other-

than-rational (logicolingual, theoretical, analytical, abstract) aspects of human 

being-meaning, both marginalized and maligned in the modern era. The eco- 

prefix is only intended to be temporary, until such time as philosophers make a 

habit of including all of creation’s interwoven complexities. 
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 Among Western education’s virtues is its ability to disseminate vast 

amounts of information over a large population; however, the quantity of that 

information that is retained and acted upon varies widely and, over time, seems to 

hold little relevance or importance. Every student in the US, for instance, learns 

about the three branches of government, but every four years presidential 

candidates make promises—and citizens vote accordingly—about things over 

which the administrative branch has little or no control. Every student also learns 

about long division, the grammatical “i before e” rule, and the capital of North 

Dakota, but will most likely forget all three with few repercussions later in life. 

Calculators, spell check, and “smart speakers” make up for these lapses of 

memory. And as for “vast amounts of information over a large population,” 

schools are losing in the competition with the Internet and social media. In truth, 

Western-style mass schooling has always been easily displaced by the (print) 

media in the hands of eager learners (e.g., Abraham Lincoln). What mass 

schooling does accomplish, for better or worse, is a form of social sorting, but not 

always consistent with intellectual or academic ability. More often, it sorts those 

who are successful in playing the Game of School (e.g., good at short-term 

memory recall) from those who are not. How helpful this sorting function is 

depends on what one is looking for in the organization of society; successful 

scholars are usually good at following directions and reflecting information back 

at the source. 
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 Another virtue of Western education is its inoculation against erroneous 

folk knowledge and human cognitive weaknesses. Here we must exercise a 

careful discernment. A properly (normatively) educated person ought to have the 

analytical skills to ascertain truth from falsehood (“fake news”) via fact checking, 

peer review, etc.; however, such skills must not be limited to a modernist 

definition of truth (as literal, propositional, empiricist). Much invaluable truth is 

embedded in myth and metaphor  so the determination of whether knowledge is 592

“folk” or “academic” (Geary: “secondary”) should not be rushed (cf. the next 

chapter on Indigenous knowledges). Where today’s digitized media blurs the lines 

of reality we need to help our students develop an effective “crap detector.” 

 The cost of these (decidely mixed) virtues is enormous. 

 Contra Spiritual Principle (creational interconnectivity): Western 

(including “Christian”) education fragments creation into disciplines, school day 

schedules, school year calendars, and the entire artificial school environment from 

the “real world.” 

 Contra Philosophical Principle (unfolding creational meaning): The 

fragmentation within Western education cuts the vocal cords of creation,  viz., it 593

silences the interreferentiality and the relation to the Ultimate that is the meaning 

of being. Without a sense of creation’s meaningfulness, education is useful 

	  Cf. Calvin Seerveld’s contribution to aesthetic truth as something allusive, indirect, 592

and “slant” (to quote Emily Dickinson) (ICS lectures, 1994-95).

	  As Dan, the Dakota elder, says, “All the singing…from the birds and all the chatter…593

from the animals…is gone…. [T]he white man has killed all of  the Creator’s music” (quoted in 
Kent Nerburn, The Girl Who Sang to the Buffalo (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2013), 294).
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(interesting, motivating) only in its idiosyncratic intersubjectivity (alignment of 

the three subjects): teacher, student, and topic of study. Too often this leads to a 

solipsistic life trajectory (“specialization”) that feeds individualism and destroys 

Community. It also makes school tedious and boring. 

 Contra Ecological Principle 1 (ecological history): Rather than teaching 

that we are exiting an unusual period of ecological calm and heading into a period 

of disruption, the Western narrative taught both implicitly and explicitly in our 

schools—both Christian and non-Christian—is progressivism: from the Stone Age 

to the Information Age, humans are making the world a better place (for 

humans).  594

 Contra Ecological Principle 2 (loss of biodiversity): Western education is 

largely silent on the detrimental effects of our exploitative, consumeristic 

lifestyles on local biodiversity. If anything, “environmental education” will 

inform students about polar bears, the Amazon burning, or the importance of solar 

panels, but topics like human overpopulation or drastic reductions in standard of 

living (e.g., voluntary poverty) are taboo. 

 Contra Ecological Principle 3 (ecological humility): The idea that humans 

have much to learn from the nonhuman world about how we should live our lives 

implies that we are less intelligent (or at least less knowledgeable) than animals, 

	  With Christians typically adding: and when Jesus returns, he will make it better for 594

everyone who believes: no more injustice, hatred, wars, etc.
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plants, and mountains—an idea anathema to Western Christians and non-

Christians alike. Therefore it is emphatically not included in Western education. 

 Contra Ecological Principle 4 (ecodemocracy): The idea that nonhumans 

should have a voice in human affairs is considered to be absurd; therefore, like 

Ecological Principle 3, it is emphatically not included in Western education. 

 Contra Ecological Principle 5 (mutualism): Any sense of community 

formed in the course of one’s Western education (e.g., sports team, debate club, 

graduating class) is shallow, ephemeral, and entirely anthropocentric. Its “culture 

of separated desks” extends to nonhumans and non-Western cultures and fosters a 

competitive spirit that is antithetical to mutualism (biosynergy, not to mention 

Christ’s central love commandment). 

 Contra Civilizational Principle 1 (scale down and pull back): Again, a 

reduction in either human population or consumption (as defined by “standard of 

living” and “creaturely comforts”) is anathema, especially to the American sense 

of “bigger is better.” Meager (“light green” and greenwashed) attempts at eco-

friendly lifestyle choices as provided by (corporately sponsored) environmental 

education curricula are simply not enough. Also, the built environment (“physical 

plant”: architecture and interior design) of most schools is a far cry from 

embodying an econormative life cycle.  

 Contra Civilizational Principle 2 (build ecocivilization): Unfortunately, it 

is an extremely rare Western educational setting that is even aware of biomimicry, 
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appropriate technology (cf. Ivan Illich’s “tools of conviviality”), or Indigenous 

lifeways. Of the three cases presented above, only the Hewitt family’s 

unschooling approaches this principle. 

 Contra Epistemological Principle 1 (engaging the heart): Western-style 

mass education (one-size-fits-all,  “factory” schools) is incompatible with 595

individual student interests and talents (heart-motivations, passions) beyond an 

initial exposure to an area of study. Individual students are better served in one-

on-one (apprenticeship) or small group settings; their embodied imaginations are 

more likely to be inspired (and their hearts moved) when someone is able to give 

them individual attention, noting their moods, reactions, and limitations. 

 Contra Epistemological Principle 2 (narrative enchantment): Western 

education underutilizes the power of story in education. Teacher monologues, 

“banking” education (Freire), and “a basic vocabulary of 50,000 

schemata” (Hirsch) continue to dominate. The only consistent narrative taught is 

the implicit story of the Game of School, i.e., the story of “going through the 

motions” (passive learning, fact regurgitation) to get the diploma as part of the 

social sorting mechanism. It is an uninspiring story. 

	  As Lauren Markham reports, “The one-size-fits-all education system in the United 595

States fails people on the margins of  society—whether it is impoverished communities in 
Appalachia, immigrants in Baltimore, African Americans in Chicago, or First Nations from New 
Mexico to Alaska. Free and universal education pretends to be our democracy’s great equalizer—
but the system was made by and for a certain subset of  people decidedly not on the margins. It can 
perpetuate inequality while intending, or pretending, to do away with it” (“Our School,” Orion 35, 
no. 6 (November/December 2016): 29).	  
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 Remember: these eleven econormative principles represent only one slice 

of educational reality, but they are addressed and highlighted here because of their 

ontological necessity, general lack of acknowledgement, and direct tie to the root 

of the ecological crisis, i.e., a fundamental (false) separation of creation into 

higher (more important) and lower (less important) realms: humans above the rest 

of creation; mental above physical—as if any of that is separable and discrete. 

Consider Western education’s dominant narrative in terms of Walsh and 

Middleton’s four worldview questions: 

 Who am I? Whether a Christian “child of God” (imago Dei) or a “product 

of evolution (or both), I am primarily an individual, accountable to my (human) 

community of family, friends, and associates only insofar as we agree (social 

contract-style) to stick together. Ultimately my happiness—and the happiness of 

those I care for—is paramount. If school is enjoyable, I may stay in academia; if 

not, it is a “necessary evil” to help me get the job I need to live the lifestyle I 

desire. 

 Where am I? It really does not matter so long as I have the means to create 

my own “comfort zone.” If education can help me achieve that, so be it. 

 What is wrong? I do not have enough money (power over my 

circumstances) to be truly independent, to do what I really want to do, even if that 

means “serving God on the mission field.” 

!245



 What is the remedy? Western education says: “More education!” If I get 

another degree or attend another seminar I will know what to do and/or get a 

promotion and gain more money/power/independence. 

 Where is the Christ Mystery in all this? Where is the recognition of our 

creational interconnectivity and responsibility, our Community? Sadly missing. 

Hence the need to change the narrative, to highlight these econormative 

principles, and to look farther afield for corrections to our ontoepistemological 

myopia. 

 The three case studies—Amish schools, North Branch School, and 

unschooling with the Hewitts—display mixed attempts at a course correction. 

Blomberg’s three-step dance—play, problem-posing, and purposeful response—

broadens educational epistemology beyond the merely “mental” (EpistPr1). 

Bowers calls for an economic eco-justice to be the core of the curriculum, and 

Kahn augments that with schools developing a sustainable citizenry. 

Econormative ideas are afloat, but how do we implement them? Tragically, 

civilization in all its historical forms has been erasing econormative (Indigenous) 

educational systems with impunity for millennia. As Ojibwe author Carol 

LaFavor writes, “Every time we lose an elder it’s like white folks losing a 

library.”  Can white folks learn from those human libraries? Can we help create 596

more? 

	  Carole LaFavor, Along the Journey River (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 596

2017), 107 (emphasis original). LaFavor (1948-2011) was a Two-Spirit Ojibwe novelist and activist. 
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Chapter 5 

Indigenous Educational Philosophies 

It would be difficult to imagine a hypothetical instance of cultural conflict 
more fundamental than that which occurred in the seventeenth century 
when European-Americans confronted Native American populations in the 
forests of New England and Virginia. In the next 200 years, as whites 
pushed further west, the same confrontation would occur again and again 
on successive frontiers…. The white threat to Indians came in many 
forms: smallpox, missionaries,…locomotives. And in the end, it came in 
the form of schools. 

—David Wallace Adams  597

The fundamental cultural conflict between Euroman (white  invaders) and the 598

Native American  cannot be understood via statistics or lists of atrocities alone. 599

It requires approaching the Indigenous heart (displayed in multiple worldviews, 

	  David Wallace Adams, Education for Extinction (Lawrence, KS: University Press of  597

Kansas, 1995), 5.

	  I am adamantly against labeling people by skin color. My skin is no more snow white 598

than my adopted African-American nephew’s is jet black. We—and all humans—are shades of  
brown depending on the amount of  melanin in our skin. Even so, as a privileged American of  
European descent, I fully acknowledge that Western culture has, for millennia, prejudged people 
by the shade of  their skin and generally treated darker skinned people as lesser humans or even 
subhuman. For that despicable historical reason we must continually be on our guard against overt 
and covert forms of  racism.

	  In an interview, Comanche/Choctaw author and activist Paul Chaat Smith was asked 599

if  saying “Native American” or “Indian” was preferable. Smith responded: “I use Indian and 
Native American interchangeably…. Of  course, this is also a question of  who gets to be in charge 
of  the language. Generally, it’s white people” (quoted in Mark Leviton, “Our Fellow Americans: 
Paul Chaat Smith on the Complex Truth of  Native American History,” The Sun no. 524 (August 
2019): 5-6). In the current study, I am following the lead of  North American Indigenous scholars in 
using several terms interchangeably: Native American, Indian, Indigenous, and First Nation.
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philosophies, and lifeways ) with an openness for the wisdom found in their 600

stories and theories (often intertwined). The imposition of Western schools on 

Indigenous peoples around the globe has been largely just the opposite. Regardless 

of the “best of intentions” (to Christianize, civilize, assimilate, etc.), the result has 

been—and continues to be—a cultural genocide aimed directly at the Indian 

heart: “Kill the Indian in him and save the man.”  601

 On the contrary, I want to respect the Indian by creating a space for 

authentic listening and dialogue. White, American culture has much to learn from 

Indigenous wisdom and lifeways, especially regarding econormativity, but we 

must engage with our Native brothers and sisters in humility, neither trying to 

“save” them nor expecting them to “save” us. Let us learn from the tragic 

mistakes of the past. As Nick Estes (Lower Brule Sioux) writes,  

In the last two centuries, armies of anthropologists, historians, 
archaeologists, hobbyists, and grave robbers have pillaged and looted 
Indigenous bodies, knowledges, and histories, in the same way that 
Indigenous lands and resources were pillaged and looted. Their distorted, 
misinterpreted Indigenous histories are both irrelevant and unfamiliar to 

	  Paul Chaat Smith (Comanche/Choctaw) writes, “What has made us one people is the 600

common legacy of  colonialism and diaspora. Five hundred years ago we were Seneca and Cree 
and Hopi and Kiowa, as different from one another as Norwegians are from Italians, or Egyptians 
from Zulus. One example of  just how different is the splintering of  languages. Greek and English 
and Russian all have the same Indo-European root. As different as those languages are, at one 
point they were very similar. In North America there were more than 140 different language 
stocks. The Americas were a happening, cosmopolitan place, and when Europeans first showed up, 
one suspects the reaction [of  the Indians] was less the astonished genuflection the explorers 
reported than something more like, ‘So, what’s your story?’… We never think of  the great city of  
Tenochtitlán, the capital of  the Aztec Empire, which five centuries ago was bigger than London at 
that time” (“Geronimo’s Cadillac,” The Sun no. 524 (August 2019): 16).

	  Adams, Education, 52. These are the “generous” words of  Richard Henry Pratt, the 601

superintendent of  Carlisle Indian School, who felt he was countering the popular nineteenth-
century sentiment that “the only good Indian is a dead Indian.”
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actually existing Indigenous peoples, and they are deeply 
disempowering.   602

I certainly do not want to loot Indigenous knowledge. Besides, as I hope it has 

been made clear thus far, only a Platonist would believe knowledge is divisible 

into decontextualized (curricular) units. One cannot understand Native American 

ecology without becoming acquainted with the Native American heart. Native 

American philosophers Dennis McPherson and J. Douglas Rabb are concerned 

that a healthy dialogue between Western and Native American philosophers not 

degenerate into another form of colonialism: “We wish to argue that not only is it 

possible to get Western philosophers to take Native philosophy seriously by 

critiquing their arguments from the Indigenous perspective, but it is also possible 

to articulate that Native philosophy in the very presentation of said critique 

without forcing it into the so-called Western mold, without doing violence to its 

essential nature.”  They note, for instance, that Kant makes explicit “an implicit 603

and widespread non-Native Western attitude toward nature. It seems to be one of 

complete alienation from the earth. [According to Kant,] the offspring of the earth 

[i.e., nonhumans] have only a common value (pretium vulgare), whereas man 

alone has dignity, an intrinsic value worthy of respect.”  Western scholarship is 604

notorious for its Aristotelian and Kantian condescension upon the “less-than-

	  Nick Estes, Our History Is the Future (Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2019), 16.602

	  Dennis McPherson and J. Douglas Rabb, “Some Thoughts on Articulating a Native 603

Philosophy,” Ayaangwaamizin: The International Journal of  Indigenous Philosophy 1, no. 1 (1997): 12.

	  McPherson and Rabb, “Some Thoughts,” 14.604
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human” (sadly including non-white humans). Elizabeth Alva Sumida Huaman 

reminds us that  

while Indigenous knowledge is relevant to schooling, issues of 
environmental sustainability, and the preservation and growth of human 
diversity, these knowledge systems are not always viewed as on a par with 
efforts to modernize…. What is learned in Indigenous communities is 
viewed as informal education or nonformal education if organized by a 
particular body or institutions. These labels de-legitimize the position of 
Indigenous knowledge and related pedagogies as their own structured 
systems of teaching and learning that transcend notions of formal, 
informal, or nonformal.  605

Similarly, Indigenous scholar Tim Frandy (Sámi) warns of “green colonialism”:  

Most outsiders do not understand our values, our metaphors, our 
communications patterns or senses of time, place, and self. And many 
refuse to believe us when we try to articulate these differences. With all 
due respect for the many celebrated Euro-American naturalists, our visions 
of sustaining our ways of life at best only partially overlap with theirs. 
When members of a colonial elite seek to sustain their own ways of life, 
they tend to devalue the Indigenous lifeways, traditional economies, 
environmental management strategies, and systems of governance. When 
we privilege the sustaining of colonial cultures, we destabilize Indigenous 
patterns of sustainability that have proven effective in maintaining 
Indigenous lifeways for millennia.   606

Frandy quotes Sámi scholar Rauna Kuokkanen as an example: “State laws often 

restrict subsistence activities…. They tell us our ways of life cannot endure, when 

it is they who have salted their own earth and poisoned their own waters. They tell 

us they must claim control over Indigenous resources, because we must be saved 

	  Elizabeth Alva Sumida Huaman, “Conversations on Indigenous Education, Progress, 605

and Social Justice in Peru,” International Journal of  Multicultural Education 15, no. 3 (2013): 15.

	  Tim Frandy, “Indigenizing Sustainabilities, Sustaining Indigeneities: Decolonization, 606

Sustainability, and Education,” Journal of  Sustainability Education 18 (March 2018), accessed 
September 20, 2019, http://www.susted.com/wordpress/march-2018-decolonizing-and-
sustainability-education/.
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from ourselves.”  Frandy reminds us of the value of Indigenous Traditional 607

Ecological Knowledge (ITEK): 

Ingenious systems of environmental and economic protections exist in 
Indigenous cultures around the world, representing the most sophisticated 
and effective systems of sustainability on the planet. Indigenous cultures 
have long used concepts like off-seasons, sanctuary areas, the resting of 
forests or aquatic systems for recovery, and critical habitat protections 
(like shoreline protections and taboos against walking in rivers). Systems 
of wealth redistribution minimize the personal profitability of over-
harvesting…. Seven-generation models of thinking and the stigmatization 
of “making one’s mark on the world” help protect resources, and 
ceremonies help regenerate that which was harvested. Although 
Indigenous sustainabilities are not perfect systems, and Indigenous 
peoples also have histories of unsustainable practice and resource disputes, 
their many successes both past and present speak for themselves.  608

In a wonderful play on words, Frandy says ITEK only partially overlaps with 

Western ideas of sustainability because Westerners are more concerned with 

sustaining their colonial (exploitative) culture. 

 Dennis Martinez is less sanguine about finding common ground between 

Western science and Traditional Knowledge (TK): “Clearly, the core beliefs of the 

two epistemologies can be neither bridged nor integrated…. The respective 

methods are different—remote sensing vs. direct observation, local vs. 

generalized, long-term vs. short-term, qualitative vs. quantitative.”  And yet as 609

he describes an Indigenous learner, he illustrates that we all share certain ways of 

knowing:  

	  Quoted in Frandy, “Indigenizing.”607

	  Frandy, “Indigenizing.”608

	  Dennis Martinez, “The Value of  Indigenous Ways of  Knowing to Western Science 609

and Environmental Sustainability,” Journal of  Sustainability Education online opinion (May 9, 2010), 
accessed September 10, 2019, http://www.susted.com/wordpress/content/the-value-of-indigeous-
ways-of-knowing-to-western-science-and-environmental-sustainability_2010_05.
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A competent Indigenous hunter, fisher, farmer, or pastoralist—like a 
competent Western field researcher—uses the same human powers of 
observation, inductive and deductive logic, pattern recognition, skepticism 
of 2nd and 3rd hand information, intuition, and honesty, as well as a 
willingness to experiment and a sense of wonder. All humans adapt to 
their world by remembering and learning. Indigenous peoples have the 
advantage of a much longer collective memory and a longer time frame 
for learning.  610

Martinez’s hesitation to allow any kind of “bridging” between Western and 

Indigenous epistemologies grows out of a legitimate fear of further colonization: 

“who is doing the ‘bridging’ and for what purpose?”  Alexandra Tempus relays a 611

real-world educational example of this lack of bridging. Teachers from the 

Menominee tribe wanted to integrate Western and Indigenous sciences regarding 

climate change: “[Justin] Gauthier explained how the team attempted to create [a] 

diagram, as the tribe is fond of doing, this time a Venn diagram with Western 

science in one circle and indigenous wisdom in the other. The committee 

struggled for a long time to find the connection, the piece that could fill the space 

where the circles meet. ‘We invested a lot of meetings, a lot of hours,’ he said. 

‘The conclusion that they eventually came to was, they don’t meet.’”  I tend to 612

agree with the assessment of both Martinez and the Menominee teachers. Tracing 

the ecologically destructive Differential Imperative (as a heart-motive, worldview, 

and social imaginary) from the religion-of-empire and Plato to globalized 

capitalism, it is easy to see how, side by side with Indigenous values, the “core 

	  Martinez, “Value.”610

	  Martinez, “Value.”611

	  Alexandra Tempus, “The People’s Forest: How the Menominee Are Facing Climate 612

Change,” Orion 37, no. 3 (Autumn 2018): 37.
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beliefs of the two epistemologies can neither be bridged nor integrated.” Even so, 

I trust that the religion-of-creation as found in those who have experienced the 

Christ Mystery (in any of its ecumenical manifestations) can find a place “where 

the circles meet.” As one Mi’kmaq elder puts it: “What we really need in this 

country [Canada] is two-eyed seeing! Indigenous and Western knowledges 

teaching together.”  That is the goal: not one eye usurping the other 613

(hegemonization), not two eyes become one (homogenization), but binocular 

vision (diversity, multiplicity). However, because Indigenous peoples and 

Westerners do not meet on equal ground, and because Euroman has taken 

authority where it was not given and then abused it, he needs to learn what every 

Indian child learns around her elders: be quiet and listen. Native Americans are 

the elders in this land; it would benefit the rest of us to “have ears to hear.” As a 

Canadian Anishinabe man says: “The Four-Leggeds and the Winged Ones live to 

a different rhythm. Theirs is the rhythm of soft eyes and soft feet; Two-Leggeds 

have hard eyes and hard feet. When most humans go into the forest they enter 

with so much of the world on them that any possibility of feeling the sacred is 

	  Quoted in Steve Heinrichs, ed., Buffalo Shout, Salmon Cry (Kitchener, ON: Herald Press, 613

2013), 22. Heinrichs continues, “He went on to explain how it was largely the imposition of  
Western miseducation that got us all—both Native and non-Native—into this mess…. I don’t think 
education will get us out of  this situation, for education will not move the powerful to redistribute 
wealth, stop plundering Indigenous lands, undo white privilege and cease burning fossil fuels. But 
it does help” (ibid., 22-23). Buffalo Shout is a collection of  essays written by and intended as an 
honest conversation between white Christians and Native Americans.

!253



removed. When we go into the forest we must become soft like the animal people 

and the tree people.”  Let us learn to be soft. 614

5.1.  The Indigenous Heart 

An Indigenous people are those who believe that they belong to a place; a 
non-Indigenous people are those who believe that places belong to them. 

—Derek Rasmussen  615

We did not think we owned the land. The land was part of us. We didn’t 
know about owning land. It is like talking about owning your 
grandmother. You can’t own your grandmother. She just is your 
grandmother. Why would you talk about owning her? 

—Dan, a Dakota elder  616

Whereas some accounts of Native American and white settler (invader) 

interactions begin with a historical survey, it is more important for the Euro-

American reader to attempt to understand the Indian heart (shaping philosophy 

and worldview) first, for there are important differences in how we experience the 

world, including our relative historiographies. Seneca scholar Barbara Mann 

writes, “The fundamental factor that keeps Indians and non-Indians from 

communicating is that they are speaking about two entirely different perceptions 

	  Frank MacEowen, The Mist-Filled, 9. I am reminded of  a scene early in the movie 614

Avatar where a Westerner (Jake Sully) is tromping through a forest, cutting down plants and fighting 
with animals, when he meets an Indigenous woman (Neytiri). She berates him: “You are like a 
baby!” Like any toddler, he has not yet learned how to walk with the forest; he fights against it. He 
walks with “hard feet” and needs to learn how to “become soft.”

	  Rasmussen, “Some Honest Talk,” 28. 615

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor Dog, 46. In Nerburn’s interviews with Dan, the 616

man’s last name is never given. In “Sculpting in Wood and Words” (PBS/FNX, December 27, 
2020), Nerburn explains his contention that all reportage is fiction after it has been distilled 
through the writer’s imagination. From Nerburn’s perspective, his books are fiction because 
although Dan is a real person, Dan’s words have been remembered by Nerburn (purposefully 
without a microphone), interpreted, and perhaps even mixed with the words of  other elders.
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of the world.”  There are significant variants in ontology and epistemology, in 617

definitions of personhood, and even in the language structures with which we 

express our thoughts;  but, as Apache philosopher Viola F. Cordova stresses, we 618

should not let the apparent incommensurability of our matrices (she prefers matrix 

to worldview) stop us from trying to “translate” our ideas for one another.  619

 Ideas, of course, are never context-neutral. Whether manifested in spoken 

words, other bodily actions, and/or artifacts, ideas are the creative responses to 

our interactions with specific places. Even so, the exchange of those ideas is 

founded on some level of common human experience. The universality of human 

experience allows us to translate our uniquely contextualized ideas into something 

others can appreciate but never exactly duplicate. Indeed, we can never exactly 

duplicate our own experiences. This process of translation, of handing across 

actions and artifacts, is a gift fraught with potential for life and death. It would be 

helpful if we could consult an authority beforehand to know if we should accept 

or decline such gifts. Oracles, elders, and sacred scriptures are all attempts to 

establish a trustworthy source of instructions for such scenarios, but given the 

	  Quoted in Heinrichs, Buffalo, 171n3.617

	  The fact that so many Native American languages are verb-based, rather than noun-618

based like English, is a fascinating divagation with tendrils connecting to both worldview and 
educational studies. According to Kimmerer, “only 30 percent of  English words are verbs, but in 
Potawatomi that proportion is 70 percent…. Potawatomi [also] does not divide the world into 
masculine and feminine” (Braiding, 53). Cajete similarly discusses the Navajo language (Native 
Science, 184), and Cordova the Hopi language (How It Is, 110-11). Kimmerer concludes, “The 
arrogance of  English is that the only way to be animate, to be worthy of  respect and moral 
concern, is to be a human” (Braiding, 57).

	  V. F. Cordova, How It Is, 62-63. Cordova (d. 2002) was the first Native American to 619

earn a PhD in philosophy. She taught both Western European philosophy and Native American 
philosophies at the University of  Alaska, Colorado State University, Oregon State University, 
Lakehead University, and Idaho State University.
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dynamism of creational reality, they can never be more than sources of historical, 

contextual examples. Any advice that consistently leads to life is deserving of 

being called wisdom and revered as sacred. 

 The problem is that even the best life-giving wisdom from one context 

may bring destruction when transplanted to a different setting. One might easily 

imagine a social etiquette or hunting ritual considered wise in one place that 

would be insulting or scare away the prey in another place. Of course, wisdom 

can be stated in more generalized language, e.g., “love your neighbor,” but just 

how that love is expressed is then open to a wide variety of localized 

interpretations. It is for this reason that Native American philosophy (wisdom) 

often begins with place. 

 Vine Deloria Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) emphasizes place as central to 

American Indian metaphysics. His 3P formula _—power + place = personality—620

is intended to encapsulate that metaphysics and is summarized this way by 

Deloria’s colleague, Daniel R. Wildcat (Muscogee): “Our life-ways, both spiritual 

and material, vary widely—as they should—for our original instructions were not 

about humankind or nature in the abstract. Instead they were of powers that 

resided in specific places, and how attentiveness to those powers we might 

develop as peoples (and individual persons) with distinctive personalities. This is 

Deloria’s 3P formula.”  This did not make sense to me on my first reading. I 621

	  Not to be confused with Blomberg’s 3Ps: play, problem-posing, and purposeful 620

response (cf. Chap. 4).

	  Daniel R. Wildcat, “Just Creation: Enhancing Life in a World of  Relatives,” in Buffalo, 621

Heinrichs, 298.
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understood place as well as individual and group personalities, but what kind of 

power “resides in specific places”? In my travels I have experienced places that 

imbued me with a sense of awe; is this what he means? I returned to the source, to 

Deloria himself: “Familiarity with the personality of objects and entities of the 

natural world enabled Indians to discern immediately where each living being had 

its proper place and what kinds of experiences that place allowed, encouraged, 

and suggested.”  The first word, I believe, is key: familiarity. In sharp contrast 622

to my global tourism, to my collection of pictures and anecdotes, Deloria is 

describing a relationship with a place, where time, silence (listening), and 

intimacy opens one’s ears to a place’s “language,” to its power to “allow, 

encourage, and suggest” ways of being. That power, he says is “the living energy 

that inhabits and/or composes the universe,”  but it is not abstract or distant: 623

“the universe is personal” and place is relationship.  Also note that Deloria 624

expands personality beyond solely human individuals and groups; he says, 

“personality of objects and entities of the natural world.” So the power of 

relationality that is ubiquitous in the universe manifests in each particular place 

with a unique personality that, if we take the time to get to know it (contra “hit 

and run” tourism), will shape our individual and group personality if we allow it. 

The educational extension of this philosophy is straightforward. In Wildcat’s 

	  Vine Deloria Jr. and Daniel R. Wildcat, Power and Place: Indian Education in America 622

(Golden, CO: Fulcrum, 2001), 2-3. Deloria and Wildcat write every other chapter in this book.

	  Deloria in Deloria and Wildcat, Power, 22-23.623

	  Deloria in Deloria and Wildcat, Power, 23. To my ears, “place is relationship” sounds 624

the same as (or extremely similar to) “being is meaning” (where meaning is referentiality), but I do 
not want to box Deloria’s words into Western terms this early in the discussion.
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words, “We can and must educate a generation of children who find home in the 

landscapes and ecologies they inhabit.”  As educator Gregory Cajete (Tewa) 625

says, “All things comprising Nature are teachers of mankind; what is required is a 

cultivated and practiced openness to the lessons that the world has to teach.”  626

 Cordova, who, according to author Linda Hogan (Chickasaw), “has gone 

beyond Euro-Western philosophy into the heart of the indigenous knowledge 

system and philosophy, as far as the limits of English will allow[,]…[describes] 

how all of our Native systems derive from the heart of place.”  Place, a 627

deceptively simple word, is, like environment, consistently misunderstood by 

Euroman. Cordova calls Euroman’s view of place “amorphous” because it “lacks 

a sense of bounded space”: “He can tomorrow—given the resources—buy himself 

a ticket to any part of the planet and suddenly appear in the ‘yard’ of other 

persons. He has a ‘right’ to go anywhere he pleases because he is ‘free.’ This 

‘freedom’ is interpreted by the indigenous person, who has a different sense of 

space, as merely ‘lack of attachment.’”  Place, for Native Americans is not 628

merely one’s locale or surroundings, it is one’s self, and vice versa: “Humans…

are, in effect, that place and no other. They have boundaries beyond which their 

identities do not carry. No Native American is a thing separate from his or her 

	  Wildcat in Deloria and Wildcat, Power, 71.625

	  Gregory Cajete, Look to the Mountain: An Ecology of  Indigenous Education (1994; repr., 626

Skyland, NC: Kivaki Press, 2001), 227.

	  Linda Hogan, foreword to How It Is, by Cordova, vii, ix.627

	  Cordova, How It Is, 197.628
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surroundings.”  This is echoed by Jeannette Armstrong: “In the Okanagan, our 629

understanding of the land is that it’s not just that we’re part of the land, it’s not 

just that we’re part of a vast system that operates on the land, but that the land is 

us. In our language, the word for our bodies contains the word for land.”  This 630

concept of place and land is utterly foreign to the Western mind. Even Western 

environmentalists, in trying to save “the planet,” miss the point: “The American 

aboriginal peoples have no such thing as an environmental ethic; the environment 

is not something separate from themselves. The Earth, being their producer and 

sustainer, their Mother, is a part of a greater whole to which the Native American 

must extend a sense of responsibility.”  When Euro-Americans step onto a 631

Native American’s place/land, they step on his mother; they step on his self; they 

ought to watch their step. And to ask, “Do you own this place? Can we buy this 

place?” is completely incomprehensible. 

 If you are a Euro-American reader it is important to pause and consider 

this pivotal point. How many places have you lived in? Is there one that is your 

favorite? When people ask where you—or your family—are from, what do you 

say? I have lived in more than twenty residences in four US states and one 

Canadian province, and though I have a favorite place, I do not consider myself 

part of it or vice versa. I can trace my family back to a handful of US states and, 

	  Cordova, How It Is, 212 (emphasis added).629

	  Jeannette Armstrong, “An Okanagan Worldview of  Society,” in Original Instructions, ed. 630

Melissa K. Nelson (Rochester, VT: Bear & Company, 2008), 67.

	  Cordova, How It Is, 213.631
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before that, European countries, but none of those places—mine or theirs—are a 

core part of my identity. I identify primarily with such placeless elements as my 

personality, religion, career, and close friends and family—most of which I can 

take with me wherever I go (especially via social media). Euro-Americans who 

are more attached to a place—either because they live off the land or appreciate 

regional recreational opportunities—often move elsewhere if it is perceived as an 

upgrade in “standard of living.” Even white settlers deeply rooted to place (e.g., 

Amish communities) cannot understand the power and personality of that place if 

it has been throughly plowed under and domesticated. Without understanding 

place as self, you cannot understand the Indigenous heart. 

 The Native American concept of place is a springboard for a host of 

related topics. Consider religion and spirituality, of particular interest to 

Christians. The first problem—for Christians, not for Native Americans—is that, 

as Cajete says, “Indian languages do not even have a word for religion; rather, the 

words used refer to a way of living.”  In Education for Extinction, David 632

Wallace Adams concurs: “traditional Indian cultures were so thoroughly infused 

with the spiritual that native languages generally had no single word to denote the 

	  Cajete, Native Science, 264.632
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concept of religion.”  Deloria describes how inanimate entities—one’s local 633

place—comprise one’s religious milieu: 

All inanimate entities have spirit and personality so that the mountains, 
rivers, waterfalls, even the continents and the earth itself have intelligence, 
knowledge, and the ability to communicate ideas. The physical world is so 
filled with life and personality that humans appear as one minor species 
without much significance and badly in need of assistance with anything 
else. So much energetic potency exists that we either must describe 
everything as religious or say that religion as we have known it is 
irrelevant to our concerns.  634

Put differently, Cordova says, “‘Meaning,’ for the Native American is embedded 

in context.”  Or as Hupa scholar Cutcha Risling Baldy writes, “Hupa people 635

guided their everyday lives, politics, medicine, science, and community by their 

spiritual understanding of the world.”  For Christians infected with Platonic 636

dualism (i.e., concerned mainly with soul, not body, and heaven, not earth) all this 

talk of mountains with personalities and spiritual medicine is strange and 

irrelevant. But for those in the tradition of religion-of-creation and being-as-

	  Adams, Education, 165. Adams offers four “common denominators” of  traditional 633

Indian spirituality. First, as already mentioned, there is no word for religion. “It would have been 
incomprehensible to isolate religion as a separate sphere of  cultural existence” (ibid., 164). Second, 
not only are humans fundamentally interrelated with the natural world but we are the most recent 
arrivals, the little brothers and sisters of  all the other creatures and forces. Instead of  “dominion,” 
we are to quietly watch and listen to our older siblings to see how to properly conduct ourselves. 
Third, although it seems all Native Americans acknowledged some form of  a Great Mystery, 
individual experiences (e.g., vision quests) are respected in all their variety. The Western tradition 
of  doctrinal schisms is entirely foreign to them. Lastly, since they “tended not to conceive of  
personal morality or ethics as the special domain of  religion,” they find Christianity oddly 
“preoccupied with ‘sin’” (ibid., 166).  Proper conduct is modeled by elders and misbehavior 
corrected with various levels of  shunning (social ostracization) to the point of  exile.

	  Vine Deloria Jr., God Is Red: A Native View of  Religion, 30th anniv. ed. (1973; repr., 634

Golden, CO: Fulcrum Publishing, 2003), 151.

	  Cordova, How It Is, 73.635

	  Cutcha Risling Baldy, We Are Dancing for You (Seattle: University of  Washington Press, 636

2018), 48.
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meaning, there are some interesting harmonies: compare “everything as religious” 

(Deloria) to “life is religion” (H. Evan Runner). 

 For the Native American, her connection to place, her being place, is her 

source of meaning (religion) and direction (spirituality). It is not abstract, 

theological, or otherworldly, but experiential, contextual, and (locally) grounded. 

Randy S. Woodley, who is both Native American (Keetoowah Cherokee) and 

Christian, writes, 

Among Native Americans, knowledge is essentially experiential and it is 
integrated with morality and wisdom. Instead of knowledge being viewed 
as private and protected, it is viewed more as community property, usually 
kept or “stewarded” by elders or wisdom keepers. To Indigenous 
Americans, knowledge is not abstract or neutral; it is directly related to 
life experience, stories, songs, ceremonies, and traditions. Native 
Americans do not categorize knowledge extrinsically but according to 
relational categories in the natural world…. In the Indian world we 
experience; in the Euro-American world we gather facts about it.  637

Truth for Native Americans, similar to the ancient Israelites (emeth, cf. troth), is 

found in right relationships here and now, not, like the ancient Greeks, in another 

dimension. As Chief Luther Standing Bear (Teton Sioux) says, “Everything was 

possessed of personality, only differing from us in form. Knowledge was inherent 

in all things. The world was a library and its books were the stones, leaves, grass, 

brooks, and the birds and animals that shared, alike with us, the storms and 

blessings of earth. We learned to do what only the student of nature ever learns, 

and that was to feel beauty.”  This is why “mountains with personalities” makes 638

	  Woodley, Shalom, 97-98.637

	  Quoted in Kent Nerburn and Louise Mengelkoch, eds., Native American Wisdom 638

(Novato, CA: New World Library, 1991), 19.
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perfect sense (remember: power + place = personality). In the Western, religion-

of-empire tradition, mountains are resources to be exploited. In Native American 

traditions, mountains are relational subjects. As Wildcat says, “A radical shift in 

awareness and behavior occurs when one no longer considers nature as full of 

resources but of relatives.”  Professor Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) 639

writes, “indigenous philosophy recognizes other beings as our relatives, including 

the ones we intend to eat…. We have no choice but to consume, but we can 

choose to consume a plant or animal in a way that honors the life that is given and 

the life that flourishes as a consequence.”  And according to McPherson and 640

Rabb, “There is, we suggest, a moral obligation to protect the habitat of the 

moose, the beaver, the muskrat, and the lynx; the habitat of geese, ducks, grouse 

and hare, not just because members of the Band wish to continue hunting and 

trapping, but because these other-than-human persons are also extended members 

of Ojibwe society.”  Each of these voices—Sioux, Potawatomi, and Ojibwe—641

are saying mitakuye oyasin, and this interrelationality has responsibilities. To 

silence the many voices of our local Relatives (human and nonhuman, animate 

	  Wildcat in Deloria and Wildcat, Power, 94. Wildcat attributes this resources/relatives 639

comparison to Oren Lyons. Graham Harvey, a professor of  religious studies, believes the term 
animism is evolving to provide Westerners with a more inclusive concept of  personhood: “in recent 
decades, animism has come to mean…the understanding that the world is a community of  persons, 
most of  whom are not human, but all of  whom are related, and all of  whom deserve 
respect” (“Animism and Ecology,” The Ecological Citizen 3, no. 1 (2019): 80). The use of  this term 
“provides significant ways of  resisting and rejecting the mistake of  dividing the world into ‘nature’ 
and ‘culture’ (or into ‘humans’ and ‘the rest’)” (ibid., 80).

	  Kimmerer, “Speaking,” 18.640

	  McPherson and Rabb, Indian, 91.641
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and inanimate) is to silence our place, our self, and, in Christian terms, the very 

voice of God (SpirPr, cf. Ex. 3:4 and Ps. 19:1).  642

 A world full of relatives speaking and watching has implications for the 

importance of right relationships (another biblical resonance, often blandly 

translated as “righteousness”). All such relationships are kept healthy through a 

sense of reciprocity. As Dennis Martinez writes, “Thus, the trees were not seen 

just as trees, they were also seen as relatives. The trees are relatives and other 

species are relatives and they watched you all the time. It was a forest of eyes that 

looked at you to see how you were handling the remains of plants and 

animals.”  Leanne Simpson (Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg) compares Western and 643

Indigenous responses to these relationships: 

Colonialism and the capitalist system tell us that we need a lot of stuff to 
be happy, that our worth as humans is measured by how much money we 
make and how many goods we have. Yet Indigenous knowledge tells us 
the exact opposite; it teaches us to live healthy, fulfilling lives that are not 
based on exploitation and consumption, but on relationships of reciprocity
—relationships with the land, our elders, our families, and each other.  644

	  In a fascinating study of  Amerindian ontologies, Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo 642

Batalha Viveiros de Castro explains the cosmology of  Indigenous Americans: “If  there is one 
virtually universal Amerindian notion, it is that of  an original state of  nondifferentiation between 
humans and animals, as described in mythology. Myths are filled with beings whose form, name, 
and behavior inextricably mix human and animal attributes in a common context of  
intercommunicability, identical to that which defines the present-day intrahuman 
world” (“Exchanging Perspectives,” Common Knowledge 10, no. 3 (Fall 2004): 464). Just when a 
modern-day evolutionist might nod her head in agreement, Viveiros de Castro adds, “For 
Amazonian peoples, the original common condition of  both humans and animals is not animality but, rather, 
humanity” (ibid., 465 (emphasis original)). Still more odd (to us), “For them, culture or the subject is 
the form of  the universal, while nature or the object is the form of  the particular” (ibid., 466). In 
other words, most all creatures, both animate and inanimate (in Western terms), are at root 
“people”; we all have in common a kind of  personhood. What makes us different are the various 
skins we wear. Viveiros de Castro sums it up this way: “One culture, multiple natures—one 
epistemology, multiple ontologies.”

	  Dennis Martinez, in “Restoring Indigenous History and Culture to Nature,” by 643

Dennis Martinez, Enrique Salmón, and Melissa K. Nelson, in Original Instructions, Nelson, 92.

	  Leanne Simpson, “Liberated Peoples, Liberated Lands,” in Buffalo, Heinrichs, 55.644
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Given the choice between exploitation and relationships of reciprocity, Christians 

ought to choose the latter, but one Christian, Dave Diewert, is more honest: “The 

truth of the matter is that, as white Christian settlers, we are much more aligned 

with the Egyptians than the Hebrews/Israelites, since we have benefited from a 

history of colonial violence, genocide, deception, exploitation, and racism.”  645

This honest assessment is echoed from a Native American perspective by 

Cordova. She critiques the “very European (and Christian) notion of man as 

‘steward’ to the Earth. Stewardship implies a superiority of man over the 

planet,”  something distinctly different from the idea of Earth as Mother:  646 647

“The creature, man, stands at all times to the earth as an infant child to its mother. 

The child is a product of the mother and dependent on the mother for sustenance 

and life itself.”  When surrounded by and dependent upon our relatives in all 648

their creational variety we are accountable and responsible to express that 

common-unity in all we do. An example of this is the Kanyen’kehaka Mohawk 

ceremonial address, the Ohenton Karihwatehkwen. As Kahsto’sera’a Paulette 

Moore and Tehahenteh Frank Miller describe it, 

Reciting the Ohenton Karihwatehkwen is different from a Biblical prayer 
or blessing in which human stewardship or management is often assumed 
over nature. After saying [it] to the Earth, people, water, fish, grasses, 

	  Dave Diewert, “White Christian Settlers, the Bible, and (De)colonization,” in Buffalo, 645

Heinrichs, 134. 

	  Cordova, How It Is, 115.646

	  Regarding Earth as Mother, Cordova writes, “the Euro-American tends to 647

misunderstand this in an anthropomorphic sense, thinking that there is a ‘goddess’ that all Native 
Americans worship. The term ‘Mother Earth’ doesn’t refer to a goddess. It refers to the Earth, the 
planet, with all of  its rocks, volcanoes, streams, and oceans” (How It Is, 193-94).

	  Cordova, How It Is, 115.648
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medicines, roots, bugs, fruits, foods, trees, birds, Brother Sun, 
Grandmother Moon, winds, stars, thunders, sacred beings and Creator, we 
utter the words, “And now are minds are one.” When we reach out to our 
relatives in this way we create accountability by acknowledging that we 
honor each of them for their essential value. We establish reciprocity with 
other beings and in that sense we acknowledge and accept our own 
vulnerability. We depend on each other for our physical and spiritual 
survival.  649

This web of interdependency itself relies on the individual strands being true to 

themselves, i.e., developing within their own niche and not trying to be something 

else. As Wildcat asks, “What exactly is the ecological niche of human beings?”  650

 Western (Christian) human beings do not care much for limits (niches). As 

“lord of Creation” we feel free to settle anywhere and bring our bubble of 

technology with us. The Native American sees this “freedom” as a deficiency. As 

Cordova relates, 

There is something lacking in a people who do not recognize boundaries: 
there is no intimacy developed between a people and their homeland. 
There is, instead, an obsession over ownership that is easily given up in 
the name of profit or a better deal elsewhere. There is no need to consider 
the effect of too many people in a specific area, no need to consider the 
“carrying capacity” of a particular land base.  651

	  Kahsto’sera’a Paulette Moore and Tehahenteh Frank Miller, “Gratitude as 649

Ceremony,” Journal of  Sustainability Education 18 (March 2018), accessed September 10, 2019, 
http://www.susted.com/wordpress /wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Moore-JSE-March-2018-
Decolonization-Issue-PDF-1.pdf.

	  Wildcat in Deloria and Wildcat, Power, 71.650

	  Cordova, How It Is, 190-91.651
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Kimmerer uses the Three Sisters—corn, beans, and squash that flourish when 

grown together —as a lesson for all of us: “The most important thing each of us 652

can know is our unique gift and how to use it in the world. Individuality is 

cherished and nurtured, because, in order for the whole to flourish, each of us has 

to be strong in who we are and carry our gifts with conviction, so they can be 

shared with others.”  This means that a true reciprocity will be expressed in 653

myriad individual, creative ways, just as each Native American tribe or nation 

responds to its unique place: “The peoples of the Americas, each speaking its own 

language, chose to live their lives in different ways: some in longhouses, some in 

hogans or kivas, some in tepees, some in cliff dwellings, and others in wigwams. 

Each group was in a unique relationship to the land it occupied, having entered 

into compacts with the spirits of the rocks, trees, and animals.”  This concept of 654

the importance of developing the unique individual and group gifts for the 

betterment of all is illustrated with some wonderful stories. In her novel Solar 

Storms, Linda Hogan recounts a story about human hubris: 

The human people…wanted what all the other creatures had. They went to 
the large bird and said they wanted to fly. They were granted this wish. 
They went to the mole and said they wanted to tunnel, and this they were 
able to do. Last they went to the water and said, We must have this 
unbound manner of living. The water said, You have asked for too much, 

	  Kimmerer says, “together, they complement one another and produce more 652

nourishment than if  they were grown in isolation. The beans need to climb the corn’s stalk. The 
corn and squash need the beans to fix nitrogen in the soil. Obviously the corn doesn’t blend with 
the beans and the squash. In fact, it’s essential that the corn be itself  in order for the symbiosis to 
work” (quoted in Leath Tonino, “Two Ways of  Knowing,” The Sun no. 484 (April 2016): 9-10).

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 134.653

	  F. David Peat, Blackfoot Physics (Boston: Weiser Books, 2002), 178-79.654
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and then all of it was taken away from them. With all their wishes, they 
had forgotten to ask to become human beings.  655

It is a story that more Westerners—including Christians—need to hear. 

Indigenous scholars Michelle M. Jacob (Yakama) and Hobie Blackhorn quote a 

creation story that emphasizes the sacrifices that others are willing to make so that 

we might live. It forces us to ask ourselves if we even recognize or properly give 

thanks for these gifts, and what we might give in return: 

When the Creator was preparing to bring forth people onto the earth, He 
called a grand council of all Creation. From them, Creator asked for a gift 
for these new creatures—a gift to help the people survive, since they 
would be quite helpless and require much assistance from them all. The 
first to come forward was Salmon, who offered his body to feed the 
people. The second to come forward was Water, who promised to be the 
home to the salmon. In turn, everyone else gathered at the council gave the 
coming humans a gift, but it is significant that the very first two were 
Salmon and Water. In accordance with their sacrifice, these two receive a 
place of honor at traditional feasts throughout the Columbia Basin.  656

Out of this sense of mutual giftedness, sacrifice, and thankfulness—summed up in 

the concept of reciprocity—grows the intense communal concern for a proper 

education. Each child is a present to the whole Community, to be carefully 

unwrapped as everyone watches to see where and how this new person will fit 

into the complex, dynamic, local web of interrelationality. A miseducated child is 

a personal and societal tragedy, leaving a hole, a weakness, in that web; therefore, 

education is not from 8:00 to 3:00, Monday through Friday, taught by a few 

strangers, but part of everyday life and taught by everyone invested in that 

	  Linda Hogan, Solar Storms (New York: Scribner Paperback Fiction, 1995), 347.655

	  Quoted in Michelle M. Jacob and Hobie Blackhorn, “Building on Indigenous 656

Traditional Ecological Knowledge Initative at a Research University,” Journal of  Sustainability 
Education 18 (March 2018), accessed September 10, 2019, http://www.susted.com/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2018/04/Jacob-Blackhorn-JSE-April-2018-Decolonizing-Issue-PDF.pdf.
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Community. Educational goals do not conclude with the school year or with high 

school graduation, but with seven generations in mind.  657

5.2.  Breaking the Indigenous Heart: Weaponizing Education 

The government could call it whatever it wanted—boarding school, 
education, civilizing the Indian, whatever. But it was really just the last big 
Indian killing. It was the killing of the Indian heart. They killed it by trying 
to turn it white. 

—Dan, a Dakota elder  658

Only once you understand that, for the Native American, land/place is not where 

you stand but who you are can you begin to comprehend that being forcibly 

removed from one’s land is an existential crisis in the extreme. It is emphatically 

not a matter of missing a previous home and getting used to a new one (something 

the average American does more than eleven times during his or her lifetime). The 

nearest analogy I can think of, though far from perfect, is for a deeply religious 

Christian to lose all connection to God, to Christ, to the root of what gives her life 

meaning, purpose and direction. What is left? How does one navigate life without 

the Source of Life? 

 Before the first white settlers arrived in North America, the continent may 

not have been “perfect” (whatever that might look like in a Platonist imaginary), 

but it was fully occupied. In his book The Founders of America Francis Jennings 

estimates there may have been as many as 18 million Indians in North America at 

	  As Levy-Lyons writes, “The Constitution of  the Iroquois Nation calls for every 657

decision to be made with consideration of  the impact it will have seven generations 
out” (“Banality,” 63).

	  Quoted in Kent Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2009), 197.658
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one time.  Jerry Mander reports that by 1776, after three centuries of slaughter, 659

there were about 2 to 5 million Native people in the area that would later become 

the continental US.  Regardless of the exact numbers, the point is that, after tens 660

of thousands of years of continuous habitation, North America’s Indigenous 

peoples had worked out a kind of dynamic ecodemocracy where the principle of 

reciprocity was integral to every group’s religion, politics, commerce, etc. If they 

did not find their proper role (niche) as the land, they did not survive. 

 Such a dynamic balance can easily accommodate an influx of hundreds, 

even thousands, of immigrants spread over enough area (as periodically happened 

from Central America ). But beyond “guns, germs, and steel” (Jared Diamond), 661

the Europeans brought with them an anthropocentrism (Differential Imperative) 

that had not been contested for many thousands of years. Europe itself was 

entirely domesticated and vast swaths of it utterly ecologically devastated (cf. 

London or Paris and the surrounding lands in the sixteenth century). Ronald 

Wright describes this collision of worldviews and lifeways in Stolen Continents: 

The problems were those which arise whenever a stable, collective system 
and one based on expansion and individual profits collide. It was, for 

	  Francis Jennings, The Founders of  America (New York: W. W. Norton, 1993), 88-89. 659

Robert Bringhurst writes, “In 1492, there were perhaps ten million people in the area we know 
now as the USA and Canada. By 1900, the census figures tell us, the total aboriginal population in 
this same vast stretch of  country was much less than half  a million.” (Tree, 25).

	  Jerry Mander, In the Absence of  the Sacred (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1991), 198. 660

This included approximately 100 Indian nations speaking 750 languages. As Robert Bringhurst 
calculates, “This in turn raises one of  the grisliest questions in demographics. To reduce a 
population from ten million to, say, 350,000 at one blow, you have to slaughter 9.65 million. But 
how many must be killed in order to produce a steady decline from ten million to 350,000 over a 
span of  400 years?” (Tree, 39n11).

	  People fleeing the social and ecological injustices of  various attempts at empire 661

building (cf. Toltecs and Aztecs). 
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instance, impossible to run a store or plantation profitably without violating 
the way of reciprocity fundamental to most Amerindian societies. To obtain 
respect in the Native world, people had to redistribute wealth; for esteem in 
the white world, they had to hoard it. To a Cherokee, sufficient was 
enough; to a white, more was everything.  662

The colonizers’ expansionism, their pursuit of “more,” left trails of tears  and 663

massacres from coast to coast. The more peaceful tribes and those with existing 

alliances found themselves fighting one another for basic needs as refugees fled 

from east to west. On the west coast, “The miners embarked on a program of 

systematic genocide against the Indians of California, going so far as to have 

Sunday ‘shoots’ in which bands of whites would attack Indian villages killing as 

many people as they could.”  And as Lois Risling (Hupa, Karuk, Yurok) points 664

out, “When the militia and soldiers came to this area, and the miners came, they 

came without women and they started kidnapping Indian women and stealing 

them, raping them, taking them away from their families.”  As John Mohawk 665

concludes, “Colonization is the greatest health risk to indigenous peoples as 

individuals and communities…. Becoming colonized was the worst thing that 

could happen five centuries ago, and being colonized is the worst thing that can 

happen now.”  The only word for all of this is genocide: “California’s 666

postinvasion history is framed by genocide with the aim of total annihilation of 

	  Quoted in Woodley, Shalom, 151-52.662

	  The Cherokee account of  the infamous Trail of  Tears is that it was not the Indians 663

who shed tears—they refused to give their captors the pleasure—but the white people watching 
them pass by.	  

	  Deloria, God Is Red, 2.664

	  Quoted in Risling Baldy, We Are Dancing, 51.665

	  Quoted in Woodley, Shalom, 91-92.666
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California Indian peoples.”  And yet, according to Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, 667

“Washington is the only state in the union that uses the word ‘genocide’ in its 5th 

grade U.S. history standards and teaching of Native peoples’ history.”  In her 668

opinion, “all children in public schools are miseducated in U.S. and Native 

history.”  At best, textbooks give credit to Indigenous people for “corn and 669

maple syrup,…log cabins and canoes[,]…[but that] is an insidious smoke screen. 

It obscures the fact that the very existence of the country is a result of looting an 

entire continent and displacing Indigenous people.”  670

 Whether or not Dunbar-Ortiz intends it, displacing is a very poignant 

term. The removal of the Native American from geographical place is her removal 

from her religious (being-meaning) and spiritual (life-directional) place, i.e., from 

her ultimate Ground of Being (double meaning of “ground” intended). The few 

elders—living “libraries”—who survived the forced marches, genocidal target 

shooting (e.g., Wounded Knee), and illnesses were able to slightly ameliorate the 

loss with their stories and practical wisdom, but even that was targeted when the 

children were forcibly removed from their influence and placed in residential 

schools. Lest you think this is all in the distant past, consider the fact that 

mandatory attendance at these schools still existed in the 1960s and those lost 

generations’ children and grandchildren are struggling to reclaim their traditions/

	  Risling Baldy, We Are Dancing, 13.667

	  Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, “On Not Erasing the Native American,” Education Week 36, 668

no. 14 (November 30, 2016): 22.

	  Dunbar-Ortiz, “On Not Erasing,” 22.669

	  Dunbar-Ortiz, “On Not Erasing,” 23.670
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languages and teach them to their children against the headwind of American 

consumerism and media. The battle for the soul of the Indian is as fierce today as 

it has ever been. As Adams concludes, “the white man had concluded that the only 

way to save Indians was to destroy them, that the last great Indian war should be 

waged against the children.”  671

 It is a bitter irony that the very encyclopedia of knowledge that humanity 

needs in this hour of planetary crisis is the same as that which was decimated by 

the human and cultural genocide brought about against North America’s 

aboriginal peoples by European settlers over the centuries. This is not to say that 

Indigenous peoples around the world are or have been somehow immune to 

making mistakes vis-à-vis their nonhuman surroundings. It would be both naive 

and patronizing to subsume all aboriginal peoples into such a single caricature. 

More recent texts, such as Jared Diamond’s Collapse and Charles C. Mann’s 

1491, attempt to balance the account of both positive and negative interactions 

between Indigenous peoples and their ecological settings. The point here is not 

that all such interactions were mutually flourishing but that most were, many still 

are, and the success can be attributed largely to countless generations’ careful, 

scientific investigations of the properties, uses, and reciprocities of thousands of 

	  Adams, Education, 337.671
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local entities (both living and non, by Western definition).  Western colonizers 672

were—and mostly remain—blind to the value of all this oral ecological 

knowledge and sought to erase it in a single generation by forcing Indian children 

into residential schools which controlled every aspect of their young lives. In 

Orwellian fashion, white educators envisioned the total-control environment as a 

way that, in David Wallace Adams’s words, “Indians could, in effect, be 

catapulted directly from savagism to civilization, skipping all the intervening 

stages of social evolution in between.”  Not only did this educational 673

experiment end in a sociocultural disaster, creating one or more “lost generations” 

(being neither fully white nor Indian), but at “best,” i.e., when Native Americans 

successfully blended into American society, they were merely being assimilated 

into the consumeristic lifeway that is harming the earth. 

 Adams contrasts the two cultural—and educational—philosophies that 

have waged battle in American classrooms for well over a century: 

Traditionally, Indian children had been taught to look upon nature in 
ecological and spiritual terms. To know nature was to recognize one’s 
dependency on the earth and its creatures…. In the end, the Indians’ 
knowledge of the physical and natural environment was inseparable from 
how they approached it—intimately, harmoniously, and with a reverential 
respect for the mysterious. Whites, on the other hand, objectified nature. 
Western science was ultimately the search for “laws of nature” and 

	  M. Kat Anderson writes, “As ‘people,’ plants and animals possessed intelligence, which 672

meant that they could serve in the role of  teachers and help humans in countless ways” (Tending the 
Wild (Berkeley, CA: University of  California Press, 2005), 57). Chief  Luther Standing Bear (Teton 
Sioux) writes similarly, “Everything was possessed of  personality, only differing from us in form. 
Knowledge was inherent in all things. The world was a library and its books were the stones, 
leaves, grass, brooks, and the birds and animals that shared, alike with us, the storms and blessings 
of  earth. We learned to do what only the student of  nature ever learns, and that was to feel 
beauty” (quoted in Nerburn and Mengelkoch, Native, 19).

	  Adams, Education, 19.673
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scientific principles that, once established, could be put to the service of 
technological progress. Nature was to be controlled, conquered, and 
finally, exploited.  674

Consider the cognitive dissonance of a child raised to believe the earth (soil, dirt) 

speaks and is sacred, and now is told it is dead and “dirty” (how has “dirt-like” 

become a word with negative connotations?).  Instead of the land teaching us, 675

we must tame it. Other stark contrasts affecting the everyday lives of the 

(kidnapped) boarding school children include:  676

• definition of personhood: only humans (vs. all kinds of creatures) = 
silent creation  677

• geographical boundaries: political (vs. ecological) = the land is 
amputated 

• greatest good: individual liberty (vs. respect for the Community) = 
“every man for himself” 

At home (during short vacations, for those able to travel), you are the land; at 

school (for most of the year) the land is a mute, severed tool. At home, the Old 

Ones are revered; at school the new and young are praised. This continues to the 

present day. At home the language and songs are fading away; at school (and on 

TV and via digital media) the latest American fad is emulated. Cordova reflects 

	  Adams, Education, 145. Norberg-Hodge, in her work with the Indigenous people of  674

Ladakh, comments, “today [Western] education…isolates children from their culture and from 
nature, training them instead to become narrow specialists in a Westernized urban 
environment” (Ancient, 110). She concludes that “modern schooling acts almost as a blindfold, 
preventing children from seeing the context in which they live” (ibid.).

	  Cordova offers a contemporary observation of  child-raising relevant here. Her 675

daughter and her daughter’s (non-Native American) friend brought their babies to the park. Her 
daughter’s friend brought a carload of  paraphernalia: blanket, toys, etc. Her daughter brought 
only Cordova’s grandson. The non-Native child “is admonished about touching the ground—the 
grass is ‘yucky,’ he will get ‘dirty,’” whereas Cordova’s “daughter follows her infant as he crawls on 
the ground, introduces him to trees, flowers, clouds, the wind on his face” (How It Is, 82).

	  The following three bullet points are drawn from Deloria, Power, 96.676

	  Drawing on the work of  linguist Benjamin Whorf, Cordova points out the “standard 677

average European” assumption that “the Earth is an inanimate form of  dumb matter; it is simply 
there, requiring no second thought on our part as we step onto its ‘surface’” (How It Is, 77).
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on what she learned about her own people (i.e., Native American people in 

general) at her Western high school:  678

• “Indians represented a cul-de-sac in the evolutionary process.” Cordova 
says this “made all Indians feel like specimens on a classroom shelf.” 

• “Indians [would]…inevitably die out.” Individuals “would survive only 
if they” lived like Euroman. 

• “In the ‘winning of the West,’ Indians figured only slightly higher than 
grizzly bears, wolves, and other potential competitors for the land and its 
resources” (cf. “Western” movies). 

• “All Indians were essentially vicious, unreliable, traitorous, drunken, 
immoral, and dirty. They all lived on reservations.” 

What does this kind of education do to one’s sense of self, family, community, 

and ultimate meaning? Immersion education is a powerful tool and, as such, must 

be wielded carefully. Only a Western dualist (Christian or non-Christian) would 

believe that taking a five- or ten-year-old from her family and indoctrinating her 

in Western lifeways in direct conflict with her primary heartshaping would leave 

no lasting scars, no deep-seated confusion (cognitive and emotional dissonances). 

Children may be quick to adapt to new circumstances, but they also carry those 

inner conflicts for life. This is not merely a matter of lifestyle but of epistemology, 

of our very way of understanding the world of which we are an integral part. As F. 

David Peat (Blackfoot) points out, 

Western education predisposes us to think of knowledge in terms of 
factual information, information that can be structured and passed on 
through books, lectures, and programmed courses. Knowledge is seen as 
something that can be acquired and accumulated, rather like stocks and 
bonds. By contrast, within the Indigenous world the act of coming to know 
something involves a personal transformation. The knower and the known 
are indissolubly linked and changed in a fundamental way. Indigenous 
science can never be reduced to a catalogue of facts or a database in a 

	  The following four bullet points are quoted from Cordova, How It Is, 42-43.678
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supercomputer, for it is a dynamic and living process, an aspect of the 
ever-changing, ever-renewing processes of nature.  679

Because of this “dynamic and living process,” says Peat, “In the Native world, 

you cannot ‘give’ a person knowledge in the way that a doctor gives a person a 

shot for measles. Rather, each person learns for himself or herself through the 

processes of growing up in contact with nature and society; by observing, 

watching, listening, and dreaming.”  Because of this, the whole residential 680

school experience often made little sense to students. In some cases it was a cruel 

exercise in futility. As Tasunka (Plenty Horses) says, “I found that the [Western] 

education I had received was of no benefit to me. There was no chance to get 

employment, nothing for me to do whereby I could earn my board and clothes, no 

opportunity to learn more and remain with the whites. It disheartened me and I 

went back to live as I had before going to school.”  Adams sums it up this way: 681

“All the industrial training, he finds, is next to worthless. He is a carpenter in a 

land without lumber, a painter with nothing to paint, a tailor where clothes are 

fashioned from flour sacks, a shoemaker among moccasin wearers.”  This is not 682

just a historical phenomenon, a specimen on the shelf, as Cordova says. It is still 

happening today. As Evon Peter reports, rural school districts with the highest 

	  Peat, Blackfoot, 6.679

	  Peat, Blackfoot, 59.680

	  Quoted in Estes, Our History, 129.681

	  Adams, Education, 300.682
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percentage of Alaskan Native students have an annual teacher turnover rate of 30 

percent and “a severe lack of culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogy.”  683

 McPherson and Rabb use a critique of Kantian ethics as a means of 

comparing Western and Native American ways of educating children. For Kant, 

heteronomy leads to autonomy: “As children we are governed by rules imposed 

by parents, teachers, etc.—by adults. As we achieve adulthood, having already 

learned law-like behavior, we continue to impose on ourselves such laws as we 

still accept.”  This, they say, “may well be an implicit part of the Western 684

philosophical tradition stemming from ancient Greece. However, it most certainly 

is not a concept native to North America.”  So much for Kant’s universals. 685

McPherson and Rabb draw on a document from the British Columbia Ministry of 

Education to illustrate the differences in child-rearing: “Insofar as the different 

attitudes toward children are concerned, they suggest that ‘at the age of mobility’ 

the Native Indian child is ‘considered a person’ and is ‘free to explore his own 

environment,’ whereas the non-Indian child ‘is watched and controlled by parents 

throughout childhood.’… In comparing learning styles, once again the Native 

Indian child is said to be ‘independent and autonomous’ while the non-Native 

child is ‘dependent and controlled.’”  They conclude with a reflection on the 686

tragic history of Western-style schools for Indians: “Given the heteronomous 

	  Evon Peter, “Indigenizing Education in the Arctic,” Education Week 36, no. 14 683

(November 30, 2016): 28.

	  McPherson and Rabb, “Some Thoughts,” 14.684

	  McPherson and Rabb, “Some Thoughts,” 15.685

	  McPherson and Rabb, “Some Thoughts,” 15.686
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upbringing of those who impose it, we can understand why they thought they 

were doing no harm, and may even have believed that they were doing some 

good. Nevertheless, it is now patently clear that harm was done.”  That harm is 687

described by Zitkala-Su, who “had traveled east on the iron horse to attain a white 

education”: “Like a slender tree, I had been uprooted from my mother, nature and 

God. I was shorn of my branches, which had waved in sympathy and love for 

home and friends. The natural coat of bark which had protected my over sensitive 

nature was scraped off to the very quick.”  As Adams relays, when “Christian 688

paleface” examiners toured the school, “Zitkala-Su wonders if the visitors have 

even bothered to ponder the unthinkable—‘whether real life or long-lasting death 

lies beneath this semblance of civilization.’”  Then, as now, Western education 689

misses the mark. Luis Urrieta Jr. Looks at the incompatibility of Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems (IKS) and Western-style classrooms:  

Lamentably and not surprisingly, assembly-line instruction generally does 
not acknowledge IKS or the learning practices more familiar to Native and 
Indigenous students, families, and communities. [For example, consider]
…educators who insisted on growing beans in empty milk cartons, an 
‘artificial’ science learning activity, while overlooking Native 

	  McPherson and Rabb, “Some Thoughts,” 20.687

	  Quoted in Adams, Education, 313.688

	  Adams, Education, 313. Zitkala-Su’s profound question makes a mockery of  Christian 689

missionaries who offer(ed) a Jesus tied to the religion of  empire. As Nick Estes writes, “It was the 
white man who with ‘his Bible under one arm and gun power under the other’ had excluded 
himself  from any true claim to humanity” (Our History, 220). This is echoed in Deborah Bird Rose’s 
report from Australia: “The effect of  recent missionary activity, more evident in other communities 
but ramifying throughout the region, has been to undermine the authority of  older people, to 
disrupt those practices through which Aboriginality is sustained, and to offer a cosmology which is 
set in absolute opposition to the beliefs and practices through which Yarralin people have 
survived…. In a radical inversion of  what Yarralin people take to be a basic moral fact of  life, 
missionaries preach…that this world is not our home” (Dingo Makes Us Human (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 38, 231).
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cosmological knowing(s) on the relational multipurpose of growing seeds 
in Native environments.   690

G. Sue Kasun and David López offer a report on science education in the US that 

attempts to interface with Native American science. Although the authors give 

examples of schools that demonstrate cross-culture respect, it is difficult to sort 

the ecocentric from the anthropocentric. After all, Native American schools like 

the STAR (Service To All Relations) School on the Navajo reservation face the 

dual, and sometimes conflicting, goals of passing along a traditional (ecocentric) 

ethos and preparing students for success in mainstream (anthropocentric) 

American society. Kasun and López describe the school as being “one of the first 

completely self-sustaining schools off the grid in the United States,” and 

“utiliz[ing] local resources by working with a local farmer…for their lunch and 

breakfast programs”  as well as composting the leftover food. Even so, the state 691

of Arizona gave the school an overall grade of “D.”  They did poorly on their 692

standardized tests. What the authors do not describe are the potential 

miscellaneous dependencies of the school on fossil fuel: how many people drive 

cars to and from the school each day? What are the teaching materials and 

furniture made from and how dependent are they on an ecologically destructive 

infrastructure? The objectives behind teaching Native science may include 

“recognizing the interconnectedness of all things… without false separations and 

	  Urrieta, “Learning,” 373.690

	  G. Sue Kasun and David López, “Native Science in Practice,” The Journal of  691

Multicultural Affairs 2, no. 1 (2017): 11.

	  Kasun and López, “Native Science,” 12.692
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dichotomies,”  but are the children being taught to live this way in all things, 693

even beyond solar energy and locally grown food? Kasun and López do not say. 

 These two conflicting worlds are recognized by Deloria: “The educational 

journey of modern Indian people is one spanning two distinct value systems and 

worldviews.”  Interestingly, he compares the Native American parents’ choice to 694

that of “conservative Christians…[who] see the educational system as basically 

godless and tending to destroy communities rather than create them.”  Is it any 695

wonder that more Native American charter schools and language immersion 

schools are appearing? Deloria writes, 

As more Indians fight their way through the educational system in search 
of job skills, their education will increasingly concentrate on the tangible 
and technical aspects of contemporary society and away from the sense of 
wonder and mystery that has traditionally characterized religious 
experiences. In almost the same way that young whites have rejected 
religion once they have made strides in education, young Indians who 
have received solid educations have rejected traditional religious 
experiences. Education and religion apparently do not mix.  696

Or perhaps he might say that modern education’s religion of empire does not mix 

with a religion of creation. This destruction of community and local (religious) 

knowledge has also been noted by British anthropologist Helena Norberg-Hodge, 

who has lived and worked among the Indigenous Ladakhi people in the western 

Himalayas: 

	  Kasun and López, “Native Science,” 16.693

	  Deloria, Power, v.694

	  Deloria, God Is Red, 248.695

	  Deloria, God Is Red, 248.696
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In every corner of the world today, the process called “education” is based 
on the same assumptions and the same Eurocentric model. The focus is on 
faraway facts and figures, a universal knowledge. The books propagate 
information that is meant to be appropriate for the entire planet. But since 
only a kind of knowledge that is far removed from specific ecosystems 
and cultures can be universally applicable, what children learn is 
essentially synthetic, divorced from the living context.  697

Because of this, “most of the skills Ladakhi children learn in school will never be 

of use to them.”  This is all due to the UN-supported and World Bank-funded 698

“development” of the region which has destroyed an ecologically balanced and 

culturally rich way of life and replaced it with an industrial monoculture. 

Norberg-Hodge concludes, “The experience of Ladakh convinced me that the 

primary cause of our crises is neither human nature nor evolution, but rather a 

relentlessly expanding economic system that is steam-rolling both people and 

planet.”  The end result is generations of children caught in the middle, feeling 699

uprooted and homeless: “Modern education…makes Ladakhi children think of 

themselves and their culture as inferior. They are robbed of their self-esteem. 

Everything in school promotes the Western model and, as a direct consequence, 

makes them ashamed of their own traditions.”  700

 Ultimately, says Deloria, the Euro-American educational system is an 

“industry” where “the goal of modern education is to produce people trained to 

function within an institutional setting as a contributing part of a vast 

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 111-12.697

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 111.698

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 194.699

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 112-13.700
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socioeconomic machine.”  The end result is that “we have monstrously large 701

school plants that resemble nothing so much as prisons.”  Dan, a Dakota elder, 702

reflects on his own prison-like school experience: “Do you think little kids want 

to sit in seats all day? Do you think they want to be in rows and have all their 

learning in boxes? Kids need to run and play. They need to watch everything 

around them and ask questions. They need to watch the grown-ups and see what 

they do and try to do it.”  Dan does not need a teaching certificate or degree to 703

state the obvious: “Let the little kids learn the whole world, then take it apart and 

put it into boxes. Don’t make them learn the boxes first, then try to put it all 

together.”  Regarding the industrial-like regimentation of Western schooling, 704

Dan comments, “Spelling? Do it for an hour. Arithmetic? Do it for an hour. 

Everything had to fit inside an hour. When I went out to follow that bird for my 

grandfather, did it do all its teaching in an hour? Did the creek stop teaching me 

after an hour? Or the buffalo, or the snake?”  Norberg-Hodge comments on the 705

destructive effects of age grouping, a key component of assembly-line-like 

efficiency in schools: 

	  Deloria, Power, 43.701

	  Deloria, Power, 156. Nerburn reports Dan’s words: “Everything [in white culture] 702

looked like cages. Your clothes fit like cages. Your houses looked like cages. You put fences around 
your yards…. Everything was a cage. Your turned the land into cages. Little squares” (quoted in 
Neither Wolf  Nor Dog, 157).

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 172.703

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 172. Similarly, Blomberg writes, “To fragment a 704

child’s experience of  an animal is to fragment his or her experience of  the world, promoting 
diffraction and loss of  meaning. Treating an animal in its integrity and with integrity means 
meeting it not firstly as an object for theoretical manipulation, but taking it as it is given. Herein lies 
a basis for all ethical/ecological prescriptions, from treating all people as ends in themselves rather 
than as means to ends, to dealing sensitively with an animal or a forest” (Wisdom, 23).

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 171.705
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By artificially creating social units in which everyone is the same age, the 
ability to help and to learn from each other is greatly reduced. Instead, 
conditions for competition are automatically created, because each child is 
put under pressure to be just as good as the next one. In a group of ten 
children of quite different ages, there will naturally be much more 
cooperation than in a group of ten ten-year-olds.  706

The social cooperation that is natural to the Native American community is 

largely absent from the Western classroom. As Dan recalls, 

We weren’t supposed to do learning for ourselves, we were supposed to do 
it for our people…. You [white people] told us we all had to learn the same 
thing and we had to learn it in the same way. What if a kid has some 
special skill or talent? What if he seems to have a special connection to the 
hawk or the trees or the waters? Why shouldn’t he learn about them and 
then bring that knowledge to his people? Everyone doesn’t have to know 
the same thing.  707

Dan highlights a key element of the Native American heart: the development of 

individual talents as gifts to the Community. As Cordova writes, “The home group 

[Native American Community] emphasizes the sense of the individual as a part of 

the whole; the European emphasizes the individual. My cousins and I, in the 

classroom, would have preferred to accomplish a task together. The teacher 

demands that each work in isolation.”  This is reciprocity (the weaving of the 708

ecological web) in action. 

 In almost every way that Native American children are taught by their 

elders to interact with their world, the Western school devalues or ridicules. Dan 

recalls being “a little boy in school. When the teacher would call on me I would 

	  Norberg-Hodge, Ancient, 127.706

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 163.707

	  Cordova, How It Is, 65 (emphasis added).708
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sometimes want to think about my answer.”  Indian children are taught to be 709

quiet and observe and think before speaking: “Our old people taught us that the 

earth is always speaking to us, but that we have to be silent to hear her.”  But in 710

Western schools, time is of the essence: “She [the teacher] would get nervous and 

tap her ruler on the desk. Then she’d get angry at me and ask me if maybe I didn’t 

hear her or if the cat got my tongue.”  What does this do to a little boy’s heart? 711

5.3.  Becoming Human 

Humans are born “humanoid,” that is, with the capacity to become “fully 
human” through the exercise of all their faculties…. Becoming a human is 
a responsibility of the group that teaches the new being what it is to be 
human in this group of beings. 

—Viola F. Cordova  712

For American Indians, what is called “education” today was traditionally a 
journey for learning about being fully human while living in a relational 
universe. 

—Gregory Cajete  713

In his study of non-Western educational traditions, Timothy Reagan notes that 

“there is a common core of beliefs, and of remarkably similar practices, that are 

common to most (although by no means all) Native American tribes. This is true 

not only with respect to belief systems… but also with respect to traditional ideas 

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 66.709

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 68.710

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Wolf  at Twilight, 66.711

	  Cordova, How It Is, 152-53. Alan Jones, an Episcopalian priest, writes from a Western 712

perspective, “we need discipline and training in the art of  being truly human. Being human is like 
learning a craft. It is a kind of  apprenticeship involving teachers and guides” (The Soul’s Journey, 
33).

	  Cajete, Native Science, 262.713
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about education and childrearing.”  One of the elements of that common core of 714

educational ideas is the central place of storytelling. In that spirit I begin this 

section with reference to a Nishnaabeg story: Kwezens was a little girl, who, upon 

seeing a red squirrel sucking on a maple tree, tried it herself and discovered the 

technique of collecting sap. In the words of Esme G. Murdock, professor of 

philosophy at San Diego State University, this story demonstrates “the 

Nishnaabeg’s focus on observing and learning from the land and water and 

animals, whom they view as teachers and relatives, and of how their technologies 

are based on mirroring nature.”  Murdock’s comment brings up four important 715

educational ideas. 

 First, young children can be teachers too.  Second, the Nishnaabeg see 716

the nonhuman world, both animate and inanimate, as populated with teachers. 

Murdock writes, “Lessons are often conveyed in ways that keep the contextual 

origin intact, which is important for preventing ideas of human exceptionalism 

and absolute control.”  The importance of maintaining contextual integrity and 717

avoiding the anthropocentrism of human exceptionalism points to the third of 

Murdock’s observations: viewing the nonhuman world as relatives. In Indigenous 

	  Timothy Reagan, Non-Western, 239.714

	  Esme G. Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” Earth Island Journal 34, no. 3 (Autumn 2019): 715

50-51.

	  As Thomas Moore writes,  “At its very best the archetype of  teaching/learning is not 716

split up between two people. Both teach and both learn. The learner teaches himself  but instructs 
the teacher as well, and the teacher is always at the point of  taking his learning deeper” (The Soul’s 
Religion (New York: HarperCollins, 2002), 36, 408). Also, consider the words of  Zacchaeus the 
Teacher in the Infancy Gospel of  Thomas 7:7: “I strove to get a student, and I’ve found to have a 
teacher.”

	  Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” 51-52.717
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thinking, this is more than mere biotic (DNA), evolutionary relatedness, for 

humans are also kin to the land and water. Educationally, children are instructed 

out of “a more egalitarian worldview that prioritizes chaos instead of control, and 

connection and reciprocity instead of separation.”  This is markedly different 718

from “the Aristotelian view that dominates Western Euro-descendent thinking…

[where] humans…[are] not only separate from the natural world, but also…[are] 

superior to nature.”  The latter leads to a utilitarian worldview where students 719

learn to see the natural world as full of resources instead of relatives. 

 Fourthly, just like the story of Kwezens, Indigenous science technologies 

are developed out of this interpersonal relationship with the Community of 

nonhuman relatives and teachers. What Indigenous peoples have practiced for 

thousands of years—and most likely from the beginnings of humanity—and is 

more recently called biomimicry “is teaching us…that often the most effective, 

and least destructive, technologies come from slow, careful, and meticulous 

attention to nature and that they are best developed and implemented locally, 

where the ecology of relationships—the give and take, the feedback loops—can 

be carefully observed and experienced.”  Instead of building homes “out of sync 720

with the environments we live in” and buying “out-of-season produce shipped in 

	  Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” 51.718

	  Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” 51.719

	  Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” 52.720
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from thousands of miles away,”  we should teach our children how to mimic the 721

sheltering and eating habits of our local nonhuman Relatives.  722

 It was our nonhuman relatives, including the land itself, that were here 

first. As Kimmerer writes, “The land is the real teacher. All we need as students is 

mindfulness. Paying attention is a form of reciprocity with the living world, 

receiving the gifts with open eyes and open heart.”  The land is not “wild” in the 723

sense of being out of control or antagonistic; that concept originated with 

civilization. “We did not think of the great open plains, the beautiful rolling hills 

and the winding streams with tangled growth as ‘wild,’” says Luther Standing 

Bear. “Only to the white man was nature a ‘wilderness’ and…the land ‘infested’ 

with ‘wild’ animals and ‘savage’ people…. There was no wilderness; since nature 

was not dangerous but hospitable, not forbidding but friendly.”  Leanne 724

Betasamosake Simpson (Nishnaabeg) says that  

Indigenous education is not Indigenous or education from within our 
intellectual traditions unless it comes through the land…. [It] comes from 
the roots up. It comes from being enveloped by land. An individual’s 
intimate relationship with the spiritual and physical elements of creation is 
at the centre of a learning journey that is life-long. You can’t graduate 

	  Murdock, “Mirroring Nature,” 51.721

	  Murdock offers an example of  an ecologically sensitive eating technology, the “hand-722

made, rock-walled ‘clam gardens’ of  coastal British Columbia…Kwakwaka’wakw and other 
Indigenous peoples…[that] significantly increase shellfish productivity and food security. This low-
tech maricultural strategy…predates modern resource management practices by at least 3,000 
years” (“Mirroring Nature,” 52).

	  Robin Wall Kimmerer, Braiding, 222.723

	  Quoted in Thomas Birch, “The Incarceration of  Wildness,” in Deep Ecology, Sessions, 724

348. Dan, the Lakota elder, says that “for the Lakota there was no wilderness[;]…nature was not 
dangerous but hospitable, not forbidding but friendly…. And here I find the great distinction 
between the faith of  the Indian and the white man. Indian faith sought the harmony of  man with 
his surroundings; the other sought the dominance of  surroundings” (quoted in Nerburn and 
Mengelkoch, Native, 47-48).
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from Nishnaabewin [Nishnaabeg learning experiences]; it is a gift to be 
practiced and reproduced. And while each individual must have the skills 
and knowledge to ensure their own safety, survival and prosperity in both 
the physical and spiritual realm, their existence is ultimately dependent 
upon intimate relationships of reciprocity, humility, honesty and respect 
with all elements of creation, including plants and animals.  725

There is no graduating because the “learning journey is life-long.” It is constantly 

unfolding, even as it is being shared with (taught to) others; and such a journey of 

“honesty and respect” is, as Simpson emphasizes, based on intimacy. Such a 

trusting relationship cannot be standardized in a one-size-fits-all format: “there is 

no standard curriculum because…[it] requires a diversity of excellence to 

continue to produce an abundance of supportive relationships…. Nishnaabewin 

fosters and cherishes individuals with particular gifts and skills as a mechanism 

for growing diversity, and childhood is an excellent time for individuals to focus 

in on those particular gifts and hone them into excellence.”  Does it seem ironic 726

that Western society, with all its emphasis on individual liberty, puts its children 

through an educational assembly line, while Indigenous societies, with their 

shared emphasis on Community, individualize each child’s education? The latter, 

with its “diversity of excellence” builds a stronger web of Community, indeed a 

stronger web of meaning:  

Meaning…is derived not through content or data, or even theory in a 
western context, which by nature is decontextualized knowledge, but 
through a compassionate web of interdependent relationships…. 
[I]ntelligence in this context is not an individual’s property to own; once 

	  Leanne Betasamosake Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education 725

& Society 3, no. 3 (2014): 9-10. As Jay Griffiths points out, “In Indigenous Australian culture, there 
is a common idea that the land is mentor, teacher and parent to a child” (Kith (London: Hamish 
Hamilton, 2013), 5).

	  Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” 10.726
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an individual has carried a particular teaching around to the point where 
they can easily embody that teaching, they, then, also become responsible 
for sharing it…. This is primarily done by modeling the teaching or, as 
Elder Edna Manitowabi says, “wearing your teachings.”   727

With such a long-standing tradition of Community/meaning (cf. meaning/being), 

one can hardly blame Indigenous educators like Simpson for being reluctant to 

water it down by mixing (“integrating”) it with Western educational settings, to 

“‘Indigenize the academy’ by bringing Indigenous Knowledges into the academy 

on the terms of the academy itself. Our ancestors’ primary concern in ‘educating’ 

our young people was to nurture a new generation of Elders—of land-based 

intellectuals, philosophers, theorists, medicine people, and historians.”  728

 Nurturing a new generation of land-based elders begins with “retriev[ing] 

the Original Instructions for how to live on earth in a good way, in a way that 

lasts”:  “Indigenous Peoples have sustainable, time-tested practices that go back 729

thousands of years…. These place-specific ‘Original Instructions’ are blueprints 

for how to live sustainably within our home ecosystems.… The Original 

Instructions give us ethics and protocols for how to honor and respect this gift of 

life in its many manifestations.”  Risling Baldy relates that such instructions 730

were left by the K’ixinay (Hupa) or “First People” and are handed down through 

	  Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” 11.727

	  Simpson, “Land as Pedagogy,” 11.728

	  Kenny Ausubel, preface in Original Instructions, ed. Melissa K. Nelson (Rochester, VT: 729

Bear & Company, 2008), xxi. Ausubel is the founder of  Bioneers (bioneers.org).

	  Melissa K. Nelson, “Mending the Split-Head Society with Trickster Consciousness,” 730

in Original Instructions, Nelson, 290.
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the generations in story form.  Woodley, a Native American Christian, compares 731

such Original Instructions to “the ancient Semitic construct” or what he calls the 

Creator’s “Harmony Way,”  a kind of distillation of central biblical principles 732

into the concept of shalom: “order, relationships, stewardship, beauty and rhythm 

as the essential foundations for shalom.”  Even so, Kimmerer is not so quick to 733

parallel “the constellation of teachings we call the Original Instructions” with the 

Bible: “These are not ‘instructions’ like commandments, though, or rules; rather, 

they are like a compass: they provide an orientation but not a map. The work of 

living is creating that map for yourself. How to follow the Original Instructions 

will be different for each of us and different for every era.”  734

 The place-specific introduction to these Original Instructions begins with 

one’s first teacher, mother: 

We’re trained [to listen and take everything in] from when we’re just little 
babies. If we start talking all the time, our mother puts her hand to her lips 
and says, “Shh, you got to listen.” She makes us take the world as a whole, 
not in pieces. Our little being gets full of feelings and sounds, not just a lot 
of words…. 

 That’s the key to our way of understanding the world…. It’s about 
learning connections. Everything is about connections. It’s about seeing 
how everything fits with everything else…. Now that’s our science. It’s 
not taking things apart to see how they work. It’s trying to take the pieces 
of the world and make them into a whole. 

 Then, as that little baby grows…and it goes around on its mother’s 
back, it learns about life because it sees where the mother has been. Their 

	  Risling Baldy, We Are Dancing, 39.731

	  Woodley, Shalom, 19.732

	  Terry McGonigal quoted in Woodley, Shalom, 10.733

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 7.734
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heads are close—almost touching—so the mother can whisper things 
about what it is going to see. She can be its first teacher.  735

By saying “Shh” and encouraging children to observe, mothers introduce little 

ones to a world of teachers. As Kimmerer says, “We don’t have to figure out 

everything by ourselves: there are intelligences other than our own, teachers all 

around us.”  Dan, in his discussion on how resilient mountains and forests can 736

be in the face of human disrespect, says, “It is not easy for a man to be as great as 

a mountain or a forest. But that is why the Creator gave them to us as teachers.”  737

Imagine taking a classroom of Western-educated students on a real field trip to a 

field and encouraging them to let creation be their teacher. They would know 

neither what to listen to nor how to listen. As Cajete writes, “All things 

comprising Nature are teachers of mankind; what is required is a cultivated and 

practiced openness to the lessons that the world has to teach.”  Learning such an 738

openness, like most things, is best begun when very young, but it is an important 

econormative lesson for everyone: “In the indigenous view, humans are viewed as 

somewhat lesser beings in the democracy of species. We are referred to as the 

younger brothers of Creation, so like younger brothers we must learn from our 

	  Dan quoted in Nerburn, Girl Who Sang, 290-91. Dan, in his simple way, speaks 735

eloquently of  mother as teacher: “Now, let’s go back down the trail to that little baby, all wrapped 
up in a blanket carrier, going everywhere on its mother’s back. That little baby is still close to its 
mother’s heartbeat. It went from being inside the mother to being in the outside world without 
hurting its little spirit. It can still feel her heart beating, still feel her breathing. That’s important. 
Why do you think the Creator made the mother’s breasts so close to her heart? So her baby would 
feel her heart as it nursed. Her heart and her breath, the two steady sounds in life. It gave the baby 
peace and trust. And do you know why else they kept it wrapped tight in that little pouch? They 
kept it wrapped up so it would feel protected, just like it did when it was in its mother’s 
womb” (ibid., 291). 

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 58.736

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor Dog, 24.737

	  Cajete, Look, 227.738

!292



elders. Plants were here first and have had a long time to figure things out…. 

What if Western scientists saw plants as their teachers rather than their 

subjects?”  739

 Of course, silence before mountains and plants is not the only way to 

learn, but neither should we listen to someone just because they have a teaching 

degree. As Dan relates, 

A person wasn’t a teacher because they…got a certificate. They were a 
teacher because they knew something and were respected. If they didn’t 
know enough, they weren’t teachers. Or if we didn’t need to know what 
they knew, we didn’t go to them. Now you send us teachers and you tell us 
to send our children, when we aren’t even sure what the teachers know. 
We don’t even know if they are good people who will build up the hearts 
of our children. All we know is that they are teachers because someone 
gave them a piece of paper saying they had taken courses about 
teaching.  740

What Dan is describing is the old-fashioned community idea that you would not 

entrust your children to someone you did not know and respect personally. In 

Western-style mass education that “trust” is done by proxy. In a traditional Native 

American community, responsibility for educating the youth is spread among all 

the Relatives and tribal elders. Reagan quotes a Crow leader: “All were quick to 

praise excellence without speaking a word that might break the spirit of a boy 

who might be less capable than others. The boy who failed at any lesson got only 

more lessons, more care, until he was as far as he could go.”  This kind of 741

individualized attention by those communally and personally invested in a child’s 

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 346-47.739

	  Quoted in Nerburn, Neither Wolf  Nor Dog, 202.740

	  Reagan, Non-Western, 243.741
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flourishing is what Kimmerer says is the purpose of education: “to learn the 

nature of your own gifts and how to use them for good in the world.”  Cajete 742

describes this kind of individual (“your own gifts”) and social (“in the world”) 

interplay in terms of the ebb and flow of Tribal education. In his model, “finding 

[one’s] heart” is being true to your sense of self, and “finding a foundation” is 

Cajete’s version of Deloria’s 3P formula (power + place = personality).  For 743

Cajete, American Indian education is “a subjective experience tied to a place 

environmentally [“foundation”], socially [“face”], and spiritually [“heart”].”  744

Contrary to Western mass education’s separation from place (in artificial 

environments) and fragmentation of reality (in curricula, schedules, etc), in Tribal 

education “every situation provided a potential opportunity for learning, and basic 

education was not separated from the natural, social, or spiritual aspects of 

everyday life. Living and learning were fully integrated.”  It is worth reiterating 745

for the Western (Christian) reader that Native American spirituality is not ethereal 

or otherworldly in the Platonic sense but might better be described as a depth 

dimension of place/land. As Peat writes,  

Native science is…profoundly spiritual. Indeed, there is no division 
between science and spirituality for every act and every plant and animal 
is sacred. Yet this is a spirituality that is capable of supporting the 
diversity, subtlety, and complexity within nature. Rather than seeking a 
single, most fundamental ground, the Native mind prefers to dance among 

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 239.742

	  Cajete, Look, chap. 2. The Cajete-Deloria comparison is my interpretation.743

	  Cajete, Look, 33.744

	  Cajete, Look, 33.745
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the ever-changing movements of a living, subtle nature. Harmony and 
balance must accommodate change and the activities of the trickster.   746

This is also recognized by Reagan: “the separation of the spiritual from other 

aspects of culture not only does not exist in traditional Indian thought, it does not 

make sense conceptually.”  Christian schools that sequester spirituality in Bible 747

classes and chapel services ought to take heed. 

 The curriculum for such a spiritually localized and individualized 

education obviously varies widely, yet everyone ought to know, for instance, how 

“to walk almost anywhere without fear of starvation or dehydration.”  Creation, 748

known correctly, is both grocery story and pharmacy—and everything is free 

(within limits). As Cordova emphasizes, “The world is not a world of scarcity but 

of fertility and abundance[,]…and surplus in one area becomes the tradestuff in 

others.”  And for those gifted in their relationships with plants, there is plenty of 749

room for what Western schools call “advanced placement”: “Of the approximately 

6,300 flowering plants, gymnosperms, ferns, and fern allies native to California, 

hundreds to thousands occurred in each tribal territory, many of which were 

incorporated into the tribe’s ethnobotany.”  Multiply a thousand plants by their 750

individual parts, the seasons in which they should be harvested, and the ways in 

which they should be prepared and ingested, and you have a database to rival any 

	  Peat, Blackfoot, 262.746

	  Reagan, Non-Western, 241 (emphasis original).747

	  Anderson, Tending, 245.748

	  Cordova, How It Is, 189-90.749

	  Anderson, Tending, 42.750
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standardized test. Kimmerer relates a botanical Original Instruction she learned 

from an elder: “Never take the first plant you find, as it may be the last—and you 

want that first one to speak well of you to the others of her kind.”  A curriculum 751

of place, power, and personality (Deloria), or of face, heart, and foundation 

(Cajete), is not going to unfold in a predominantly artificial environment such as a 

Western classroom. It requires immersion in Community (in the most inclusive 

sense) and plenty of “learning by observing and pitching-in” (LOPI), as Urrieta 

describes: 

Native and Indigenous ways of organizing learning can thus provide 
educators with philosophical, theoretical, and practical pedagogical 
alternatives to the increasingly homogenizing, rigid, and data-driven 
neoliberal ways of schooling. Schooling can incorporate aspects of LOPI 
as alternative, inclusive, and more noninterventionist approaches to 
organizing teaching and learning that result in meaningful, contextual, and 
specialized learning for all students. This can be accomplished in part by 
embedding skills instruction within meaningful and purposeful community 
contexts and collaborative, communal activities that involve students and 
families in authentic, rather than aesthetic ways in schools and 
classrooms.  752

This is critical. Meaning is only found in context, in embeddedness, not in 

fragmented curricula. To draw out a child’s special gifts requires authentic, 

communal settings, not the artificiality of most classrooms. 

 The “embedded skills instruction” that Urrieta mentions is what 

anthropologist David F. Lancy would call normal. In contradistinction are the 

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 182. Kimmerer also says, “The Honorable Harvest tells us to take 751

only what we need and never more than half  of  what’s available, to use everything we take, to 
minimize the hard work that is done, to share what we’ve taken, and to be grateful and always 
return the gift, giving something back in return” (quoted in Tonino, “Two Ways,” 13).

	  Urrieta, “Learning,” 375-76. Urrieta’s negative use of  aesthetic here refers to the 752

artificiality of, e.g., inviting a Native American to visit the classroom as window dressing for a 
lesson on Thanksgiving.
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educational systems of Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich Democracies, or 

WEIRD; they are atypical in human history. To approximate a norm for children’s 

lives Lancy looks to history, anthropology, and primatology and traces the origin 

of “anxious parenting” to the Puritans. Perhaps it is unsurprising that people with 

roots in Calvinism would be suspicious of “natural learning” (e.g., Native 

American educational philosophies) and would not “spare the rod” to shape their 

children into something more “godly” (read: “civilized”). It is this philosophy—

educating for civilizing—that influenced the Indian boarding schools and 

continues to operate today in “helicopter parents” who are anxious to give their 

child a leg up  on the competition. Ultimately, for Lancy, the norm is not a core 753

curriculum in a school but a “chore curriculum” in a village. It is the most natural 

(creational) way to learn. Instead of boring, artificial settings with their custodial 

function (keeping kids busy while their parents are at work), the children help 

where able and play (mimic) where not. Instead of single-age cliques fostering 

popularity contests (and their counterparts, depression and suicide), adolescents 

proud of the gift (“face”) they are learning to offer to their Community (and no 

teenage rebellion). Lancy concludes: “Children seem very ill-suited to the role of 

student. They are normally active, autonomous learners. Being confined to a 

classroom and being forced to attend to the dictates of a teacher seem almost like 

	  “Leg up” is a telling metaphor in a society where verticality and hierarchy (“climbing 753

the ladder of  success”) is valued over a Christlike ministering to those (laterally) around you (or 
even “pulling up” those in need), and in a society where “stepping on” others (dog-eat-dog) to 
climb that ladder is acceptable (if  not expected and praised).
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punishment…. Taking everything into account, one can readily build an argument 

that children should fail as students.”  754

 One of the most important educative tools that does appear in the village is 

storytelling. Cajete, like J. K. A. Smith (cf. EpistPr2), believes “Humans are 

storytelling animals. Story is a primary structure through which humans think, 

relate, and communicate. We make stories, tell stories and live stories because it is 

such an integral part of being human. Myths, legends, and folk tales have been 

cornerstones of teaching in every culture.”  Stories are the “textbooks” that 755

carry the way we communally frame the world. Contrary to the proclamation of 

modernity (and its myth of Progress) that we have outgrown myths and now stand 

on “facts,” “in reality,” says Cajete, “what are called ‘modern educational 

disciplines’ are bodies of stories.”  Storytelling enchantment is the reason for 756

“the predominance of television and other mass media in modern life.”  757

Teaching through stories is a staple of Native American nurture; it is enough to 

drive a Westerner who just wants a “straight answer” (and her thinking done for 

her) to distraction: 

Native elders…are not known for offering advice, at least not directly. In 
actual fact they have the reputation of never giving a straight answer. You 
will often be told a story which seems to have nothing whatsoever to do 

	  David F. Lancy, The Anthropology of  Childhood, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 754

University Press, 2015), 409.

	  Cajete, Look, 117.755

	  Cajete, Look, 139. Cajete continues, “The difference between the transfer of  756

knowledge in modern Western education and that of  Indigenous education is that in Western 
education information has been separated from the stories and presented as data, description, 
theory, and formula” (ibid., 139-40).

	  Cajete, Look, 138. 757
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with whatever question you asked or problem you raised. You are given 
the autonomy, the complete freedom, to discover the relevance of the 
reply, and hence to work the problem out for yourself. This is a sign of 
respect. It is also a method of instruction which fosters self-reliance and 
independent thinking.  758

But with the loss of such opportunities—“Alienated from the roots of our primal 

stories, we become adrift in the vast ocean of contemporary mass society, 

continually trying to define ourselves through prepackaged images and distorted 

stories that are not our own” —Native Americans are driven to, as Risling Baldy 759

puts it, “(re)writing, (re)righting, and (re)riteing.”  After all, as Nelson says, it is 760

these “‘bundles’ of stories [that]…are the ‘curriculum’ for Indigenous 

educators.”  From an emphasis on place to the role of stories, Nelson’s overview 761

serves as a summary of Native American education and its role in making 

someone “fully human”: 

Indigenous Peoples have millennia-old Indigenous Knowledge Systems 
(IKS) that are tribally and geographically specific. Within these 
knowledge systems or teaching bundles of Indigenous Knowledge is 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK). This “TEK” or native science 
holds the memories, observations, stories, understandings, insights, and 
practices for how to follow the natural laws of a particular place. TEK is 
often encoded in the stories and songs of the oral tradition and within 
particular rituals and daily practices.  762

	  McPherson and Rabb, Indian, 105.758

	  Cajete, Look, 141.759

	  Risling Baldy, We Are Dancing, 7. Similarly, Kimmerer writes, “we can’t meaningfully 760

proceed with healing, with restoration, without re-story-ation” (Braiding, 9).

	  Nelson, Original, 5.761

	  Nelson, Original, 12.762
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5.4.  Case Study: Ohiyesa 

I have come to the conclusion that this Jesus was an Indian. He was 
opposed to material acquisition and to great possessions. He was inclined 
to peace. He was as unpractical as any Indian and set no price upon the 
labor of love. These are not the principles upon which the white man has 
founded his civilization. 

—A Native American elder, as told by Ohiyesa  763

Amidst those children tragically caught in the collision of Native American and 

Western cultures, whether victims of the boarding schools of yesteryear or of 

today’s corrosive mass media, there are those who, “because of the familiarity 

with the white ‘outside,’…were uniquely situated to mediate between Indian and 

white worlds,…to assist tribal elders…in their negotiation of the cultural 

borderlands just beyond the reservation line.”  An inspiring example of such a 764

mediator is Ohiyesa (1858-1939; pronounced “oh-HEE-yes-uh”), who took on the 

American name Charles Alexander Eastman. He was born and raised in the 

Santee (Dakota or Sioux) way, graduated as a physician from Boston College, and 

advised American presidents. He devoted his life to the translation of cultures—in 

both directions—between Native Americans and the non-Native, white, Euro-

Americans whose arrival had become the death of the Indigenous peoples and 

cultures he loved. Ohiyesa believed that (1) because we cannot turn back the 

clock and erase the influence of the European invasion of the Americas, (2) we 

should not strive to eliminate either the Native or the non-Native cultures in toto 

because each has life-giving elements to it, and (3) a healthy combination of 

	  Quoted in Ohiyesa, The Soul of  an Indian, ed. Kent Nerburn (San Rafael, CA: New 763

World Library, 1993), 55-56.

	  Adams, Education, 301.764
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elements could lead to a mutual flourishing of all of America’s Inhabitants. 

According to one of Ohiyesa’s editors, Kent Nerburn, “he never ceased believing 

that the two cultures that had clashed so tragically on the soil of the American 

continent somehow had to become one if there ever was to be a true American 

with an honest and Indigenous soul.”  765

 Education was of particular interest to Ohiyesa and he went to great 

lengths to explain Native American education’s merits to white Americans. He 

begins by addressing a misconception: “It is commonly supposed that there was 

no systematic means of education for Indian children. Nothing could be further 

from the truth…. It is true that we had no schoolhouse, no books, no regular 

school hours. Our children were trained in the natural way—they kept close 

contact with the natural world.”  He describes the “art of teaching” (cf. Cajete’s 766

“finding heart”), and secondly, “love of the Great Mystery, love of nature, and 

love of people and country”  (cf. Cajete’s “finding face” and “finding a 767

foundation”). One’s personality and love for world and Creator are initially 

nurtured by one’s mother. With pointing finger and whispered songs, a child’s first 

	  Kent Nerburn, introduction to Soul, by Ohiyesa, xiii.765

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 15.766

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 15. “Country” for Ohiyesa is not a political abstraction like the US but 767

the local place/land. This is similar to how the word “country” is used by the Aboriginal peoples 
of  Australia. As Rose writes, “the organizing matrix of  identity, knowledge, and action is 
country…. [It is the] living system which would keep me healthy and allow me to nurture 
others” (Dingo, 28-29). Compare this to Deloria’s observation of  the land in North America: 
“Today the land is dotted with towns, cities, suburbs, and the like. Yet very few of  these political 
subdivisions are in fact communities. They are rather transitory locations for the temporary 
existence of  wage earners” (God Is Red, 213).
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teacher, his or her mother, gently helps the child transition from the mother’s 

womb to the Creator’s womb, i.e., the creation.  

To [the Indian mother] and to the child the birds are real people, who live 
very close to the Great Mystery. The murmuring trees breathe its presence; 
the falling waters chant its praise…. Silence, love, reverence—this is the 
trinity of first lessons, and to these she later adds generosity, courage, and 
chastity. In due time children…feel that all living creatures are blood 
brothers and sisters; the storm wind is to them a messenger of the Great 
Mystery.  768

As the child grows, she “is kept ever before the public eye, from birth onward…. 

Not a step in the child’s development was overlooked as an excuse to bring it 

before the public by giving a feast in its honor. Thus the child’s progress was 

known to the whole clan as to a larger family, and the child grew to adulthood 

with a sense of reputation to sustain.”  769

 Unlike the Western nuclear family, the challenges of childrearing are 

shared widely and, contrary to Euroman’s caricature of the “savage,” 

our manners were not neglected. I was made to respect the adults and 
especially the aged. I was not allowed to join in their discussions, nor even 
to speak in their presence, unless requested to do so. Indian etiquette was 
very strict, and among the requirements was that of avoiding the direct 
address. A term of relationship or some title of courtesy was commonly 
used instead of the personal name by those who wished to show respect. 
We were taught generosity to the poor and reverence for the “Great 
Mystery.” Religion was the basis of all Indian training.  770

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 19.768

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 22.769

	  Charles Eastman (Ohiyesa), Indian Boyhood (n.p.: FreeriverCommunity.com, 1902), 25.770
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Surrounded by a loving circle of “grandmothers” and “grandfathers” (honorifics 

for elders) the educational environment is rich and multifaceted. Ohiyesa recalls 

the importance of storytelling: 

Very early, the Indian boy assumed the task of preserving and transmitting 
the legends of his ancestors and his race. Almost every evening a myth, or 
true story of some deed done in the past, was narrated by one of the 
parents or grandparents, while the boy listened with parted lips and 
glistening eyes. On the following evening, he was usually required to 
repeat it.  771

Ohiyesa, raised primarily by his uncle, describes how he was taught to be a 

student of nature: 

My uncle, who educated me up to the age of fifteen years, was a strict 
disciplinarian and a good teacher. When I left the teepee in the morning, 
he would say, “Hakadah, look closely at everything you see”; and at 
evening, on my return, he used often to catechize me for an hour or so. 
 “On which side of the trees is the lighter-colored bark? On which side 
do they have most regular branches?” 
 It was his custom to let me name all the new birds that I had seen 
during the day. I would name them according to the color or the shape of 
the bill or their song or the appearance and locality of the nest—in fact, 
anything about the bird that impressed me as characteristic. I made many 
ridiculous errors, I must admit. He then usually informed me of the correct 
name. Occasionally I made a hit and this he would warmly commend.  772

Enrolled in the School of Creation, “We studied the habits of animals just as you 

study your books. We watched the men of our people and represented them in our 

play; then learned to emulate them in our lives.”  773

	  Eastman, Indian Boyhood, 22. Ohiyesa writes, “The distinctive work of  the grandparents 771

is that of  acquainting the children with the traditions and beliefs of  the nation” (Soul, 20).

	  Eastman, Indian Boyhood, 22-23.772

	  Eastman, Indian Boyhood, 2.773
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 Unfortunately, this deeply ingrained trust of elders proved the downfall of 

many a tribe when they met with the duplicitous “bad faith” of white negotiators: 

When distinguished emissaries from the Father at Washington, some of 
them ministers of the Gospel and even bishops, came to the Indian nations, 
and pledged to us in solemn treaty the national honor, with prayers and 
mention of their God; and when such treaties, so made, were promptly and 
shamelessly broken, is it strange that the action should arouse not only 
anger, but contempt?  774

Later in life, Ohiyesa, himself a confessed Christian, was disillusioned by all he 

had seen: 

I have wondered much that Christianity is not practiced by the very people 
who vouch for that wonderful conception of exemplary living. It appears 
that they are anxious to pass on their religion to all other races, but keep 
very little of it for themselves. I have not yet seen the meek inherit the 
earth, or the peacemakers receive high honor.  775

Even so, in a statement that I find profoundly insightful and inspiring, he does not 

lose sight of the Christian “religion of creation” that is so often hidden under the 

bushel of the “religion of empire”: 

It is my personal belief, after thirty five years’ experience of it, that there 
is no such thing as “Christian civilization.” I believe that Christianity and 
modern civilization are opposed and irreconcilable, and that the spirit of 
Christianity and of our ancient religion is essentially the same.  776

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 56.774

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 57.775

	  Ohiyesa, Soul, 57.776
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5.5.  An Econormative Assessment of Indigenous Education 

This “assessment” is not intended as a judgment on Native American ways; there 

has already been too much judgmentalism in our shared history. It is intended as 

an assessment of what Western (Christian) educational philosophers might learn 

from their Indigenous colleagues. In the spirit of Ohiyesa’s final quote above, I 

believe our common humanity offers a potential Indigenous renewal of both 

Christianity and Western civilization, helping them to be better grounded in 

creation (place). As seen at the end of the previous chapter, Western (Christian) 

educational philosophies leave much to be desired in relation to the eleven 

econormative principles developed in Part 1. Having inquired into and listened to 

a selection of Indigenous educational ideas, what can Euro-Americans learn? 

Again, the point is neither to become Native American (as if a Euroman could just 

decide to be Hopi or Lakota) nor to appropriate (“loot”) Indigenous knowledge. 

Besides, like an anthropologist’s retelling of an “authentic Indigenous myth” in an 

academic journal, separated from the breath of the land-place-people, Indigenous 

knowledge systems (IKS) are cadaverous (yet ever ready for reanimation). 

 Admittedly, Euro-Americans are in a different place. A placeless place.  777

And if place is self (subject-subject, not subject-object),  then Euroman has no 778

	  Martin Prechtel, in his gripping account of  becoming a Mayan medicine man, reflects 777

on the American culture in which he was raised, “The whole modern culture was an orphan 
culture, a place with a lot of  houses and no village” (Secrets of  the Talking Jaguar (New York: Tarcher/
Putnam, 1998), 84).

	  As Thomas Berry says, “The universe is composed of  subjects to be communed with, 778

not objects to be exploited. Everything has its own voice. Thunder and lightning and stars and 
planets, flowers, birds, animals, trees—all these have voices, and they constitute a community of  
existence that is profoundly related” (quoted in “Sunbeams,” The Sun no. 488 (August 2016): 48).
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self. He has been here on this continent for 500 years but not yet learned to listen 

to the land. In the words of Chief Luther Standing Bear (Oglala Sioux): “The 

white man does not understand America. He is too far removed from its formative 

processes. The roots of the tree of his life have not yet grasped the rock and the 

soil.”  Even those who have “worked the land” have merely imported and 779

imposed a Eurocentric agriculture that, in turn, came from the Middle East and 

did not listen to the Native voice of the European or American land-place-people. 

It is a very old problem and will not be fixed overnight, but for the sake of 

creation, and to honor the Creator, we must begin somewhere.  

 This continent, which some ancient traditions call “Turtle Island,” was a 

celebration of diversity—biodiversity indistinguishable from sociodiversity—

when Euroman arrived. Somehow, in contrast to Western civilization, 

decentralization reigned and every attempt at a centralized hierarchy (e.g., Aztecs) 

failed. This legacy offered an educational richness not known to Euro-Americans 

since before the rise of nationalism and, later, globalism’s monoculturalism. 

Ironically (to the Western mind), this multiplicity overlays a mutually holistic 

worldview that, in many Native American languages, lacks words for religion, 

nature, or art. In typical Western fashion, I spent Part 1 analyzing today’s world 

and identifying eleven elements that needed highlighting as “principles.” By the 

end of Chapter 4, I found examples of Western educational practices that were 

contra each of those principles. A similar assessment is incompatible with Native 

	  Quoted in Nerburn and Mengelkoch, Native, 83.779
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American educational practices because they do not subdivide reality in the same 

way. In the Indigenous mind, how does one separate the interconnecting Mystery 

(SpirPr) from being-in-relation (PhilPr)? How does one differentiate between 

“imitating our older Siblings” (EcoPr3) and giving those other-than-human 

Siblings a political voice (EcoPr4)? 

 The lesson to be learned from our Indigenous sisters and brothers is not to 

add eleven principles to our already overcrowded Western curriculum, but to 

model for our children a life so saturated in religion, spirituality, and creation 

(nature, place) that we no longer need words for them. The same could be said for 

art and ritual. It is no longer good enough to say “life is religion” or “humans are 

storytelling animals,” or hear Native Americans say “I am the land” or “the 

personality of the mountain”; we must live it. This is how we learn the interrelated 

Indigenous concepts of reciprocity, diversity, Community, and unfolding and 

passing along the Original Instructions for caring for our larger self, the land. 

 It should come as no surprise to us that such a holistic and integrated life 

is richly satisfying. After all, if you turn the clock back far enough we (via our 

ancestors) were all Indigenous once; we must strive to be Indigenous again, each 

Community in its own way, as instructed by the local land. Scott Zesch relays 

some gripping stories about young white children abducted by Indians in Texas in 

the mid-nineteenth century. Without downplaying the trauma—especially for the 

parents—he reports that, by their own accounts the life they experienced with the 

Indians (mainly Comanche and Apache) once they accepted their lot was usually 
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far more satisfying than the long hours of homesteading drudgery. All of the 

children, even those who had only been with their captors for less than a year, 

verbally defended them against settler hatred for the rest of their lives. In a couple 

of cases, where the boys had been Indianized for a number of years, returning to 

Euro-American society disgusted them, and they went back to their adoptive 

families to live as “white Indians.”  The point is not to rationalize abductions 780

but to be reminded that people throughout history have compared Western and 

Indigenous lifeways and found the former wanting. The kind of education those 

children experienced in captivity far exceeded anything then or now when it 

comes to learning land as self and finding face, heart, and a foundation. 

 North American Indigenous voices have also been critical of Euro-

Americans’ attempts at environmentalism, and since the present study grows at 

least in part from those roots, it is worth listening. Dennis Martinez compares 

Euro-American’s “biocentric” (ecocentric) ideas such as Aldo Leopold’s “Land 

Ethic” or the Deep Ecology movement to Native Americans’ approaches to 

wilderness preservation, land management, and forestry. The biocentric approach 

is an attempt to extend ethics to the land community, but Martinez insists that we 

“don’t…have the moral authority…to extend anything.”  His neologism to 781

	  Scott Zesch, The Captured (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2004). As Zesch describes, 780

the boys experienced “the pampered, leisurely life of  teenage males in the Indian camps. They 
were expected to do their share of  the work, of  course. However, most of  the chores weren’t 
unenjoyable. For boys their age, the primary responsibilities were learning to hunt, ride, fight, and 
make weapons…. When they weren’t hunting or breaking horses or making bows and arrows, the 
boys did pretty much as they pleased. Although the captives had been forced to carry water and 
gather wood at first, no manual labor was required of  them as they grew older and became 
Indianized…. They also played ball and held shooting contests and footraces. They ate when they 
were hungry, and if  they wanted anything, they just asked and usually got it” (ibid., 129).

	  Martinez et al., “Restoring,” 89.781
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describe our relation to nonhumans is kincentric, a relationship of equality: “We 

are comanagers with animals and plants.”  Similarly, Gregory Cajete says that 782

the Western concept of bioregionalism does not go as deep as the Native 

expression of “natural community”: “What traditional Native models have to offer 

is a perspective of community that goes beyond the social ‘isms’ and theories of 

community. Native models of community get to the heart of social relationship as 

an expression of human biophilia, and of human society as a part of nature rather 

than separate from nature.”  As Cajete points out, Native science has been at this 783

a lot longer than Western science. For example, “For the Menominee,” reports 

Alexandra Tempus, “the world has ended before. And not just through 

colonization, [Guy ‘Anakwet’] Reiter reminded me, ‘We’ve been through climate 

change already, here, on this land, and survived and thrived.”  How did they 784

survive and thrive? Euroman has much to learn. 

 By way of comparison, this assessment is concluded with my attempt at 

formulating a Native American metanarrative by once again using Walsh and 

Middleton’s four worldview questions (cf. §4.11. An Econormative Assessment of 

Western Education)—albeit with one modification. It seems to me that a Native 

American educational philosopher would want to begin with Question #2: Where 

am I? since place is foundational to self.  785

	  Martinez et al., “Restoring,” 89.782

	  Cajete, Native Science, 105.783

	  Tempus, “People’s Forest,” 36.784

	  Sylvia C. Keesmaat and Brian J. Walsh make a similar move in Romans Disarmed, 85f.785
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 Where am I? This place, with its particular geography and geology, with 

its water and weather and cohort of creatures, has a power, a spirit, that flows 

through and unifies everything in its reach, and together they create a kind of 

personality shared by every inhabitant yet manifested uniquely in each individual. 

 Who am I? I am the land, the land is me. I breathe its breath; its life flows 

through me. I am a singular and special incarnation of its personality. All the 

People (human and nonhuman) who have preceded me flow through the land and 

through me. My heart is shaped by the land, my face is a gift to the land 

Community, and my foundation is that Community (common unity). 

 What is wrong? Our people have been separated from the land, our self, 

our soul, and scattered to the winds. Whether we find ourselves in an adopted land 

(“reservation”) or in one of Euroman’s cities, the restrictions placed on us by the 

“laws” and “boundaries” make it nearly impossible to maintain the Old Ways, the 

Original Instructions, to breathe freely with and as the land.  

 What is the remedy? Whether we choose to “(re)write, (re)right, and 

(re)rite” (Risling Baldy) our traditions in our new land, or enter the Euro-

American’s world to find a middle way, or help that world to collapse from 

within; whichever path is chosen, any civilization not anchored in the land, not a 

part of the land, will eventually crumble. We need only wait. 
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 Our Indigenous sisters and brothers offer us more than educational 

wisdom; they also offer us hope, if only we will listen. Kimmerer tells of the 

prophecy of the Seventh Fire: 

The people of the Seventh Fire do not yet walk forward; rather, they are 
told to turn around and retrace the steps of the ones who brought us here. 
Their sacred purpose is to walk back along the red road of our ancestors’ 
path and to gather up all the fragments that lay scattered along that trail. 
Fragments of land, tatters of language, bits of songs, stories, sacred 
teachings—all that was dropped along the way.  786

Now is the time of the Seventh Fire, she says. We stand at a crossroads. Do we 

take the “grassy path” of life, or the “cinder path” of death? 

	  Kimmerer, Braiding, 367-68.	 	  786
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Chapter 6 

Toward an Econormative Educational Philosophy 

We do not need to invent sustainable human communities from scratch. 
We can learn from societies that have sustained themselves for centuries. 
We can also model human societies after nature’s ecosystems, which are 
sustainable communities of plants, animals, and microorganisms. 

—Fritjof Capra  787

White European/Americans cannot become Hopis or Kalahari Bushmen or 
Magdalenian bison hunters, but elements in those cultures can be 
recovered or recreated because they fit the heritage and predilection of the 
human genome everywhere, a genome tracing back to a common ancestor 
that Anglos share with Hopis and Bushmen and all the rest of Homo 
sapiens. 

—Paul Shepard  788

Of Christian philosophy’s many faces, the one most needed today is its prophetic 

role. We need its ability to discern normative “holding patterns,” assess where 

Western civilization—including its Christian religion-of-empire communities—

have strayed from those patterns, and envision a better world, after which it is 

everyone else’s job to set their sights on that vision and create the paths heading 

in that direction. This sight-setting vision is the essence of Walsh and Middleton’s 

four worldview questions, which this dissertation has answered thusly: 

 Who am I? I am one of the more recent arrivals in creation’s evolutionary 

unfolding (the “sixth day”) and as such have much to learn from the elder 

	  Fritjof  Capra, preface to Ecological Literacy, ed. Michael K. Stone and Zenobia Barlow 787

(San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2005), xiii. Regarding modeling after nature, or biomimicry, 
Capra asks, “How does nature manufacture surfaces (in abalone shells) that are harder than our 
hardest high-tech ceramics and silk threads (spun by spiders) that, ounce for ounce, are five times 
stronger than steel? And how are these miracle materials produced silently, at ambient 
temperatures, and without any toxic by-products?” (ibid., xiv).

	  Shepard, Coming Home, 173.788
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Creatures (mitakuye oyasin). My species brings particular Creator-reflecting gifts 

to the Earth Community. 

 Where am I? I am embedded in a web of of interrelationality that not only 

encompasses all of creation but mysteriously extends beyond it to the Creator. 

This web of relation is the very meaning of being, so its integrity is of cardinal 

importance. 

 What is wrong? In a shift from humus to hubris, humans have forgotten 

their place in creation’s web, imagined themselves as autonomous Lords of 

Creation, and knocked off-balance every aspect of life from how we eat to how 

we raise our children to how we relate to the Creator. 

 What is the remedy? Heal the earth (tikkun olam). Return to the balance 

(shalom). Religion-of-creation Christians believe this is the Christ Mystery 

embodied in the person and life of Jesus.  789

 Educational philosophers in the prophetic mode have a strong tradition of 

confronting Western mass education’s failings. From Dewey to Holt, we have 

advocated for settings more natural to the human animal; and from Freire to 

Kozol and Deloria and many others we have challenged the injustices of an 

impersonal and prejudiced system. But after nearly fifty years of attempts at 

	  Note the Hebrew concepts—tikkun olam and shalom—that are largely lost in a 789

Platonized Christianity. Non-Christians also see the Christ Mystery: cf. the statement quoted in the 
previous chapter by a Native American elder that “Jesus was an Indian.” Religion-of-empire 
“Christians” wield “power and control” over others—other humans’ “souls” and nonhumans as 
“resources”—which brings us back to worldview question number three: What is wrong?
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“environmental education,” little has changed. Sadly, this might be said on all 

three fronts: child psychology, social justice reform, and an ecosocial response in 

proportion to the ecological crisis. Mass education remains a juggernaut of the 

Western, Euro-American monoculture. As critical as child-friendly settings and 

economic and racial justice are, no human society (or culture or civilization) can 

flourish when the ecological preconditions are crumbling—just think of the many 

refugee camps dotting the globe today. Ideally, of course, such a dissolution of the 

foundations gives us a chance to address all of these issues at once. 

 To reiterate, I have chosen the word normative to point to the way things 

ought to be, and econormative to emphasize the importance of getting our 

interactions with the ecological preconditions right. So, given a realistic and 

reasonable assessment of where we are (our current ecocidal  predicament), the 790

educational philosopher’s job is to describe the pattern for an econormative 

(Christian) society (culture, civilization). Notice this is an—and not the—

econormative philosophy. A hegemonic educational philosophy will not solve a 

problem caused by a hegemonic social imaginary. Also we have a bit of a 

“chicken and egg” (causation) problem. How do we teach children to build an 

econormative civilization if we do not know how to do it ourselves? We must 

learn together; and we must humbly ask for wisdom from the very Indigenous 

	  Paul Kingsnorth writes, “We are the first generations born into a new and 790

unprecedented age—the age of  ecocide. To name it this is not to presume the outcome, but simply 
to describe a process which is underway. The ground, the sea, the air, the elemental backdrops of  
our existence—all these our economics has taken for granted, to be used as a bottomless pit, 
endlessly able to dilute and disperse the tailings of  our extraction, production, consumption”  
(“Uncivilisation: The Dark Mountain Manifesto,” Dark Mountain website, accessed April 8, 2020, 
https://dark-mountain/net/about/manifesto).
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peoples we have denigrated and decimated over the years. This dissertation is an 

attempt in that direction, hence the previous chapter. Now it is time to put the 

pieces together. 

6.1.  Educational Inventory 

[We face] the greatest housekeeping project of all time. In short: how can 
we learn to fit in the world, rather than force things to fit around us? 

—H. Emerson Blake  791

We begin each day by asking What does it take for this person, this plant, 
this community to flourish? 

—Fred Bahnson  792

North American, Western-style mass education (often imitated in Christian 

schools), despite its many failings, offers the following (at least potentially 

econormative) gifts: 

 A setting in which mandatory attendance ensures exposure to regionally 

(state, province) and nationally important information. Caveat: Limited by the 

interpretations (heart-motives) of the source(s), by an appeal to solely the 

logicolingual (not whole-body) mode of learning, and by the amount of 

information able to be absorbed and retained (deemed useful) over time. 

 A predetermined path of learning—curriculum—that (1) does not leave a 

student’s educational experiences to chance and ensures that the “basics” are 

covered; and (2) counters erroneous “folk knowledge” (with hard-won “scientific 

	  H.	Emerson	Blake,	“Preamble,”	Orion	36, no. 4 (35th anniv. issue 2017): 1.791

	  Bahnson, Soil, 88.792
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knowledge”) and human cognitive shortcomings (e.g., finding patterns where 

none exist). Caveat: Again, limited by the interpretations of the source(s), 

including the definition of what constitutes “folk” (untrustworthy) and “scientific” 

(trustworthy) knowledge. 

 Teachers who are experts in specific skills including knowledge content 

and working with students with unusual gifts (“special needs”). Caveat: 

Unfortunately the training and certification of such teachers is rarely tied to 

maturity and wisdom. The end result is an army of certified teachers dragging 

their own unresolved psychosocial issues into the classroom. 

 In addition to these few (limited) provisions from mass education, there 

are other helpful elements from within the Western educational tradition: 

 From the progressive movement there is a sense of going with the flow of 

how a child learns naturally, e.g., via mimicry and intense bursts of exploration.  793

Caveat: While a child allowed to explore wild creation will find endless things to 

learn, a modern-day child left to his own devices will likely choose to eat junk 

food, play video games, and become a “couch potato.” 

	  Ursula K. Le Guin comments on “how we learn to speak and read…—by doing it; not 793

word-by-word-exactly-correct, but with mistakes and misunderstandings, in bits and gulps and 
clumps that finally begin to stick together and make sense” (Cheek, 122). Dietrich Stout observes 
something similar in learning the ancient skill of  knapping stone: “The learning curve for 
knapping follows a staircase pattern: most of  the time you just need to practice and consolidate 
skills, but every once in a while, a bit of  advice takes you to the next level. Although it is sometimes 
possible to discover tricks of  the trade of  stone toolmaking independently, there is a real advantage 
to learning from others” (“Tales of  a Stone Age Neuroscientist,” Scientific American 314, no. 4 (April 
2016): 35).
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 From the homeschooling movement: there is an increased sense of 

parental investment in what exactly children are learning. Caveat: The nuclear 

family is not designed for this constant interaction; it is better exercised in a 

larger, extended family (and community) setting. 

 From educational philosophers like Doug Blomberg there are helpful 

paradigms to push Westerners away from the Platonic infatuation with rational 

universals, abstractions, and fragmentations, and toward a more holistic, whole-

body kind of learning (e.g., Blomberg’s 3Ps: play, problem-posing, and purposeful 

response). 

 Then there are the gifts from Native American (and other Indigenous) 

educational traditions: 

 First and foremost, the concept of place. You cannot know/learn who you 

are until you know/learn where you are. Since you are (an extension of) the land, 

your learning/education is caught up in the flux, the interrelationality, the web of 

every local Creature-as-Person (mitakuye oyasin). Every place has its own power 

and personality that shapes your personality.  

 You arrive in that place-Community unformed, an unwrapped gift. It is the 

teacherly duty of Everyone in that Community to help you discover your gift 

(“finding heart”) and offer it to the Community (“finding face”) as a blessing to 

the land (“finding a foundation”). 
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 This gift unwrapping happens again and again for each person at each 

stage throughout life. American Indigenous education never ends, just like the 

land never ends and never stops changing. 

 Be silent before your Elders (human and nonhuman) and watch them 

carefully to learn how to do what they do so skillfully (LOPI: learning by 

observing and pitching-in). 

 In the same way, as you grow older, you are responsible for helping every 

young one find her gift and offer it to the Community. Remember the young ones 

(and Elders) watching you and act accordingly. 

 Be sure to learn and pass on everything you can about the land’s gifts, its 

power and personality, so that wherever you wander you will never be lost, 

hungry, thirsty, or lacking in medicine. 

 Learn all the stories and pass them on, for they hold the keys to the 

Original Instructions. 

 In sum, education in North America has within its reach a number of 

traditions and elements that are either proven to be econormative—promoting the 

flourishing of the local Community—or are so important that it is worth exploring 

how to adapt them to such an end. The setting ought to be far-ranging, including 

the whole of the local land (bioregion), with occasional mass gatherings to ensure 

exposure to the same information. This means most education will be individual 
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or in very small groups tailored to individual gifts. Whether in individual, small 

group, or mass settings, the lesson should be experienced in as holistic (full-body) 

a way as possible (via story, music, dance, etc.); the meaning of the lesson will be 

more fully understood as one enters its being (via play, problem-posing, and 

purposeful response). Everyone (human and nonhuman) is a potential teacher, 

and experts are chosen by their mature (skilled, wise) actions, not by a 

certificate.  794

 In a word, econormative education ought to be: 

• more often far-ranging than confined to a single location, 

• more often individualized than in large groups, 

• more often holistic than solely logicolingual, and 

• more often observing and mimicking a wide range of ordinary People-as-

Teachers than working with experts (especially earlier in life). 

In some ways this list resembles the aspirations of progressive education 

(including unschooling), but ideally the weaknesses of that tradition are addressed 

in retaining some (albeit limited) exposure to, e.g., “basic” skills, “scientific” 

knowledge, etc. Either way, much of the mass education tradition will have to go 

if we are to reform education according to econormative principles. 

	  There was a time when such a document was a rare, hand-written “stamp” of  794

approval from a master to a student who had completed her apprenticeship (cf. the origin of  the 
black belt in martial arts), but such days are sadly long gone.
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6.2.  Econormative Limits Affecting Education 

 2. Insects rule the world, but they don’t talk about it. 
 4. One of our grandmothers is dead, and now she is growing flowers. 
 8. Dad says every time you go for a walk in the woods you ought to get 

credit for a full day of college. 
 13. Plants are smart because they can eat sunlight and we can’t. 
 15. If you find poop in the woods and it’s tiny round balls, it’s a rabbit. If 

the balls are larger, it is a deer or elk. If they are really large, you 
should come home. 

 20. If you can’t make a new ant, don’t kill an old one. 
—From “21 Laws of Nature as Interpreted by My Children”  795

It is worth circling back to the topic of the ecological crisis, this time listing 

specific societal limits, in order to better understand why the current educational 

paradigm is unsustainable going forward. John Michael Greer sets the stage: 

The discovery and exploitation of the Earth’s petroleum reserves gave 
human beings a fantastic windfall of essentially free energy, and we 
proceeded to burn through it an an astonishing pace. Now that the supply 
of petroleum is beginning to falter, the question before us is not how to 
keep burning something else at the same pace, or how to find some other 
way to power a civilization of a sort that can only survive by burning 
extravagant amounts of energy, but how to scale back our expectations and 
our technology enough to make them work within the limits of the same 
renewable sources our ancestors had four hundred years ago.  796

Greer is not a neo-Luddite. He is not trying to turn back the clock; he is simply 

speaking prophetically, i.e., proclaiming an unwelcome truth to all of us 

enchanted by the “blessings” of Progress. The hard truth is that fossil fuels are 

going away and, as it turns out, not fast enough to stop the cumulative, long-term 

effects of climate change. With an eye toward history, Greer takes a more 

practical approach to the ecological emergencies of biodiversity loss and climate 

	  Brian Doyle, “21 Laws of  Nature as Interpreted by My Children,” Orion 33, no. 4 795

(September/October 2014): 7.

	  Greer, Long Descent, 58-59.796
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change. Acknowledging that there are several different responses we can take to 

the unfolding predicament—which affect education in different ways—his 

emphasis is on accepting the inevitable: the catabolic collapse  of Western 797

civilization. To avoid hysteria around the word “collapse,” he calls it the Long 

Descent: 

Gradual disintegration, not sudden catastrophic collapse, is the way 
civilizations end. On average, it takes about 250 years for a civilization to 
complete the process of decline and fall…. If [our] fate follows its usual 
timeline, it could easily take two more centuries of incremental change to 
transform the industrial world to an agrarian society again.  798

 As Christian educators, what do we tell our students about the state of the 

world? Carpe diem: continue to live wastefully, exploitatively for two hundred 

more years? Fossil fuel usage and biodiversity loss need to be curtailed 

immediately. People of econormative conscience (hopefully including Christians) 

must begin to live differently now for the sake of creation even if everyone else 

continues to live “eco-sinfully” until they no longer have a choice. Greer writes, 

“If we accept that the Long Descent is inevitable and try to make it in a controlled 

manner…the way is open not only for bare survival, but for surviving in a 

humane and creative fashion while preserving as much of value as possible for the 

future.”  Greer’s motto is “Collapse now and avoid the rush!” His motivation 799

may be more pragmatic, but that does not negate its normativity: “Success will go 

	  Greer’s “four horsemen of  catabolic collapse”—declining energy availability, 797

economic contraction, collapsing public health, and political turmoil—have all been increasing (if  
irregularly) in recent decades (cf. Long Descent, 82-83).

	  Greer, Long Descent, 27.798

	  Greer, Long Descent, 130-31.799
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to those who get ahead of depletion curves by reducing their reliance on fossil 

fuels further than others, and by relying instead on human skills and sustainable, 

low-intensity energy inputs.”  800

 Picture the average elementary school classroom and then remove 

everything that is not econormative, that is contributing to the ecological crisis: all 

(petroleum-based) plastics from chairs and desks to binders to pens and 

backpacks; everything shipped using fossil-fuel technology, from clothing to 

crayons to whiteboards and computers; everything from destructive monocultural 

(industrial agricultural) practices, from school lunches to paper to the wood 

framing of the walls; and while we are at it, anything that comes from inhumane 

working conditions or grossly destructive ecological practices (like mountaintop 

removal or tar sands operations), like the copper wiring or aluminum ducts or 

rare-earth minerals in most electronics. What is left? Unlike our neo-primitivist 

contemporaries, neither Greer not I advocate casting off our (synthetic) clothes 

and running naked into the forest. Besides, there aren’t enough forests left.  As 801

Ophuls notes, we have lost the territory, knowledge, and traditions to return to a 

hunter-gatherer lifestyle; therefore, we must “recognize that the deep structural 

problems…[by preparing] arks, storehouses, and banks designed to preserve the 

	  Greer, Long Descent, 89.800

	  Gary Snyder points out that the “wilderness,” covering nearly 100 percent of  North 801

America only five centuries ago, is now only 2 percent of  the US (The Practice of  the Wild (New 
York: North Point Press, 1990), 15).
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persons, tools, and materials with which to retain or reconstitute some semblance 

of civilized life post-collapse.”  802

 Greer diagnoses this situation similarly. We may need to, for the most part, 

return to the energy sources available a few centuries ago,  but we do not have 803

to ignore the fact that “most of the billions of tons of metals extracted from deep 

within the Earth are now sitting conveniently on its surface, ready to be salvaged 

and put to new uses.”  How much of current technology can be maintained with 804

a trickle of fossil fuels and lots of salvaged metals? How much of it can be 

manufactured (“hand-made”) in decentralized cottage industries instead of 

ecologically destructive and socially unjust factories? These are the questions for 

a new generation of scholars. 

 Such a retooling of society requires a radically different education. 

Consider the skills and social circumstances that our great-grandparents knew so 

well, that also need to be salvaged and learned/taught:  805

• market gardening    
• garment sewing 
• home appliance repair 
• beer brewing 
• preventative medicine 
• home health care 

	  Ophuls, Immoderate, 67-68. 802

	  Before hailing “renewable energy” sources as saviors, it is worth considering the life 803

cycle of  the product. For example, as Greer points out, “Making a solar cell…requires large 
infusions of  diesel fuel first to mine the raw materials and then to ship them to the factory” (Greer, 
Long Descent, 18), not to mention powering the factory, and shipping the solar cells to retailers and 
consumers.

	  Greer, Long Descent, 159.804

	  Many of  the following points are suggested by Greer in Long Descent.805
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• living within walking (or bicycling) distance of work 
• living in an old-fashioned mixed-use neighborhood (homes, small 

businesses, library and other public facilities) 
• more bartering, less money 
• cottage industry 
• learning to deal with more illness and death 
• handicrafts 
• local politics (more involvement) 
• local leisure activities (local sports teams) 
• fraternal orders as a social safety net (supporting neighbors in times of 

need) 
• Community first (less individualism) 
• slide rule instead of calculator 
• salvage society 

All of this “looking backward to help us move forward” Greer calls retrovation, 

“the strategy of using the past as a resource for problem-solving in the present…. 

[Retrovation] is backformed from ‘retro’ + ‘innovation,’ but it’s also ‘re-trove-

ation,’ re-finding, rediscovery; an active process of searching through the many 

options the past provides, not a passive acceptance of some bygone time as a 

package deal.”  In addition to these “new” (old-fashioned) lifeways, we must 806

not forget to prepare our children for a changing world, a world in which sea level 

rise and climate extremes will only exacerbate the climate refugee problem over 

time and make the reinhabitation of place all the more challenging as patterns of 

stability (e.g., growing seasons) deteriorate. The old “lifeboat exercise” from the 

days of “values clarification” comes back into play. How many humans can a 

given bioregion support in a way that is healthy for the entire Community 

(carrying capacity)? What do you say to the destitute refugees who arrive at your 

door when your bioregion is at full capacity? Greer warns: “North America is 

	  John Michael Greer, “A Time for Retrovation,” The Archdruid Report (blog), September 806

21, 2016, accessed September 21, 2016, http://thearchdruidreport.blogspot.com.
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unusually vulnerable to a descent into rural anarchy because of its size, its 

dependence on automobiles, and its lack of a pre-petroleum infrastructure…. [I]t 

[also] doesn’t help that the United States…has a citizenry armed to the teeth.”  807

What is the Christian response to such rural anarchy? If Crist is right, that we 

need to scale down (reduce human population globally to something closer to one 

or two billion, and greatly reduce overall human consumption) and pull back 

(allow great swaths of territory to return to a wild, natural commons), how do we 

do that econormatively (Christianly)? 

 According to Arnold Toynbee, there are four standard moves that people 

use in a society where they feel trapped: detachment, such as creating an 

alternative community; transcendence, such as hoping to go to heaven; futurism, 

such as dreaming of a utopia; and archaism, such as trying to reclaim “the good 

ol’ days.”  Paul Kingsnorth and his family have chosen a kind of modified 808

detachment. After decades of watching his eco-activist efforts go nowhere, he 

asked himself: “What at this moment in history, would not be a waste of my 

time?” and came up with five “tentative” answers: 

1. Withdrawing: “Withdraw not with cynicism, but with a questing mind.” 
Take time to work out what is right. 

2. Preserving nonhuman life: “Create or protect a space for nonhuman 
nature to breathe easier.” 

3. Getting your hands dirty: “Practice human-scale convivial skills.” 
4. Insisting that nature has a value beyond utility. Share your story. 

	  Greer, Long Descent, 121.807

	  Cf. Greer’s summary of  Toynee’s ideas in “The Long View,” Ecosophia (blog),  July 3, 808

2019, accessed July 18, 2019, https://www.ecosophia.net/the-long-view.
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5. Building refuges: “What power do you have to preserve what is of value
—creatures, skills, things, places?”  809

Christianity and other religions have a tradition of withdrawal, of voluntary 

poverty for the sake of disengaging from an exploitative economy, and of 

preserving knowledge and skills during dark times. Is that what we should be 

doing: setting up monastic communities? If Progress is a ratchet, as Kingsnorth 

suggests, then how do we get away from it? 

Progress is a ratchet, every turn forcing us more tightly into the gears of a 
machine we were forced to create to solve problems created by progress. It 
is far too late to think about dismantling this machine in a rational manner
—and in any case who wants to? We can’t deny that it brings benefits to us, 
even as it chokes us and our world by degrees. Those benefits are what 
keep us largely quiet and uncomplaining as the machine rolls on.  810

 For some, like Aric McBay, watching the suffering of countless humans 

and nonhumans locally and globally is no longer an option. He advocates for 

Decisive Ecological Warfare (DEW): 

Humans aren’t going to do anything in time to prevent the planet from 
being destroyed wholesale. Poor people are too preoccupied by primary 
emergencies, rich people benefit from the status quo, and the middle class 
(rich people by global standards) are too obsessed with their own 
entitlement and the technological spectacle to do anything. The risk of 
runaway global warming is immediate. A drop in the human population is 
inevitable, and fewer people will die if collapse happens sooner.  811

Encouraging the collapse of Western civilization does not necessarily equate to 

violence, to ecoterrorism, but every bump down the slope of the Long Descent 

will hurt someone—lots of someones. Kingsnorth tries to avoid such harm in his 

	  Paul Kingsnorth, “Dark Ecology,” Orion (January 13, 2019), accessed April 8, 2020, 809

https://paulkingsnorth.net/2013/01/17/dark-ecology.

	  Kingsnorth, “Dark Ecology.”810

	  Aric McBay in Aric McBay, Lierre Keith, and Derrick Jensen, Deep Green Resistance 811

(New York: Seven Stories Press, 2011), 438-39.
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similar proposition. Beginning with Aldo Leopold’s famous “Land Ethic”—“A 

thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the 

biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” —he modifies it for the 812

age of ecocide: “Any action which hinders the advance of the human industrial 

economy is an ethical action, provided it does not harm life. Any action which 

knowingly and needlessly advances the human industrial economy is an unethical 

action.”  Kingsnorth concludes: 813

We know what the problem is. The problem is what we are all doing. The 
humans. Not just the rich, not just the poor, not just the West, not just the 
East. Not just the bad elites or the bad presidents. Not Them. All of us. 
   We are as gods, but we have failed to get good at it, and now we 
have run out of time. And we are not the gods we thought we would be. 
We are Loki, killing the beautiful for fun. We are Saturn, devouring our 
children. We are Moloch: come, feed your newborn into our fires.  814

6.3.  Econormative Educational Responses 

In the hugely self-centered, elaborately daydream-y yet completely 
innocent way that children have, I had sensed that I could be part of a 
greater life, a life that involved my whole body, not just my head in 
school. I had sensed that my small life might be capable of a nobility my 
parents didn’t suspect. 

—Tracy Cochran  815

	   Quoted in Paul Kingsnorth, “Life versus the Machine,” Orion 37, no. 4 (Winter 2018): 812

31.

	  Kingsnorth, “Life,” 32-33. Similarly, Wendell Berry, writing about the “interlocking 813

pattern” of  health on a farm between the soil, plants, animals, farmer, her family and community, 
says, “A bad solution is bad, then because it acts destructively upon the larger patterns in which it is 
contained…. A good solution is good because it is in harmony with those larger patterns”  
(“Solving for Pattern,” in Ecological Literacy, Stone and Barlow, 33.

	  Kingsnorth, “Life,” 33.814

	  Tracy Cochran, “A Shared World,” Parabola 39, no. 2 (Summer 2014): 8.815
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I didn’t know there was another me in the world. 
It seems that every time I smell a flower I see myself. 

—Jill, age 10  816

As Blomberg would say, we have played around in the muddy place where 

philosophy, religion, ecology, and education overlap, getting our hands dirty; 

dozens of problems have been posed, most poignantly how to educate our 

children in an age of ecocide; and now we must respond with a purpose (and with 

courage), with a spirit (direction) of healing and flourishing for all of creation, for 

mitakuye oyasin. There will not be a singular response, for the needs of every 

person, people, and bioregion will be different. Principles (“holding patterns,” 

“universals”) are helpful but are dressed differently in every situation. To offer an 

analytical (“pulled apart” just enough without breaking) response, the three 

subjects of what Blomberg calls the “triadic relationship” —student, teacher, 817

and curriculum—will be presented in econormative terms. All three are subjects, 

not objects, in their dynamic (sometimes chaotic) interrelationships with one 

another. 

 First, students. In The Re-Enchantment of Everyday Life, Thomas Moore 

sighs, “Imagine a form of education that does not try to change the child or 

transform it into an adult, but rather provides a place where the child can flourish 

as a child, where ‘education’ means ‘leading out’ the child, not the adult trapped 

	  Quoted in Richard Lewis, Living by Wonder (1998; repr., New York: Touchstone Center 816

Publications, 2006), 80.

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 4.817
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in the body of the child.”  Philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff says something 818

similar: “The child is not merely a lump of clay which we adults have the right to 

fashion as we please until, lo and behold, we breathe the breath of life into when 

he leaves our hands at commencement…. [T]he child is already a person, 

demanding love and respect.”  In the negative halves of their statements they are 819

critiquing the status quo, mass education, and then pointing to a better way, a way 

we have seen practiced in Indigenous Communities. 

 Bill Plotkin is literally a “voice in the wilderness” where he is trying to 

recreate these more econormative practices of human development for Euro-

Americans. He is striving to help every child “to learn her own dance of 

belonging”:  “The gift you carry for others is not an attempt to save the world 820

but to fully belong to it. It’s not possible to save the world by trying to save it. 

You need to find what is genuinely yours to offer the world before you can make 

it a better place.”  In this way Plotkin is learning from the Indigenous concepts 821

of “finding face, heart, and foundation” and helping non-Indigenous people 

experience them for themselves: “Being grounded in cultural history, and bonded 

to a specific place in nature, allows the child to make and believe a statement such 

as ‘We are the ones who are from this place and who have this relationship to 

each other, the land, and the other beings here. We belong here. I belong among 

	  Thomas Moore, The Re-Enchantment of  Everyday Life (New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 818

52.

	  Wolterstorff, “Curriculum,” 100-101.819

	  Bill Plotkin, Nature and the Human Soul (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2008), 89.820

	  Bill Plotkin, Soulcraft (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2003), 13.821
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us. I am one of us.’”  The first step of helping someone (of any age) find her gift 822

(“heart”) will only blossom if there is a Community to receive it (her “face”): 

“When a young person becomes socially and culturally self-reliant, when her 

natural curiosity emerges about the mysteries of life, the elders notice.”  That is 823

the second part of the triadic relationship, to be addressed below. Jacob Klapwijk 

puts the necessity of this interrelationality in philosophical terms: “Reason does 

not think. I think…. [T]he I is not a thing in itself…. [T]he human I is relational, 

dependent, and has no basis in itself. The I refers. It can only be constituted and 

thrive in encounters.”  Those encounters must be real, meaningful, not artificial, 824

virtual, second- or third-hand. Think of adolescents “struggling with their strong, 

gawky bodies and sexually exploding, embarrassed feelings,”  in Seerveld’s 825

words. Only a Community that recognizes and celebrates their unique gifts, a 

Community of love, will help them flourish: “children tend to model themselves 

after people whom they love or respect,” says Wolterstorff. “If the Christian 

school is not a community of love it cannot succeed.”  What Christian school is 826

not proud of being a community of love? But what are the adults modeling? Is the 

love organically grown from the power and personality of place, or are those 

“loving” Christian school teachers modeling what Paul Shepard calls the “familiar 

images of American society”: “Careless of waste, wallowing in refuse, 

	  Plotkin, Nature, 140.822

	  Plotkin, Soulcraft, 115.823

	  Klapwijk, Purpose, 198.824

	  Seerveld, Rainbows, 151.825

	  Wolterstorff, “Curriculum,” 118.826
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exterminating the enemies, having everything now and new, despising age, 

denying human natural history, fabricating pseudotraditions, swamped in the 

repeated personal crises of the aging preadolescent”?  To the contrary, Shepard 827

insists that “every child under ten has three ecological needs: 

1. architecturally complex play space shared with companions; 
2. a cumulative and increasingly diverse experience of non-human forms, 

animate and inanimate, whose taxonomic names and generic 
relationships he must learn; and 

3. occasional and progressively more strenuous excursions into the wild 
world where he may, in a limited way, confront the non-human.”  828

It is difficult to discuss the student without mentioning the Community of 

Teachers and the curriculum (path, place) she should follow to maturity. All three

—student, teacher, and curriculum—are ultimately inseparable. Here C. S. Lewis 

calls them child, grown-ups, and Weather: “Everyone begins as a child by liking 

Weather. You learn the art of disliking it as you grow up. Haven’t you ever 

noticed it on a snowy day? The grown-ups are all going about with long faces, but 

look at the children—and the dogs? They know what snow is made for.”  829

  Next, we turn to Teachers (remember: capitalized to emphasize 

humans and nonhumans). The relationship between a Teacher and a student is as 

varied as the People involved and changes with each meeting, but there are also 

reliable patterns that obtain over time. Good Teachers—econormative Teachers—

	  Paul Shepard, Nature and Madness (Athens, GA: University of  Georgia Press, 1982), 827

123-24.

	  Paul Shepard, The Tender Carnivore and the Sacred Game (Athens, GA: University of  828

Georgia Press, 1973), 267. Plotkin extends this kind of  curriculum throughout one’s whole life. Cf. 
his eight life stages and associated tasks in Nature and the Human Soul (chaps. 4-11).

	  C. S. Lewis, That Hideous Strength (1945, 1946; repr., New York: Scribner, 2003), 113.829
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are Mediators between the student and the larger world. This is seen with a child’s 

first teacher, its mother: “The mother’s role is to help mediate experience, and this 

means especially to help metabolize anxiety. It is as though the infant breathes in 

psychological oxygen through ‘lungs’ supplied by the mother.”  This mediating 830

role quickly expands to include trusted others such as siblings, grandparents, and 

the family dog, each instinctively becoming a porous barrier: thin enough to see 

(hear etc.) through, thick enough to provide protection. This “bubble” (Winnicott) 

grows with the child, adding more Others (as Teachers, Mediators) and ideally 

matching the “inner” pressure (keeping the child “fenced in” from experiencing 

too much too fast). The dynamic of this protective bubble changes constantly 

from within and without, so the teacher’s role as mediator (whether a mother for 

her newborn, or a community for an elder) never ends. Not opening the bubble 

enough leads to student frustration and rebellion; and opening it too quickly can 

cause floundering, lack of self-confidence, and harm. None of this delicate 

balancing can happen when one teacher has to simultaneously oversee 20 or 30 

students. Even after a mass teaching event (e.g., storytelling  a historical event 831

before 100 students), the impact of that lesson can only be determined and 

modified/personalized/applied one-on-one (e.g., having each student retell the 

	  Donald Kalsched, The Inner World of  Trauma (New York: Routledge, 1996), 33.830

	  Abram implores “that we begin to rejuvenate the arts of  telling, and of  listening, in the 831

context of  the living landscape where our lessons happen. For too long we have incarcerated the 
potent magic of  linguistic meaning within an exclusively human space of  signs” (David Abram, 
“Storytelling and Wonder,” Alliance for Wild Ethics website, accessed October 18, 2012, https://
wildethics.org/essay/storytelling-and-wonder). Abram, especially in his widely acclaimed The Spell 
of  the Sensuous, makes the case that the loss of  oral culture is a severe blow to being an integral part 
of  nature’s intercommunicative matrix. By insulating ourselves from the wildness around us (and 
within us) we have forgotten who we are and where we belong.
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story around her family hearth). Even so, not every home has someone gifted in 

being the mediator for every personality at every stage in life, hence the need for a 

Community of Teachers, all working together to be sure every child’s “bubble” is 

mediated appropriately.  

 Working with children is, in Jerome W. Berryman’s words, “a subtle art”: 

“Children do not reveal themselves on our timetable or by our standards of 

language….It takes a continuing game of Hide-and-Seek. The so-called ‘quality 

time’ many hope and plan for with children cannot be scheduled with any 

guarantee that the children will be ready when the adult is.”  Like any art, 832

anyone can try it and make some improvement with practice, but to truly master it 

requires far more than a handful of university classes and a brief “practice [or 

student] teaching” experience. Also, like any art, some seem to have an innate 

talent. Those children who met Charles Dodgson (a.k.a. Lewis Carroll) remember 

his relational talent fondly: “He was one us and never a grown-up pretending to 

be a child in order to preach to us, or otherwise instruct us.”  Dodgson’s 833

biographer expands on this talent to connect with children: “He treats children, 

both in his book [Alice in Wonderland] and in real life, as equals…. The element 

of respect and the absence of condescension are crucial, and Charles’s acceptance 

of the child as an equal makes all the difference, for it is these components that 

	  Berryman, Complete, 132. Berryman also adds, “God’s disclosure works the same 832

way” (ibid.). 

	  Quoted in Morton N. Cohen, Lewis Carroll: A Biography (London: Papermac, 1995), 833

316.
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render his books timeless.”  As Le Guin has noticed, “Children don’t mind you 834

talking over their heads—they’re used to it, and used to figuring it out. Anything 

is better than being talked down to.”   835

 With or without an innate talent, to master this art takes years of study 

under a wizened expert. To be clear: having gray hair does not automatically 

make one a mentor or an Elder (in the Native American sense of “respected 

leader”). As Shepard decries, “One of the first, and continuing, modern tragedies 

has been the replacement of the old man or woman as mentor and guide by 

written documents. Wisdom, however, does not come simply from living long 

enough. The individual who flunks adolescence cannot, as an adult, ripen with 

experience.”  In the West, we have largely lost the path (curriculum) for training 836

up an elder. Few are the Western educational traditions that train teachers via an 

apprenticeship with an adept (cf. Montessori and Steiner/Waldorf teacher 

training). Put simply: “one cannot teach what one is not…. [T]he most important 

and consistent thing we teach is who we are.”  837

 One of the most important things a master teacher can pass along to her 

apprentice is how to evoke the student’s furrowed brow. Maxine Greene knows 

this: “all depends upon a breaking free, a leap, and then a question. I would like to 

claim that this is how learning happens and that the educative task is to create 

	  Cohen, Lewis Carroll, 144-45.834

	  Le Guin, Cheek, 24.835

	  Shepard, Tender, 211.836

	  Derby, “Education,” 37.837
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situations in which the young are moved to begin to ask, in all the tones of voice 

there are, ‘Why?’”  Eyebrows knit, the student is hooked and, given the right 838

assistance, may give birth to a unique creation (cf. the maeutic way: Socrates’s 

idea of being the midwife in learning). But in order for this to happen, the student 

must trust the teacher: “teachers should be in the emotional connection game 

before they attempt to be in the pedagogy game…. [L]earning is an attachment 

dynamic[,]…you want to be like somebody[,]…you copy them.”  This is why 839

good teachers can inspire students to try things they would never otherwise have 

considered. As Amy Shuffelton writes, “If the student sees the material through 

the eyes of a teacher who values it, perhaps he will see the reason for actually 

learning. Subjects that seem dull or useless at first can become worthwhile when 

we see them through the eyes of someone who appreciates them, and we are more 

inclined to look twice at matters valued by a friend.”  Shuffelton broaches a 840

subject that has become taboo in modern educational discourse, the reality of 

teacher and student feelings for one another. As she points out, “no matter how 

impartial teachers strive to be in their affections, inevitably teachers like some 

students more than others.”  The same could be said about parents and children 841

(another taboo subject); but the problem here is not with teachers or parents but 

	  Greene, Releasing, 6.838

	  Gabor Maté in Amy Goodman, “Dr. Gabor Maté on the Stress-Disease Connection, 839

Addiction and the Destruction of  the American Childhood,” Democracy Now, December 25, 2012, 
accessed December 26, 2012, http://www.democracynow.org/2012/12/25/
dr_gabor_mat_on_the_ stress.

	  Amy Shuffelton, “On the Ethics of  Teacher-Student Friendships,” Philosophy of  840

Education (2011): 86-87. 

	  Shuffelton, “Ethics,” 85.841
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with the societal construct of school or family. Only a school-as-assembly-line 

would expect a teacher to have the same (neutral? equal?) feeling-weighted 

interactions with each of her many students. Only a society of nuclear families 

would expect a parent to love all her children equally. In a Community-as-Teacher 

and Community-as-Family setting, an adult (or any teacher) and child (or any 

student) who do not get along are free to look elsewhere for that relationship. 

 The third part of the triad, curriculum, is born of that relationship between 

Teacher and student. Put abstractly, going from a one-dimensional subject (a 

point) to two one-dimensional subjects not only creates another dimension but 

also a third subject appears: the relationship (1 + 1 = 3?). Less obtusely, once one 

entity recognizes another, the third, their relationship, is already there. And it 

grows as the teacher introduces the student to something new, and the student 

does the same (becoming the teacher of the teacher), perhaps revealing her gift, 

and together they introduce that gift to the larger Community. And soon the 

connections are too many to count. That is curriculum. Of course, because we are 

finite creatures, each connectional focus means we are not focusing on something 

else, “a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing,” as Elliot Eisner puts it. He 

continues:  

One such function [of the curriculum] is that [it] provides frames for 
reading the world. These frames, theories, concepts, images, and 
narratives parse the world in particular ways. Becoming socialized within 
a culture means acquiring these frames, for they allow you to join and 
participate in a discourse community, where discourse refers to the sharing 
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of any form in which meaning is encoded and can be decoded. Common 
frames make a shared way of life possible.   842

Eisner’s words include the two major curricular concerns for educators: which 

frames etc. do we choose to parse the world with, and, having done so, which 

parts of the parsing (subjects, disciplines, units of study) do we require as 

common knowledge (given we cannot teach everyone everything)? 

 Richard Lewis reminds us that children come to us with an ecological 

(holistic) way of knowing: 

This ability of children to easily enter into the life of something other than 
themselves—to exchange their own mind for the mind of another—grows 
not only out of their innate playfulness, but out of a fluidity and plasticity 
of thought that is, in many ways, an inborn poetic gift. It is, perhaps, a way 
of seeing in which the seer does not distinguish between herself and the 
nature outside of her, an imaginative grasping of the whole of life before it 
becomes separated into subject matters and academic disciplines. One 
might think of it as a wilderness of thought that encompasses a multitude 
of growing worlds, each connected and dependent on the other—a truly 
ecological means of thinking and perceiving.  843

Is there a way to shepherd a child into analytical thinking without her losing this 

holistic, “ecological” way of experiencing the world—like helping a boy chorister 

keep his upper range even as his voice changes in puberty? Do ecological and 

analytical thought need to be mutually exclusive? An econormative curriculum 

ought to foster the third part of this epistemological interaction, i.e., exercise the 

relationship between zooming-in (analytical) and zooming-out (holistic, 

ecological) ways of knowing. Zooming in reveals the details; zooming out 

provides the context; both together enrich each other’s meaning/being. As we 

	  Eisner, Arts, 85.842

	  Richard Lewis, “A Wilderness of  Thought,” Orion 32, no. 4 (July/August 2013): 28.843
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have seen, it is not that Western scholarship is analytical and Indigenous is 

holistic, but that Western epistemologies favor reductive (decontextualized) 

explanations and Indigenous epistemologies move more fluidly between the two: 

e.g., zooming in to identify thousands of individual plants and parts, and zooming 

out to understand their gifts for the whole regional Community. By contrast, 

Western science zooms in to identify a chemical substance and then zooms out 

only far enough to determine its human (anthropocentric) use. Blomberg 

compares the two approaches this way: “The quest of theory is certainty in all 

situations; that of wisdom is context-sensitive judgment.”  844

 Long before a student is taught to analyze, the contextual view, the view 

bursting with a broader being/meaning and demanding a judgment of responsible 

action, should be kindled in a child’s education. For Rachel Carson it is a 

curriculum of wonder and beauty: 

For the child, and for the parent seeking to guide him, it is not half so 
important to know as to feel. If facts are the seeds that later produce 
knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions and the impressions of the 
senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds must grow. The years of early 
childhood are the time to prepare the soil. Once the emotions have been 
aroused—a sense of the beautiful, the excitement of the new and the 
unknown, a feeling of sympathy, pity, admiration or love—then we wish 
for knowledge about our emotional response. Once found, it has lasting 
meaning. It is more important to pave the way for the child to want to 
know than to put him on a diet of facts he is not ready to assimilate.  845

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 157.844

	  Quoted from Carson’s The Sense of  Wonder, in “A Case for Wonder,” by Christopher 845

Norment, Orion 35, no. 6 (November/December 2016): 17.
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And how better to arouse the emotions than through story, through what 

Blomberg calls “narrationality”?  Kieran Egan’s work on the role of the 846

imagination in learning has highlighted the importance of story: “students’ 

imaginations are more readily stimulated by content that engages their emotions 

than by content that doesn’t. The tool we have for dealing with knowledge and 

emotions together is the story.”  But, as Egan comments on this “narrative 847

mode”: “Developing the narrative mode of the mind tends to receive less 

emphasis in schools because it is not seen to be productive, in the way that 

developing logico-mathematical skills is seen to be productive. The utilitarian role 

of schools communicates itself to children very readily. Nearly all children when 

asked why they go to school reply ‘To get a job.’”  The industrial-education-to-848

industrial-jobs pipeline has never been a healthy, normative milieu for humans, 

and now its damaging effects on the broader planetary Community are becoming 

readily apparent.  849

 Storytelling, as every Indigenous culture knows, is not a mere pastime but 

the way we learn best: “it has been rediscovered that we make sense of the world 

and of our experience in narratives, that we can recall items in narrative structures 

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 143.846

	  Egan, Imagination, 71. Similarly, Vivian Gussin Paley writes, “Whenever we are 847

reminded that there may be a story involved, our minds seem to loosen up and work better” (A 
Child’s Work (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2004), 91).

	  Egan, Imagination, 64.848

	  Western civilization’s so-called “developed” nations like to pretend they are “post-849

industrial” economies because their workers are more engaged in “information technology” than 
dirty factory jobs, but the ugly truth is that even the glistening Information Age is wholly 
dependent on cheap industrial labor, whether through an immigrant work force (agricultural 
industry) or building factories in less regulated countries.
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better than in logically organized lists, that we more profoundly code knowledge 

in our memories by affective than by logical associations, that young children deal 

more readily and flexibly with metaphor than do older, schooled children.”  And 850

not just any story will do; they must be econormative; remember Abram's words 

(quoted above) that we can only “restore the health and integrity of the local 

earth” by “restorying” it. An education for restor(y)ing will begin with the story—

myth, narrative—that, in Trebbe Johnson’s words, “offers us a map by which we 

can find our way”: 

Many people have defined myth in many ways (and far more accurately 
than the current popular usage, which means, simply, “false belief”), but 
none has captured the essence better than the child who said, “A myth is 
something that’s make-believe on the outside and true on the inside.”… 
Myths are narrative tapestries that depict the universal soul story. 
Although they relate cosmic problems and earth-shifting solutions, the 
motivations, dilemmas, solutions, and passageways they describe give us 
clues about how to approach our own most human dilemmas.  851

We must choose our stories carefully. For Euro-Americans it means questioning 

our stories of “heroic discovery”: “As a norm or expectation of ambition…heroic 

	  Egan, Imagination, 63. Barry Lopez writes, “the Achilles heel of  human consciousness 850

[is]…the lapse and disintegration of  memory. We repeatedly lose touch with what we intend our 
lives to stand for. To protect us the elders must constantly reacquaint us with our ideals. The genius 
behind this Paleolithic invention—story—is this: when we lose our way, a particular story can 
remind us once again of  where we intended to go, and do it before disaster overtakes 
us” (introduction to “I, Snow Leopard,” by Jidi Majia, Orion 35, no. 4 & 5 (July/August & 
September/October 2016): 85).

	  Trebbe Johnson, The World Is a Waiting Lover (Novato, CA: New World Library, 2005), 851

263n1. Joseph Campbell, the notable twentieth-century mythologist, defines myth this way: “Myth 
basically serves four functions. The first is the mystical function…. Myth opens the world to the 
dimension of  mystery, to the realization of  the mystery that underlies all forms.... If  mystery is 
manifest through all things, the universe becomes, as it were, a holy picture.... The second is a 
cosmological dimension, the dimension with which science is concerned—showing you what the 
shape of  the universe is, but showing it in such a way that the mystery again comes through.... The 
third function is the sociological one—supporting and validating a certain social order…. [The] 
fourth function of  myth...is the pedagogical function, of  how to live a human lifetime under any 
circumstances” (with Bill Moyers, The Power of  Myth, ed. Betty Sue Flowers (New York: Anchor 
Books, 1988), 38-39).
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discovery is potentially ruinous, and maybe insane. It is one of the versions of our 

obsession with ‘getting to the top.’… [O]ur own culture places an absolute 

premium upon various kinds of stardom. This degrades and impoverishes 

ordinary life, ordinary work, and ordinary experience.”  For Christians this 852

means testing our favorite biblical and more recent heroic (saints) stories against 

econormative (creational) principles. Do they encourage “reinhabitation—

learning to live well in a place…which involves uncoupling from the predominate 

industrial-consumption-based form of human interaction with the earth?”  853

Educator Nathan Hensley wants to “let nature become our mentor” by helping 

students to identify with their “ecological address,” what Wendell Berry calls 

one’s “natural neighborhood,” and to bring care, protection, and healing to places 

that have been “disrupted and injured through past exploitation” (quoting 

bioregionalists Berg and Dasmann). The nonhuman world, as a mentor, shapes us. 

Hensley quotes David Orr: “knowledge of a place—where you are and where you 

come from—is intertwined with knowledge of who you are. Landscape, in other 

words, shapes mindscape.” This ought to sound familiar. After all, as we heard 

above, we are place (being is meaning). 

	  Wendell Berry, Life Is a Miracle (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2000), 57.852

	  Nathan Hensley, “CIDER: An Acronym for Understanding the Educational 853

Possibilities for Bioregionalism,” Journal of  Sustainability Education 4 (January 2013), accessed 
September 10, 2019, https://www.susted.org. Quotes in the next few sentences are from this 
article. CIDER stands for “Connecting to our ‘life place,’ Inquiring into the interplay of  cultural 
and ecological landscapes within the bioregion, Decentralizing, Emphasizing natural boundaries, 
Reinhabiting as a culminating concept and practice” (ibid.).
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6.4.  Sketching an Econormative Educational Philosophy 

The main goal of…education is to help the children feel at home in the 
world. 

—M. C. Richards  854

Of all things I want for [my children], connection to place and a sense of 
knowing how they fit into this world usurps all others. 

—Ben Hewitt  855

A Christian systematic pursuit of wisdom—philosophy—like the Jewish tradition 

before it, ought to be grounded in a celebration of creation, of place, of the local 

land in all its beauty and Community.  Anything that denigrates or destroys that 856

land-based Community, that tears apart the carefully woven strands of creation, is 

therefore neither wise nor Christian. A philosophy that does grow out of the local 

soil and draws on a timeless tradition like Christianity has the potential to become 

econormative, to become a blessing to the land. An econormative educational 

philosophy, branching from that trunk, is the systemization of the wisdom guiding 

the many different Members of that local Community to the fullness of their 

individual and communal roles in bringing that part of creation to its flourishing, 

to its greater reflection of the Creator. The Hebrews called it shalom, a concept 

that encompasses Blomberg’s wisdom curriculum, Noddings’s care ethic, and 

Palmer’s community of truth. 

	  M. C. Richards, Towards Wholeness, 108.854

	  Hewitt, Home Grown, 13855

	  Paul Shepard, in Nature and Madness, contests this: “In a Semitic storm god they found 856

a traveling deity who was everyplace and therefore not bound by location” (51).
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 The temptation of power, of controlling the flux and chaos of reality to 

one’s advantage, afflicts philosophers particularly in the epistemic state of 

abstraction. In terms of Blomberg’s 3Ps, we get stuck in the second P, problem-

posing, spinning theories in academia’s “ivory tower” without drawing them from 

real-world experience (play) or applying them to real-world needs (purposeful 

response). The rhythm of immersion, withdrawal, and return stalls at the 

withdrawal. Noddings notes it: “The sheer volume of educational research can be 

overwhelming, and there is strong evidence that teachers pay little attention to 

it.”  Do teachers even have the time? Too often we live by the “tyranny of the 857

urgent.” The challenges of education—its infinite permutations—are much easier 

to solve and control in theory. 

 In Philosophy of Education Noddings posits four questions that “every 

society must answer”: “What should be the aims or purposes of education? Who 

should be educated? Should education differ according to natural interests and 

abilities? What role should the state play in education?”  These address the who 858

and how of education. The present study has identified a number of tensions 

within Western (Christian) educational settings, some of which overlap with 

Noddings’s concerns: liberating individual gifts vis-à-vis conserving Social 

traditions; folk knowledge vis-à-vis secondary (academic, scientific) knowledge; 

analytic (abstract, theoretical) knowing vis-à-vis holistic (whole-body) knowing; 

	  Noddings, Philosophy, 132.857

	  Noddings, Philosophy, 1.858
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identifying with place (local bioregion) vis-à-vis awareness of global ecological 

needs; lifting the poor from destitution vis-à-vis reducing human 

overconsumption; and, particular to Christians, being at home in creation vis-à-vis 

anticipating the “kingdom of God.” Given a this-world focus, a religion of 

creation, and taking the ecological reports seriously, educational philosophers 

striving for econormativity have little time for the ivory tower. Thunberg’s 

sentiments must echo in our halls: “We shouldn’t be talking about anything else.” 

 In the Reformational (Christian) tradition, where being is meaning 

(Dooyeweerd), we can begin our philosophizing with neither the autonomous 

individual nor the objective mind, for they are not so unmoored as the Greco-

Western tradition would have us believe. Instead, not unlike Native American 

philosophy, we must begin with place, with the “cobwebbic” interconnectivity of 

all of creation and its ultimate referentiality: “The Creator made us!” Only when 

we recognize the complexity of creational “holding patterns” (Olthuis) as the 

context for our everyday experience (including our sense of individuality and our 

theoretical thoughts) can we set the stage for properly educating one another 

throughout all the stages of life. Only when we “go to ground” (zugrunde gehen) 

by seeking the health of as many aspects of creation as possible can we hear the 

“ocean of meaningfulness” (Basden) that is our Teacher. It is this experience of 

Ultimate Meaning flowing through creation that we call the Christ Mystery 

(Rohr).   
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 What good is a Christian curriculum if you can’t drink your local water? 

What good is a classroom full of computers when their production, use, and 

disposal are dependent on a web of social and ecological injustices? We can no 

longer pretend it isn’t all connected. When we do pretend, when our so-called 

Christian schools are full of the evidences of ecocide, then the hidden curriculum 

proclaims the Differential Imperative; we are teaching human-nonhuman 

apartheid. To reverse course, to go beyond this destructive way of living 

(metanoia, or more holistically, epistrophē ) is to once again be at home in the 859

world, and not in the abstract sense of “the planet,” but to once again become 

Indigenous to one’s local place/land: education for re-Indigenization. From this 

sense of groundedness we can revisit those educational tensions. After all, 

sometimes a philosophy, like a religious creed, is framed by the pressing issues of 

the day. 

 The myth of the autonomous (independent, rugged) individual. Our 

Indigenous siblings know better. It is more than just “humans are a social species” 

(cf. E. O. Wilson). We are interrelational and interdependent to the core. An 

econormative education must build Community by identifying and developing 

individual gifts which, in turn, modify the Community: reciprocity and 

mutualism. This is emphatically not being done in Western education. The only 

true individuals are dropping out. Everyone else must play the Game of School to 

	  Whereas metanoia refers to a change of  mind, epistrophē implies a turning of  the whole 859

body (Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of  Old and New Testament Words). My thanks to Robert Ruark, 
formerly an archpriest in the Eastern Orthodox Church, for pointing this out to me. 
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find their place in the exploitative Western imperial monoculture (exercising some 

approximation of their gifts only if they are lucky). A truly mutualistic individual-

Community education only happens at the human scale, where every individual is 

a valued (known, loved) member of the local Community. In this way, important 

traditions are carried forward (even as unimportant ones drift away) and 

innovations are welcomed and tested for their benefit to the whole Community. 

As Noddings writes, “We want people to be able to resist the demands of the 

community for conformity or orthodoxy, and we also want them to remain within 

the community, accepting its binding myths, ideas, and commitments.”  860

 The myth of the superiority of scientific knowledge. In the Western academy, 

the “hard” sciences are considered more reliable than the “soft” ones, and most all 

Western knowledge is more reliable than superstitious, non-Western knowledge. 

Yet, as seen above in Chapter 5, that “superstitious” knowledge is often composed 

of observations and experiments conducted and handed down over generations: 

astronomy, botany, psychology, spirituality, and much more (often interrelated and 

not fragmented into separate “sciences”). The line between folk knowledge and 

secondary (scientific) knowledge is often as blurred as that between what is and is 

not considered to be wisdom. An econormative curriculum will need to 

continually wrestle with the validity of local knowledges and applicability of 

more “universal” knowledge. For example, it does no one any good if one 

	  Noddings, Challenge, 118.860
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bioregion dumps its toxic waste on another. Local ways of living in healthy 

Community must also fit into the larger continental and global Community. 

 The myth of the superiority of theoretical (abstract, analytical) thought. Part 

of what supposedly makes scientific knowledge superior is that it is founded in 

analysis, abstraction, and/or theory formation. The human talent for such 

temporarily decontextualized thinking is indeed powerful, and so is the temptation 

to stay there, to live out of that amputated (virtual) reality. Blomberg critiques this 

half-life: “While the theory-into-practice paradigm promises us certainty about 

what is true at all times and in all places, wisdom counsels a humble sensitivity to 

the moment-by-moment demands of particular situations. It accepts that 

ambiguity and uncertainty are intrinsic to our present condition.”  Rather than 861

standardized “certainties” (“one right answer”) taught today, we need more 

lessons in whole-body, experiential, “humble sensitivity.” 

 The temptation of parochialism. The antidote to a globalized, hegemonic 

monoculture is not a return to warring city-states. We need societal fragmentation 

no more than epistemological fragmentation. The econormative call for 

decentralized, bioregional (local) and human-scale societies is an attempt to 

reinvigorate Community at every level: bioregional within ecoregional within 

global. Educational opportunities must flow up and down that scale and across the 

trading routes between bioregions. We can learn to be proud of being both part of 

the local clan/tribe and an Earthling. 

	  Blomberg, Wisdom, 197.861
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 Educating for eco-justice. C. A. Bowers has literally written the book on 

“the need for non-Western cultures to attain a more adequate material standard of 

living without being forced to adopt the Western model of development.”  862

Econormativity demands that we reduce the human impact on the Earth. This 

requires scaling down and pulling back (Crist), but it should never require the 

continued and avoidable suffering of our fellow human beings while those of us 

in wastefully “developed” countries continue to draw down far more than our fair 

share of “resources” in order to maintain our comfortable “standard of living.” We 

are responsible to both our local and global Communities.  

 Christians bear a particular responsibility for historically siding with empire 

and its ecocidal tendencies. Followers of Jesus ought to take to lives of simplicity 

and love of all Neighbors naturally;  we generally don’t. Nonetheless, there are 863

minority positions throughout church history demonstrating voluntary poverty, 

alternative communities, and eco-awareness (cf. Hildegard of Bingen and Francis 

of Assisi). Over the last century strong networks of Christian schools  have 864

struggled for their place in society, but, as repeatedly shown above, they have not 

distinguished themselves from their non-religious (public school) counterparts in 

relation to econormative principles. 

	  Bowers, Educating, viii.862

	  Keesmat and Walsh write, “Precisely those who are deemed shameful in the empire 863

are those whom the Christian communities are called to honor the most” (Romans, 89).

	  Cf. Christian Schools International (CSI), Association of  Christian Schools 864

International (ACSI), Catholic, and homeschooling.
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 An econormative (Christian) philosophy of education cannot by definition 

provide a monolithic template for schools around the globe to follow. Even the 

eleven econormative principles offered herein are no more than a partial list of 

talking points intended to jar us loose from our current ecocidal trajectory. How 

we create educational settings—schools and classrooms or otherwise—going 

forward must be reconsidered from the ground up in tandem with the restructuring 

of all human society as we aim to create an ecological civilization. “Civilization” 

in the sense of countless cultures holding in common the goal of humbly living 

our limited, balanced part in creation; and “ecological” in the sense that every 

bioregion is home to decentralized, unique expressions of that local Community. 

Every place, empowered by the spirit of the Creator, incarnates a personality. 

Every child in that place deserves to be educated in a way that helps her find her 

heart, offer her face to that Community, and grow deep roots into the Creator’s 

foundational presence in that land-place-People. 
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Conclusion: Getting There from Here 

We are all indigenous to this planet. 
—Gary Snyder  865

Whether we are Swiss or Mayan or American, the indigenous soul, 
threatened all over the globe, still lives inside each of us. 

—Martin Prechtel  866

Re-indigenization…means to rebuild that which was there before that 
[five hundred years of colonization] happened, both in the form of human 
cultures and in the form of bringing back the biodiversity that existed prior 
to the colonization. 

—John Mohawk  867

Notice that John Mohawk, in the quote above, does not suggest we return to pre-

colonial times but that we rebuild what was lost. We can do that rebuilding—

including reeducating—from three positions along a continuum: from within 

Western (global) civilization, from without, or somewhere in the middle. Each 

position will employ both positive and negative elements, both constructive 

(including the maintenance of those things worth preserving) and destructive.  868

An educational philosophy true to its name (sophia) cannot remain stalled in the 

theoretical mode. Principles and patterns will only take us so far. Therefore this 

concluding chapter is a continuation of the purposeful response to the many 

	  Snyder, “Rediscovery,” 462.865

	  Prechtel, Secrets, xiii.866

	  John Mohawk in Greg Cajete, John Mohawk, and Julio Valladolid Rivera, “Re-867

Indigenization Defined,” in Original Instructions, Nelson, 254.

	  Much of  the dunamis of  this chapter comes from my childhood memories of  the early 868

1970s (and tales of  the 1960s) and the reformational intensity of  Harry Schat, Don Corey, Charlie 
Adams, my parents (Pete Andreas and Kay Pech), my grandfather (Glenn A. Andreas) and his 
close friend Evan Runner; the inspirational words of  Pete Steen, Jim Skillen, and Bernie Zylstra; 
and the formation of  the Institute for Christian Studies in Toronto.
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problems posed throughout this study. As stated near the beginning, it is an act of 

philosophical imaginativity; we must try to imagine a way of living and educating 

that is neither anachronistic nor science fiction (technomessianism). 

 I began this dissertation by discussing a “worst case scenario”—not in a 

lunatic tone but with the intention of properly educating the next generation for 

the turbulent, even unprecedented, times ahead. To the contrary, as Ophuls 

observes, “humanity [seems to]…be going all in on a bet that we can preserve 

industrial civilization in its current form,”  when we should be transitioning to a 869

“more simple, decentralized way of life”: 

We face a stark choice. We can expand our waning stocks of fossil fuels, 
our scarce capital, and our limited political will in a vain attempt to 
maintain industrial civilization as it exists, or we can use those same 
resources to effect a necessary transition to a radically different type of 
civilization. But we cannot do both, and we must choose reasonably soon. 
For if we follow the line of least political and societal resistance and 
wager everything on an attempt to preserve our energy-intensive, mass-
consumptive way of life, we will go bankrupt energetically. Without the 
resources to make the transition, deep collapse will become inescapable. 

Although Ophuls admits that a less energy-intensive, agrarian lifestyle “would not 

be luxurious[,]…it need not be penurious provided we aim for it now” (emphasis 

original). Yet can we overcome industrial civilization’s “sheer inertia, vested 

interests, ideological blinders, the shortcomings of the human mind, or the extent 

to which we are all increasingly entangled in the trappings of modern life”? 

 As usual, Greer, with his knack for encyclopedic overview, sets the stage: 

	  William Ophuls, “What Can Give Us Hope?,” William Ophuls website, accessed July 869

27, 2019, https://www.ophuls.org/essays. All quotes in this paragraph are from this essay.
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Human limits, not human power, define the situation we face today 
because the technological revolutions and economic boom times that most 
modern people take for granted were a product, not of science or such 
impressive intangibles as “the human spirit,” but simply a brief period of 
extravagance in which we squandered half a billion years of stored 
sunlight. The power we claimed, in other words, was never really ours, 
and we never “conquered” nature; instead, we raided as much of her 
carbon assets as we could reach and went on a spending spree three 
centuries long. Now the bills are coming due, the balance left in the 
account won’t meet them and the remaining question is how much of what 
we bought with all that carbon will still be ours when nature’s foreclosure 
proceedings finish with us.  870

Greer’s response to our predicament is the middle of the aforementioned 

continuum: in civilization but not of it. After all, where else is there to go? As 

Hedges points out, “In the past, when civilizations went belly-up through greed, 

mismanagement, and the exhaustion of natural resources, human beings migrated 

somewhere else to pillage anew. But this time the game is over. There is nowhere 

else to go…. Collapse this time around will be global.”  Even if one wanted to 871

return to a hunter/gatherer lifeway, where would one go? It certainly cannot be 

recommended for millions or billions of people to try; there is no longer enough 

open (public, common) land left on the globe. Put differently, as Kirkpatrick Sale 

says, “You can’t throw anything away because there is no ‘away.’”  Instead, 872

Greer calculates a more reasonable response in light of these four additional 

factors: 

	  John Michael Greer, The Ecotechnic Future (Gabriola Island, BC: New Society 870

Publishers, 2009), 219-20.

	  Hedges, Death, 202.871

	  Kirkpatrick Sale, Dwellers in the Land (1991; repr.,  Athens, GA: University of  Georgia 872

Press, 2000), 118.
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• no other energy source available to our species combines the high net 

energy, high concentration, and great abundance that a replacement for 

fossil fuel would need; 

• [there is] only one viable alternative, which is to decrease our energy 

use, per capita and absolutely, to get our energy needs down to levels 

that could be maintained over the long term on renewable sources; 

• civilizations take an average of one to three centuries to complete the 

process of decline and fall; and 

• [we can choose] to make the descent in a controlled way, beginning 

now…. Starting right away to practice the skills, assemble the 

resources, and following the lifeways that will be the key to survival in 

a deindustrializing world offers the best hope of getting through the 

difficult years ahead with some degree of dignity and grace.  873

Greer is adamant that the choice is not “between the benefits of industrial 

societies and the supposed squalor and misery of preindustrial life.”  He would 874

have us strive for a third way, an ecotechnic society.  To educate for this middle 875

path requires a commitment to live within limits: 

	  John Michael Greer, Collapse Now and Avoid the Rush (Danville, IL: Founders House, 873

2015), 138-41.

	  Greer, Ecotechnic, 32874

	  Greer is not as optimistic about the appearance of  an ecological civilization as Crist. He 875

aims for the creation of  a society, or many different ecotechnic societies. Perhaps Crist would call a 
string of  such societies a civilization.
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• Energy: Fossil fuel use must be almost entirely eliminated immediately 

because of its effect on climate  and its value over the long term. To 876

maintain any semblance of modern technology will require stretching 

the remaining supplies over many thousands (millions?) of years.  877

• Food: Since “industrial food production is humanity’s most ecologically 

destructive activity,”  we must abolish (boycott) industrial agriculture 878

as soon as possible and teach our children how to grow, raise, and forage 

for their own food.  A chaotic climate makes such seasonal activities 879

more challenging. 

• Human population: With global population growth and migration to 

cities trending the wrong way, the next generation must be prepared to 

	  According to one study, it will take approximately 400,000 years for Earth to absorb 876

the carbon dioxide that we are emitting. That period of  time could be broken down as follows: the 
unseasonable climate variations (“climate chaos”) could last 200 years, followed by approximately 
1300 years of  moving toward stabilization. This, in turn, would be followed by about 398,500 
years in which sea levels top out, all ice sheets have melted, the coastlines will stabilize, and the 
Earth begins to cool down (Frank Landis, Hot Earth Dreams (North Charleston, SC: CreateSpace, 
2016), 35, 250).

	  We must also be educated about alternative energy options. For example, Richard 877

Smith reports that electric vehicles are not as “clean” as advertised. While an electric car may have 
zero emissions when driving down the road, “it turns out that the production of  electric cars is 
even more polluting than the production of  petrol-powered cars—a lot more” (“Elon Musk’s 
Electric Planet-Suicide Vehicle,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. B (2020): 50). The true test is a life-
cycle comparison of  the two, and Smith quotes a study that “concludes that, from cradle to grave, 
electric vehicles produce around 47-9% of  greenhouse gas emissions of  comparable petrol 
powered vehicles” (ibid., 51). But half  as bad is not good enough when we must eliminate all such 
emissions. Smith’s solution is more significant: “immediately begin shutting down fossil fuel 
production, stop new drilling, stop producing and registering fossil fuel powered vehicles, 
drastically curb air travel, ration fossil fuels, curtail manufacturing and construction” (ibid., 48).

	  Crist, Abundant, 173.878

	  Greer reminds us of  the learning curve: “Subsistence farming is more than a full-time 879

job; it requires a firm command of  a range of  technical skills most middle-class people these days 
have never encountered, much less had the opportunity to learn” (Long Descent, 126).
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have few (or no) children, more adoptions, create small communities,  880

and face the ethical challenges of immigrants.  881

In light of these and other exigent restrictions, our children will be in charge of 

restructuring society. For example, Crist argues for the abolition of the nation-

state. After all, she says, “Nation-states empower and authorize economic 

industries—intensive agriculture, concentrated animal feeding operations, mining, 

forestry, fishing, infrastructure and manufacturing—to ravage places and 

Earthlings.”  As an alternative, she presents a more cosmopolitan 882

bioregionalism:  

[The bioregions] will stay connected through modest high-quality trade, in 
the exchange of ideas, discoveries and inventions, for the sake of times of 
need (such as from natural disasters), through inter-bioregional travel and 
migration, and in the name of hospitality, curiosity, learning, mutual 
benefit and love of Earth and all humanity…. [Ultimately, she] envision[s] 
bioregional life as neo-indigenous, pooling human attainments across 

	  Sale draws on historical anthropology when he says that “the human animal 880

throughout its history—regardless of  continent, climate, culture, or character—seems to have 
favored clusters of  500 to 1,000 people for the basic village or intimate settlement and 5,000 to 
10,000 for the larger tribal association or extended community” (Dwellers, 64). Five hundred to a 
thousand is large enough where people can specialize (differentiate) yet small enough where 
everyone needs to know and be proficient at essential tasks (like gathering and/or hunting food). 

	  Human overpopulation and the migration of  human populations are difficult issues 881

that our students must be prepared to wrestle with. For instance, as Philip Cafaro and Jane 
O’Sullivan write, “the current UK population is already using three times the nation’s biocapacity” 
(“How Should Ecological Citizens Think About Immigration?,” The Ecological Citizen 3, no. 1 
(2019): 87). Should they continue to allow in immigrants? When Tanzania, for example, “is on 
track to increase its population from 57 million in 2017 to 278 million by 2100” (ibid., 89), and 
assuming Tanzania’s biocapacity cannot support that increase, should the UK offer to accept 
immigrants? Welcoming fellow human beings seems like the ethical thing to do, but ethical for 
whom? A decrease in the number of  humans in the UK would be consonant with an increase in 
ecological healing and flourishing, and Europe in general is lowering human population over time. 
Is the UK responsible for Tanzania’s population choices? Cafaro and O’Sullivan affirm that 
“racism is abhorrent…. The ecological arguments for restricting immigration have nothing to do 
with race or ethnic identity” (ibid.). These are horribly difficult decisions, and any child growing up 
in today’s world needs to be prepared to think through them.

	  Eileen Crist, “For Cosmopolitan Bioregionalism,” The Ecological Citizen 3, suppl. C 882

(2020): 23.
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cultures and times and integrating traditional and modern ways of 
knowing.   883

These political ideas have obvious economic effects. Mainly, as Sale says, the 

“economy…would not be a different thing from the ecology.”  Specifically, he 884

envisions an industry comprised of local crafters and artisans, natural materials 

and nonpolluting processes, and focused on durability and quality. Samuel 

Alexander explains the importance of “degrowth”:  

if the global economy is to operate within the sustainable carrying 
capacity of the planet, this requires (among other things) the richest 
nations to initiate a degrowth process of planned economic contraction, on 
the path to a “steady state” economy of stable and sustainable biophysical 
throughput. Obviously, the poorest nations would also need to achieve 
some “steady state” in time, but first their economic capacities must be 
developed in some appropriate form to ensure basic needs for all are 
met.   885

His suggestion is to build post-capitalist economies “from below” beginning with 

non-monetary forms of a sharing economy; renewing the household economy by 

changing it “from being merely a place of consumption, to becoming a place of 

production and self provision”; moving toward a localized, bioregional economy; 

and “moving away from profit-maximizing corporations (often owned by 

absentee shareholders), towards an economy where worker cooperatives, 

community enterprises and not-for-profit models are the dominant forms of 

economic organization, paying people living wages but reinvesting surpluses back 

	  Crist, “Cosmopolitan,” 28.883

	  Sale, Dwellers, 69.884

	  Samuel Alexander, “Post-capitalism by Design Not Disaster,” The Ecological Citizen 3, 885

suppl. B (2020): 16.
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into the local community.”  This presents an entirely different goal for career 886

education than we currently have in place. Hedges sees this: “Ironically, the 

universities have trained hundreds of thousands of graduates for jobs that soon 

will not exist. They have trained people to maintain a structure that cannot be 

maintained.”  887

 The US may be under the spell of a consumeristic monoculture, but it 

contains a vast array of local and regional “personalities.” Some places will be 

easier to “convert” and modify to bioregionalism, degrowth, etc. than others. Our 

students need to “ponder the questions of how the present social world is possible 

and how it can be made impossible.”  Remember Kingsnorth’s proverb, quoted 888

above: “Any action which hinders the advance of the human industrial economy 

is an ethical action, provided it does not harm life. Any action which knowingly 

and needlessly advances the human industrial economy is an unethical action.”  889

Similarly, Judi Bari argues that “serious ecologists must be revolutionaries”;  890

however, she adheres strictly to neither Marx nor violence. For Bari, 

	  Alexander, “Post-capitalism,” 19.886

	  Hedges, Empire, 113.887

	  Clark, Between, 21 (emphasis original).888

	  Kingsnorth, “Life,” 32-33.889

	  Judi Bari, “Revolutionary Ecology,” Capitalism Nature Socialism 8, no. 2 (June 1997), 890

accessed January 11, 2018, http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10455759709358742. 
All quotes in the next several sentences are from this essay. Although I will not condone a violent 
revolution, sometimes, in desperate times, violence comes to us. Our children ought to be educated 
in how to react. As Rabbi Ward-Lev writes, “The historian Walter Scheidel has studied extensively 
the historical circumstances that have brought an end to oppressive regimes and produced social 
‘leveling.’ He found that during the last ten thousand years of  human history only violent events have 
led to significant redistribution of  wealth. In his study, Scheidel identified four types of  destruction—
massive warfare, revolution, state failure, and lethal pandemics—that brought periods of  
significant inequality to an end” (Liberating, 161 (emphasis added)).
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“communism, socialism and all other left ideologies that I know of speak only 

about redistributing the spoils of raping the earth more evenly among classes of 

humans.” Capitalism will not work either: “There is no such thing as green 

capitalism.” After all, “the laws of private property do not correspond to the laws 

of nature. You cannot do whatever you want on your own property without 

affecting surrounding areas, because the earth is interconnected, and nature does 

not recognize human boundaries.” So what does she suggest? “The natural order 

of the earth is bioregionalism, not statism.” And to get there we must stop the 

machinery of destruction: “This system cannot be stopped by force. It is violent 

and ruthless beyond the capacity of any people’s resistance movement. The only 

way I can even imagine stopping it is through massive non-cooperation.” 

Ultimately, as Clark writes, “The real alternative [to social fragmentation and 

disintegration] is…the achievement of the concrete universality that results from a 

highly differentiated and articulated unity in diversity and unity in difference. This 

means becoming an integral part of a real community or real communities. This is 

what we mean by the free ecological society, a becoming-communal, an ‘always-

coming-home.’”  891

 An education for coming home is learning to “recognize our indigeneity to 

place (i.e. our place-based consciousness), to re-indigenize our thinking and being 

so that they are calibrated with the place(s) we are of.”  One of the most 892

	  Clark, Between, xxxii.891

	  Quoted in Taylor, Dark Green Religion, 2 (emphasis original).892
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reputable organizations promoting ecological education is the Center for 

Ecoliteracy in Berkeley, California.  Their publications are full of inspiring 893

examples of established schools innovating their way toward some level of 

sustainability. For those taking the “reform from within Western civilization” 

approach to nudge their existing school toward becoming “ecofriendly,” a book 

like Smart by Nature is a good place to start. But school gardens and local water 

testing projects, as important as they are, are not good enough to prepare students 

for a worst case scenario, to “re-indigenize our thinking and being,” because 

school as such remains an artificial environment. Michael K. Stone, in Smart by 

Nature, lists the four guiding principles for sustainable schooling: 

 1. Nature is our teacher 

 2. Sustainability is a community practice 

 3. The real world is the optimal learning environment 

 4. Sustainable living is rooted in a deep knowledge of place  894

These four principles match the current study, an education for re-Indigenization, 

perfectly, but I fear the Center for Ecoliteracy’s implementation is too little too 

late. In one photograph after another, children are standing in gardens or 

greenhouses or the field wearing unsustainable clothing and using unsustainable 

(plastic, paper, etc.) implements. And they will likely all return to their 

unsustainable classroom and then their unsustainable homes via unsustainable 

	  Other local examples of  ecological education include Oak and Orca Bioregional 893

School in Victoria, British Columbia (oakandorca.ca) and Forest School in the United Kingdom 
(forestschoolsuk.co.uk).

	  Michael K. Stone, Smart by Nature (Healdsburg, CA: Watershed Media, 2009), 8-15.894
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transportation. So what are they truly learning? At best: care for the Earth from 

the comfort of your Western civilizational (i.e., wasteful, exploitative) home. To 

“recognize our indigeneity to place” we must educate around the clock, in every 

place including, for those still somewhat connected to Western civilization, 

teaching a critical eye for the ecological “sins” of the society around us. 

 Jews in Babylon (and in nearly every nation since), Christians in 

underground churches in the Roman Empire, and secret societies throughout 

history maintained secrecy and strong traditions (rituals) for good reason. Think 

of the questions asked to the children around the Passover table even today, 

thousands of years after the first Passover. Stories are powerful tools to create 

community, especially a counter-community. Who are our children’s heroes: wise 

ecological leaders (like Wendell Berry or Gary Snyder ), or some fleeting 895

person from popular culture? Instead of sending your young child to her first day 

of school with a brand-new, petroleum-based backpack, binder, pens, shoes, etc., 

why not raise her to be proud of wearing her older siblings’ backpack and clothes, 

all carefully mended by Grandfather’s hands? Instead of entering a classroom 

powered by a coal-burning plant (or river-blocking dam) decorated with 

artificialities that will end up in the garbage before too long, why not send her to 

Grandmother’s house (powered by solar panels) to join a small, multi-age group 

	  Cf. Chad Wriglesworth, ed., Distant Neighbors: The Selected Letters of  Wendell Berry and Gary 895

Snyder (Berkeley, CA: Counterpoint, 2014).
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playing chamber music and learning some of the “basics”  in a real-life setting 896

(i.e., no worksheets, tests, grades, etc.)? In other words, as Jensen says, 

“Education, if it is to be worthy of its true meaning, can, should, and must be at 

the forefront of resistance to the routine dehumanization of our whole 

industrialized mass culture.”  897

 In the spirit of Blomberg’s three-step epistemological dance—play 

(immersion), problem-posing (withdrawal), and purposeful response (return to 

immersion)—I conclude with an imaginative immersion into “a day in the life” of 

two students experiencing an econormative education in a fictional Christian 

Community in the near future. 

 Bethel (a rough translation of eco-Logos) is a Community of about 1,000 

humans living in the Great Lakes region of North America (CivPr1).  It is part 898

of a web of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Communities in midwestern US and 

Canada that share a vision for a deep-green-style sustainable future.  Although 899

the Community Constitution reflects its founders’ Christian terminology, it is 

ecumenical, wildly inclusive, and reflects Fr. Thomas Berry’s idea “that it would 

be wise for Christians to forget Jesus and shelve their Bibles for a while so that 

	  Zenobia Barlow refers to sustainable schooling’s “real basics: experiencing the natural 896

world; understanding how nature sustains life; nurturing healthy communities; recognizing the 
consequences of  how we feed ourselves and provision our institutions; knowing well the places 
where we live, work, and learn” (preface in Smart by Nature, viii).

	  Jensen, Walking, 215.897

	  One of  approximately 40 bioregions in North America (Sale, Dwellers, 56).898

	  For some interesting and inspiring examples of  real, contemporary alternative 899

communities—some “greener” than others—see Mark Fundeen, The Unsettlers (New York: 
Riverhead Books, 2016).
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they can reconnect to the earth, the primary revelation of the Creator. Maybe then 

they will stop crucifying the planet and the Creator who is in ‘all things.’”  900

Bethel is currently comprised of about a dozen little “villages,” clusters of homes 

in and around two typical mainstream American towns in Michigan. Each 

“village” is committed to lifelong education for re-Indigenization where work, 

school, and worship are often indistinguishable, and where Everyone is 

“Family” (EcoPr3) and responsible for everyone else’s education. 

 In one “village” on a couple of repurposed and rewilding farms, Naomi, 7, 

and her brother Paul, 13, are just waking up. They are both adopted since their 

parents chose not to procreate in an already overcrowded planet (CivPr1), and 

they live in a partially underground home with a south-facing wall made entirely 

of a collage of recycled windows (CivPr2).  After some typical agrarian chores, 901

the extended family prepares for a busy day. Grandmother, Head of the Bethel 

Community Council, will go to town to meet with the local mayor; she and a 

couple of younger assistants will travel by horse. Father, a Community librarian 

(among other things) will take a few older teenagers in the village truck to 

	  Paraphrased by Waziyatawin (Dakota) in Heinrichs, Buffalo, 223. Although I do not 900

know the context of  Berry’s words, I assume his meaning is similar to the Buddhist proverb, “If  
you meet Buddha on the side of  the road, kill him.” It is a parabolic way of  jarring someone away 
from mere (Platonic) adoration and toward an all-of-life-is-religion praxis.

	  H. Emerson Blake says about homes: “consider the efficiency and beauty with which 901

so many animals design and make their homes…. [T]hese structures are a reflection of  the 
animal’s own body, a reflection of  the animal’s own being…. If  the shape of  human impact on the 
earth is a reflection of  our ‘very person,’ what does that say about humans?… Do we like what 
empty oceans and slums and sweatshops and an erratic climate say about our species? Because 
those things exist, those are the things we’ve done, and therefore are an honest demonstration of  
who we are” (“Preamble,” Orion 34, no. 6 (November/December 2015): 1). 
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Kalamazoo to pick up some old books from a closing library.  And Mother, an 902

experienced salvager, will take Paul on his first multi-day excursion to Detroit. 

Along with two other adults, they will travel in the village car and meet a group of 

salvagers from other Bethel villages to take apart old buildings in exchange for 

some of the raw materials (e.g., copper wiring, windows, reusable bricks, etc.) 

(CivPr2).  At 13, Paul has completed his basic education and is now exploring 903

different vocational interests to see what captures his imagination. He knows he 

will continue studying history and music in order to hone his Community “face” 

as an up-and-coming storytelling musician; he is working on his own composition 

of deep Earth history to sing and play to little kids all over the Community 

(EcoPr1, EpistPr2). 

 Naomi, with her endless energy and her penchant for climbing trees, has 

declared she wants to be a coppicer and treehouse engineer when she grows up. 

Knowing the latter requires a lot of math, she is using the village’s only computer 

to teach herself more than even her brother knows. Naomi taught herself to read at 

age 3 and regularly contributes poetry to the kids’ page in the Bethel Community 

paper. Today she will spend the morning with Grandmother learning more about 

herbs and medicines, and the afternoon with “Aunt” Lizzy, a biologist, and 

several other kids singing songs to the Creator and learning more about her 

	  Greer writes, “What we may need most in our present predicament…is not ‘cultural 902

creatives’ but cultural conservers—individuals who take personal responsibility for preserving some 
part of  the world’s cultural heritage” (Ecotechnic, 201-202).

	  Some of  these ideas come from Greer’s fiction where he envisions future ecotechnic 903

societies (cf. Star’s Reach and Retrotopia).
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“membership, not only in family and tribe, land and waters, but also in the 

unfathomably immense universe.”  She will have her first age-appropriate 904

lesson about what humans have been doing to the planet and the effects on the 

local (nonhuman) People (EcoPr2). She will be deeply moved and go crying to 

Grandmother, who will take her for a walk and tell her a story of how we can help 

heal the Earth (tikkun olam). Naomi will repeat the story to her parents when they 

get back (EpistPr2). 

 Everyone’s education in the village is tracked by “Uncle” Jon, an old man 

who was a school teacher before Bethel was founded. He works with the pastor 

and couple of other elders to encourage every person to grow as she or he should. 

Following Plotkin’s eight life stages,  everyone has a role to play and goals to 905

aim for; even the nonhuman members of the Community (mitakuye oyasin) are 

accounted for, receiving a “voice” in Community decisions (EcoPr4). As in any 

deindustrial  (postcarbon) village, everyone young and old participates in the 906

	  Plotkin, Nature, 128.904

	  Early and middle childhood, early and late adolescence, early and late adulthood, and 905

early and late elderhood. Plotkin’s stages are merely one example of  how we might reimagine 
lifelong learning to include Community rituals and recognition for the challenges surmounted 
together throughout a person’s lifetime. He uses an archetypal (Jungian) approach to sketch a kind 
of  scope and sequence of  developmental needs at various stages in one’s life: “An initiated adult 
knows in her bones the nature of  the gift she was born to bring to her community. She apprentices 
to an existing craft, career, art form, or discipline that enables her to embody that gift. Later, she 
develops never-before-seen forms for carrying that gift to others. Eventually, with good fortune, she 
joins a council of  elders who care for the soul of  their community—by preparing its youth for 
initiation, mentoring the initiated adults in their soul work, and ensuring that the village maintains 
a balanced relationship with the more-than-human community” (Plotkin, Soulcraft, 330; cf. also 
Plotkin, Nature, chaps. 4-11, Appendix).

	  Greer writes, “we face what might as well be called the Deindustrial Revolution, a 906

period of  wrenching change in which the world’s industrial societies give way to subsistence 
economies dominated by the agricultural sector and powered by sun, wind, water, and 
muscle” (Long Descent, 164).
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“chore curriculum” (Lancy), learning by observing and pitching in (LOPI) as they 

are able (EpistPr1). 

 In a Community like Bethel, transitioning away from the Western world (in 

it but not of it), education is an integral part of everyday life for Naomi, Paul, 

Grandmother, and everyone at every age. Because we must once again become 

Indigenous to place, i.e., we must become place, new traditions (including perhaps 

new forms of Christianity) will evolve in each locale as we listen to the meaning 

in being and develop new wisdoms (PhilPr). Our curricula (web of relations) will 

be unique reflections of ecological literacy  and, as John Davis says,  907

point to specific ways we can help rewild lands and waters, reconnect 
protected areas, become plain citizens of the biotic community (to borrow 
Aldo Leopold’s apt phrase), scale back the industrial enterprise, actively 
give back to nature, restore degraded areas, reintegrate ourselves into the 
natural world, convert a global economy based on exploiting nature to local 
economies based on restoring nature, and generally preserve and restore life 
on Earth.   908

After all, as Greer says, “For the rest of the time our species survives, we will 

have much more sharply constrained energy supplies than we’ve had handy over 

the past few centuries.”  An education for re-Indigenization is an education for 909

the long-term shalom (health, wholeness) of creation, where the humility and 

	  Bouma-Prediger summarizes David Orr’s five components of  “ecological literacy”: 907

“knowledge of  how the world as a biophysical system works”; “know the vital signs of  our home 
planet”; “understanding of  the historical, political, economic, and religious forces that have 
molded the modern world”; “attention to the ethics and the nature of  nature”; and “alternative 
measures of  well-being…in contrast to…the Gross Domestic Product (GDP)” (Beauty, 4-5).

	  John Davis, “Why a New Ecological Forum?” The Ecological Citizen 1, no. 1 (2017): 11.908

	  John Michael Greer, The Retro Future (Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers, 909

2017), 201.
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reciprocity of the Christ Mystery are manifest in the power and personality of 

every place. 
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Glossary 

Explicit definitions are explicit heuristics: they guide or impel us in certain 
directions. By doing so they tend to divert our attention from information 
beyond the channels they cleave, and so choke off possibilities. 

—Benson Saler  910

Our language necessarily dichotomizes and separates reality into distinct 
elements…. In dissecting reality with those categories we also kill it. 

—Michael Lerner  911

Words and ideas…have to be soft and pliant and suggestive. They have to 
whisper hints, nudge us gently and nod, “Something on that order may be 
how it is.” 

—Beatrice Bruteau  912

authentic learning. “Student engagement in ideas, concepts, skills, and activities 

that mean something to them and that lead both to a deeper understanding 

and to the ability to put ideas to work” (Fried) for the blessing and healing 

of the entire Community (tikkun olam; mitakuye oyasin). 

biodiversity crisis. The healthiest and most resilient ecosystem is full of variety; 

we are decreasing that variety globally at the speed of an extinction level 

event. 

bioregion. One’s local habitat as circumscribed by similar biotic and geologic 

(e.g., watershed) limits. A “bioregion refers both to a geographical terrain 

and a terrain of consciousness—to a place and the ideas that have 

developed about how to live in that place…. There is a distinct resonance 

among living things and the factors which influence them that occurs 

within each separate place on the planet” (Berg and Dasmann). Bioregions 

have distinct features such as climate, soils, landforms, watersheds, and 

native plant and animals. They have also been sites for adaptive long-term 

	  Quoted in Bron Taylor, Dark Green Religion (Berkeley, CA: University of  California 910

Press, 2010), 2.

	  Michael Lerner, “God and Goddess Emerging,” Tikkun 29, no. 3 (Summer 2014): 27.911

	  Beatrice Bruteau, God’s Ecstasy (1997; repr., New York: Crossroad, 2014), 35.912
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inhabitation by native peoples in the past, and they can be reinhabited by 

their present occupants” (Berg). “The guiding principle of bioregional 

inhabitation is that there is sustenance, space, and freedom for all—human 

and nonhuman—to enjoy the freedom to express their natures and to move 

in the direction of self-realization” (Crist). 

Christian (adj.) (normative). Adhering to the Creator’s Primordial Template/

Pattern. 

civilization. Similar cultural and societal attributes shared over a large 

geographical region (historically associated with cities as cultural centers). 

collapse. In reference to a civilization, its final dissolution that generally happens 

unevenly over a couple of centuries (cf. Greer’s “Long Descent”). 

commodification. A reduction of some part (or all) of creation to its economic 

value in human terms. 

commons. The part of creation shared openly by all of its inhabitants. 

Community (capitalized). Inclusive of human and nonhuman members (cf. also 

Neighbor, Social, etc.) 

creation. (cf. nature). All of reality outside of the Creator. 

degrowth. An awkward term referring to the purposeful shrinking of an economy 

(to help it better fit its local ecological limits). 

Differential Imperative. The doctrine of human supremacy that leads to a kind of 

human-over-nonhuman apartheid. 

duende (Spanish). “The entire, juicy energy that makes things 

shimmer” (McKee); a synonym for creational flourishing. 

ecocentrism. The idea that “all living organisms on Earth, the abiotic components 

of living systems and the dynamic interaction between these 

interconnected elements” have intrinsic value (Curry). 

ecological civilization. A large, regional society sharing a common cultural 

priority of bioregional duende and neighborly reciprocity. 
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ecology. (1) (narrow sense) a holistic approach to the biotic and geologic 

interactions of a region of Earth; (2) (expansive sense: usually 

“ecological” or “eco-”) a holistic approach to all the interactions of a 

region of Earth in light of its biotic and geologic aspects (akin to 

philosophy). 

empire. “Empires are built on systemic centralizations of power and secured by 

structures of socioeconomic and military control. They are religiously 

legitimated by powerful myths that are rooted in foundational 

assumptions, and they are sustained by a proliferation of imperial images 

that captivate the imagination of the population” (Keesmaat and Walsh). 

Euroman. Shorthand for white, patriarchal, European settler (colonizing) culture  

 (Cordova). 

heart (core, gut, kardia). The seat of one’s deepest motivation(s); a holistic 

concept at the junction of conscious, subconscious, and instinct, and in a 

reflexive relationship with one’s thoughts, emotions, and other faculties. 

human expansionism. A human supremacy worldview (Crist) that leads to 

overshoot; synonym for anthropocentrism. 

human scale. This imprecise term is a helpful reminder to keep society’s spheres 

and institutions within the limits of interpersonal human accountability. 

The numbers may vary but they ought never be so large as to lose a sense 

of trust. 

mitakuye oyasin (Lakota). “All of our (human and nonhuman) relations.” 

Includes the wonderful double meaning of relations as (human and 

nonhuman) persons and as dynamic, two-way relationships 

(interconnections). 

mutualism (biosynergy, interactive causation, “orchestral causation”). 

“Harmonious cooperation for the greater good of the whole that 

simultaneously serves the needs of the parts” (Ophuls). 
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natural resources. A troubled term originally signifying part of the cycle of life 

but now used as an expression of human expansionism. 

nature. A synonym for creation (Andreas); independent physical reality (common 

usage). 

normative. (see Christian) 

overshoot. When one species outgrows its proper place in an ecosystem. 

philosophy. A theoretical overview of creational interconnectedness. 

querencia (Spanish). Love for one’s home. 

reciprocity. “Reciprocal relations create the interactive fabric that nurtures 

healthy living systems. Multiple layers of giving and receiving by 

creatures large and small—a gift economy—sustain the world. The well-

being of the earth and all that lives on it requires that humans live in 

reciprocity, that people continually ask what are the gifts that they need to 

bring to the land—and to all the lives on the land—that life might flourish 

and delight in itself” (Ward-Lev). 

re-indigenizing, relocalizing, renativizing. Developing a sense of querencia for 

one’s bioregional home. 

religion. “Institutional worship and faith…[such as] religious traditions and world 

religions” (Zuidervaart). 

religion of creation. Imaging the Creator by living according to creational 

principles. 

religion of empire. Using “God” to further anthropocentric control and power. 

scaling down and pulling back. The reduction of human population, 

consumption, and land use (making room for the flourishing of Others). 

social imaginary. A shared vision of human flourishing (Taylor). “A social 

imaginary both informs us of ‘how things usually go’ and gives us an idea 

of how things ‘ought to go.’ Those who control the images control society 

precisely because they control the cultural imagination…. Imagination is 

never neutral or generic. It is rooted in specific stories and metaphors 
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imbued with particular meaning in contrast to, and often in conflict with, 

other stories and metaphors” (Keesmaat and Walsh). 

spirituality. “The all-encompassing orientation or direction of people’s lives and 

of their culture and society” (Zuidervaart). 

stewardship. A troubled term originally designating humanity’s care of creation 

but tarnished by our vandalism of creation. 

structural principles. Regular, generally predictable patterns (“laws”) for a given 

aspect of creation. 

sustainability. The proper fit between humanity and its habitat. 

tikkun olam (Hebrew). “The effort to repair and heal our world as a place of 

 generous and loving community” (Shapiro). 

viriditas. “Greenness”; a synonym for flourishing. 

wisdom. Hard-won, holistic, grounded, full-body, time- and Community-tested 

knowledge of “how life works,” of how to go with the flow of creation. 

worldview. “A worldview is a matter of the shared everyday experience of 

humankind, an inescapable component of all human knowing, and as such 

it is nonscientific, or rather (since scientific knowing is always dependent 

on the intuitive knowing of our everyday experience), prescientific in 

nature. It belongs to an order of cognition more basic than that of science 

or theory” (Wolters). 

zugrunde gehen. “Going to ground”; returning to our ecological and spiritual 

foundations. 
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