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South Africa and Sweden, this research highlights the role of theological reflection and practices
in shaping and sustaining climate action in diverse socio-cultural contexts.
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To the pathfinders of yesterday, today, and tomorrow — whose protests
and faith blaze new paths through a disruptive landscape.
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Preface

I once received a card from a colleague who was leaving our team in the
Church of Sweden that worked with issues of international development. The
card featured a red cottage with white corners, depicting an idyllic Swedish
summer scene, with children playing in the yard and adults sipping coffee in
the sun. However, the text below read: “The idyll was a chimaera; there was
a civil war going on in Nigeria”. I still remember the card because it captures
something essential about the injustices of this world, and the text could
equally have been: “The idyll is a chimaera; there is a climate catastrophe
going on”. Being aware that vulnerable communities are already suffering the
severe consequences of the climate crisis, and that the catastrophe threatens a
livable future, is a core motivation for writing this thesis.

The card, however, also illustrates another critical incentive for doing this re-
search. It evokes memories of my childhood in the 1980s, growing up in wel-
fare and safety in Sweden, spending summers with my grandparents in a cot-
tage resembling the one in the picture. My grandmother Svea used to play anti-
apartheid songs on a cassette player — music brought from South Africa to
Sweden by my relatives in the song group Fjedur. The songs illustrated both
the protest against the devastating situation during the apartheid regime and
faith as a source of strength and hope, such as:

They tore down our homes. We were driven out of town to regions without
rain. The children are murdered by starvation. We are whipped by hunger. Men
go down into the mine. Go down into humiliation. In darkness is our life. [...]
It doesn’t matter to us if you imprison us; we are free men, carried by hope.
[...] We are marching in the light of God.!

Although my grandmother died when I was only five years old, I believe she
instilled in me an awareness of people in less fortunate circumstances who are
fighting for their lives and rights. But above all, it made me aware that there

! The group published several booklets and music cassettes titled South African Songs of Protest
and Praise. This is my English translation of some lines from three songs, based on the Swedish
versions.



are individuals who, driven and strengthened by their faith, stand up together
as a community for justice and dignity.

When I began my PhD studies in 2020, in the context of the ongoing climate
catastrophe, I wanted to explore, through an academic lens, the role that faith
plays in shaping the motivations and strategies of contemporary climate activ-
ists. This investigation is driven by the conviction that faith can serve as a vital
resource for individuals and communities amid an increasingly unpredictable,
rapidly evolving, and disruptive world.

I wish to express my sincere gratitude to all who supported me during the
writing of this thesis. First, my thanks to the activists who generously shared
their insights and experiences in interviews; without you, this study would not
have been possible. I hope that I have depicted your commitment and faith
respectfully. Thank you for your contribution to advancing academic under-
standing of faith-based climate activism. I hope too that this research broadens
awareness among a wider audience, including religious institutions and those
who may dismiss climate activism as a threat to democracy — a concerning
worldwide trend.

I am also grateful to those who helped to identify interviewees in South Africa
and Sweden, and to the organisational representatives who facilitated access
and participant observations. Your generosity and support have been invalu-
able.

Next, I sincerely thank my supervisors, Kajsa Ahlstrand, Professor of World
Christianity and Interreligious Studies, and Katarina Westerlund, Professor of
Practical Theology. Your expertise, insights, and perspectives have been vital
to this work. Kajsa, I am grateful for your constant availability, encourage-
ment, and creative input, which greatly enriched my analysis. Katarina, I value
your structured feedback and sharp eye for coherence, which significantly en-
hanced my presentation and analysis.

I sincerely thank my colleagues at the Higher Seminar of Global Christianity
and the History of Religion in the Faculty of Theology at Uppsala University
for their valuable feedback and stimulating discussions of my drafts over the
years. I would especially like to thank Hans Engdahl, Ove Gustafsson, and
Anders Goranzon for their insightful commentary on the South African con-
text, and Anders Wejryd and Henrik Rosén for their contributions on climate
change and church engagement. I am also grateful to Anita Suneson, Beth



Elness-Hanson, and Brian Palmer for their insightful feedback and support. |
also appreciate the support and encouragement from other colleagues at the
Faculty of Theology throughout this research.

My gratitude extends to Ninna Edgardh and Michael Nausner, who have both
provided valuable feedback that has been essential in enhancing my theologi-
cal analysis. I also deeply appreciate Kristina Helgesson Kjellin for her cri-
tique of my final seminar manuscript, which significantly improved my
presentation and analysis.

In the context of South African academia, I am especially grateful to Professor
Ignatius Swart and Professor Ernst Conradie for their valuable knowledge and
for inviting me to present and discuss my findings at the University of the
Western Cape and the South African—German Research Hub on Religion and
Sustainability (SARGaS).

In the Nordic academic context, I am especially grateful to colleagues in the
Nordic Network for Climate and Religion, particularly Marion Grau and
Thomas Arentzen. Marion proposed the creation of the network, and, together
with Thomas, we launched and coordinated the network. I also thank the edi-
tors of our upcoming anthology and others who helped to organise the network
gatherings: Lovisa Mienna Sjoberg, Michael Nausner, and Petra Carlsson. As
a PhD student, this platform was vital for exploring the intersections of reli-
gion and the climate crisis, but also essential on a personal level, alleviating
feelings of isolation and existential stress caused by doing research on a ca-
tastrophe.

The lunch seminar series EXIST — Existential, Environmental, and Humani-
ties Seminar, which I created and organised with Martha Middlemiss Lé Mon,
the Centre for Multidisciplinary Research on Religion and Society (CRS), and
Daniel Mossberg from the Centre for Environment and Development Studies
(CEMUS) — broadened my understanding of environmental humanities.
Thank you for a fruitful collaboration and for providing these opportunities.

Furthermore, I am grateful to Nathan och Anna S6derbloms stiftelse, Lunds
Missionsséllskap, Stiftelsen SKM’s fond for missionsforskning, and Anna
Maria Lundins stipendiendmnd, for granting me financial support.

Getting through this long journey of writing my thesis would not have been
possible without the support of friends and family. I sincerely thank you for



your unwavering support and patience. I want to express my special gratitude
to Japé Mokgethi-Heath for guiding me further into the South African context
over the years. I am also profoundly grateful to Karin Akerlund and Emma
Gustafsson for providing a space to discuss the climate crisis and faith beyond
the academic realm. I also want especially to thank Sofia Svarfvar, whose dual
role as friend and professional has been invaluable, given our shared connec-
tion to South Africa and trust in faith as a catalyst for change. I also deeply
appreciate Anne-Charlotte Ek for her guidance, support, and insightful feed-
back on my drafts. Having someone who willingly walks alongside you in this
academic journey is impossible to express in words. Similarly, I am grateful
to Paul Mokgethi-Heath, who joined my fieldwork in South Africa as a friend
and research assistant. Thank you for your support and insights, and for wel-
coming me into your family, to whom I am also deeply grateful — not least to
Theresa Mokgethi, who gave me a home full of love and prayers in Soweto.

I am deeply grateful to my parents Asa and Gunnar Oreland, who, together
with my grandmother, have demonstrated the importance of faith and faith
actors as vital contributors to building society. Thank you!

Last but not least, my two children and husband, thank you for grounding me
in love. Elsa, thank you for showing me the world of a young climate activist
and that our contribution to making this world better can evolve and take var-
ious forms throughout our lives. Johannes, thank you for your generosity,
daily caring comments, and practical support by cooking delicious meals dur-
ing stressful times. Finally, Mattias, you’ve been by my side with love and
support, reminding me to relax and enjoy life. I don’t know how I would have
managed without you. I feel blessed.

Sofia Oreland, Uppsala, November 2025
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1. Introduction

Any activist faith is very important because it’s what carries you through the
tough times. And makes you believe that you’re gonna come right eventually,
if you do your part, then... You know God will surely do God’s part.

Betty, South Africa.

We can no longer believe in any human-made paths, but must face the fact...
We must surrender. ... When it is not passable straight ahead, then it is passa-
ble up and down, so, like, we change ... orientation. [It's] a journey of faith.?

Thomas, Sweden.

Navigating the complex and disruptive climate landscape, marked by extreme
weather events such as wildfires, floods, droughts, and heatwaves, is difficult
for people worldwide. This is especially true for vulnerable populations who
are hit the hardest, underscoring the urgent need for prompt and effective ac-
tion.> These problems can seem overwhelming, creating uncertainty about
how to navigate them, particularly as political delays and systemic economic
and social barriers slow effective climate responses. This study explores how
faith-based climate activists such as Betty and Thomas, who are rooted in and
strengthened by their religious faith, are pathfinding amid this climate catas-
trophe.

Faith-based climate activists are actively seeking paths forward by advocating
political action and engaging in various forms of activism. By focusing on
faith-based climate activists, this research strives to deepen our understanding
of faith-driven environmental efforts. Ultimately, it explores how religious
faith could shape and sustain climate action in different socio-cultural con-
texts.

2 Vi kan inte tro pa nigra manniskofabricerade végar lingre, utan méste inse faktum ... Vi maste
kapitulera. ... Nar det inte dr framkomligt rakt fram, da &r det framkomligt upp och ner, alltsa
liksom vi byter ... orientering. [Det dr] en trosresa.”

3 World Meteorological Organization, State of the Climate 2024; Lee and Romero, Summary for
Policymakers, 5.
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The urgency of immediate climate responses is underscored by the rapidly
diminishing prospects of restricting the global temperature rise to below
1.5 °C, as stipulated in the Paris Agreement. In 2023, greenhouse gas emis-
sions reached unprecedented levels, with both 2023 and 2024 marking the hot-
test years on record, surpassing the critical 1.5 °C threshold. Such trends not
only significantly increase the risk of catastrophic climate scenarios, but also
threaten the viability of a liveable future.*

Science-based navigation systems are available. Although they do not offer
complete solutions, they can provide crucial guidance. The Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), as a leading United Nations body, synthe-
sises global climate science to inform policymakers about the current state and
to recommend strategies for mitigation and adaptation.® The 2023 IPCC re-
ports emphasise that:

Rapid and far-reaching transitions across all sectors and systems are necessary
to achieve deep and sustained emissions reductions and secure a liveable and
sustainable future for all.®

Despite the overwhelming scientific consensus underscoring the urgent need
for profound paradigm shifts to address the climate crisis effectively, the im-
plementation of timely and comprehensive measures remains critically insuf-
ficient. This implementation gap has attracted increased scholarly and policy
attention, prompting exploration of aspects beyond purely scientific consider-
ations. Attention has shifted toward understanding how world views, value
systems, and norms shape the formulation and implementation of political,
economic, and social strategies. Recognising the influence of these cultural

4 The climate crisis is intricately linked to numerous other crises. I acknowledge that we are facing
a global polycrisis, which is described as “the causal entanglement of crises in multiple global
systems in ways that significantly degrade humanity’s prospects”. Therefore, we cannot address a
crisis in isolation. Nevertheless, the focus of this study is the climate crisis, as it plays a crucial
role in shaping faith-based activism in various contexts. However, what will be especially evident
in the South African context is that activists are also well aware of the interconnections between
different crises. Lawrence et al., “Global Polycrisis”; United Nations Climate Change, “The
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC): The Paris Agreement”;
World Meteorological Organization, State of the Climate 2024.

SIPCC, “IPCC — Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.” IPCC uses the following defini-
tions. Mitigation: “A human intervention to reduce emissions or enhance the sinks of greenhouse
gases.” Adaptation: “In human systems, the process of adjustment to actual or expected cli-
mate and its effects, in order to moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities. In natural sys-
tems, the process of adjustment to actual climate and its effects; human intervention may facilitate
adjustment to expected climate and its effects.” The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), “Glossary — Global Warming of 1.5 °C.”

% Lee and Romero, Summary for Policymakers, 24.
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and normative factors is crucial, given their capacity either to hinder or to fa-
cilitate transformative climate actions.’

Although some may perceive religion as an obstacle to climate initiatives,
emerging research in multiple disciplines demonstrates its significant and con-
structive role in societal transformation. Religion’s influence transcends mere
mitigation efforts, encompassing the development of resilience and adaptive
capacities in communities. Previous scholarly research has shown how reli-
gion shapes world views, values, and normative frameworks, while also mo-
bilising institutional and economic resources and advocating urgent political
responses to the climate crisis at local, national, and international levels. Fur-
thermore, religious communities are increasingly recognised as crucial
sources of social capital, facilitating networks of connection that could be in-
strumental in advancing effective climate action.®

Faith-based climate activists are notable in faith communities for addressing
the challenges of a rapidly changing climate through active practical engage-
ment. Rooted in their faith, their approach includes diverse strategies such as
individual and congregational initiatives, as well as advocacy and campaign-
ing aimed at influencing political and economic systems for urgent policy
change. They also explore profound existential questions, engage in theologi-
cal reflection on humanity’s place, purpose, and responsibility in the world,
and search for strategies to navigate an increasingly unpredictable environ-
ment. This demonstrates the interconnectedness between personal reflections
and concrete climate practices. By focusing on faith-based climate activists,
this study offers an analysis of how personal faith interacts with the structural
challenges of the climate catastrophe, with the intention to contribute to clar-
ifying the role of religion in shaping climate responses and navigating diverse
climate landscapes.

7 This has been emphasised in IPCC reports, which highlight the integration of cultural values,
norms, indigenous knowledge, world views, belief systems, and local knowledge alongside sci-
entific knowledge as a means to promote climate-resilient development. Lee and Romero, Cli-
mate Change 2023: Synthesis Report, 62, 96, 102; as well as among scholars in diverse fields.
For example, Rockstrom, Jorden, 257-63; Fazey et al., ‘Transformation in a Changing Cli-
mate’; O’Brien, ‘Is the 1.5°C Target Possible?’; Patterson et al., ‘Exploring the Governance
and Politics of Transformations towards Sustainability’.

8 The role of religion and spirituality in supporting the protection and conservation of nature has
been highlighted through the establishment of the Faith for Earth Coalition, hosted by the United
Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). UN Environment Programme (UNEP), “Faith for
Earth Coalition”; as well as among scholars, for example: Jenkins et al., “Religion and Climate
Change”; Globus Veldman et al., How the World’s Religions Are Responding to Climate Change;
Gerten and Bergmann, Religion in Environmental and Climate Change; Ohlmann and Swart, “Re-
ligion and Environment.”
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I use the metaphor “pathfinding” to illustrate the faith-based activists’ active
navigation of the complexities of the climate catastrophe. This metaphor
frames questions such as: What landmarks do they recognise along their jour-
ney? How do they check their bearing and use situational awareness to avoid
disorientation? Do they forge new, unconventional paths in a largely un-
charted landscape? Or do they discover hidden or already existing paths to
tread? Where are these paths leading? And critically, what role does their re-
ligious faith play in shaping their pathfinding process and their response to the
climate emergency?

In this investigation of the role of religious faith in climate activists’ pathfind-
ing, particular attention is given to the activists’ theological reflection and
practices. Using a theological lens in analysis, I focus on the activists’ diverse
understandings of transcendent realities and examine how these perceptions
are manifested in their pathfinding strategies amid the climate catastrophe.
The analysis considers both spoken and practised aspects of theology, espe-
cially the activists’ personal reflections and experiences. Thus, the focus is
placed on contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies that manifest
through words and concrete actions. An integrative approach that considers
both personal individual faith and the structural challenges of climate change
could deepen our insight into how theological perceptions and practices shape
daily climate responses in different cultural, contextual, and climate landscape
settings.

This analysis posits that faith-based activism serves as a contextually
grounded response to the emerging challenges of the climate crisis. While the
climate emergency is inherently global, its manifestations are highly variable
in different socio-cultural and geographic contexts, requiring diverse strate-
gies for effective navigation. These strategies are often informed and shaped
by local religious discourses and practices alongside cultural and social frame-
works. To examine critically the processes of contextually specific climate
action, this study compares faith-based climate activism in two distinct set-
tings: South Africa and Sweden.

By engaging with resources from these diverse contexts, the intention of this
study is to illuminate how different climate landscapes and religious contexts
influence the contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies mani-
fested in activism. The variations in the impact of climate change in the two
contexts are influenced by distinct economic and social conditions, while the
religious frameworks in each context also differ markedly. Nevertheless,
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commonalities in their approaches to climate activism suggest underlying
shared motivations and strategies, thereby enriching the overall analysis.

This multi-sited approach addresses a significant gap in the literature, as em-
pirical investigations into climate activism in the Global South are notably
underrepresented in scholarly research. Empirical theological analyses of cli-
mate activism in diverse contexts are particularly rare. Addressing this gap
would be vital to developing a more comprehensive understanding of faith-
driven responses to the climate crisis. It would also clarify how various theo-
logical perspectives and expressions are manifested in activism, thereby en-
riching academic discussions with deeper insights into the role of theology in
climate action.

Finally, the selection of South Africa and Sweden as research contexts is un-
derpinned by practical reasons. My familiarity with South Africa, stemming
from prior engagement with faith-based organisations there, gives me insight
into its religious and social context. This previous experience made the col-
lection of material more convenient, offering advantages over a completely
unfamiliar setting. Nonetheless, my comprehensive understanding of the Swe-
dish context, where I was raised and still reside, provides a more profound
foundation for analysis, which is elaborated upon in the section addressing
ethical considerations and my role as a researcher. In addition, the prevalence
of English-language climate activism in South Africa facilitates access to a
wide range of sources, including social media, websites, and religious institu-
tions, thereby simplifying the process of collecting material.

Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this study is to describe the characteristics of faith-based cli-
mate activists’ pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe and to con-
struct the theological themes embedded in that process. The research is guided
by the following questions:

e How do faith-based climate activists motivate and conduct their ac-
tivism?

e  What resources can be found in faith-based activism, and what es-
tablished resources are being used?

e Which theologies can be found in faith-based activism?
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This study conceptualises the process by which faith-based activists navigate
the climate catastrophe as a form of pathfinding. It critically analyses these
activists’ diverse understandings of transcendent realities, examining how
they are manifested in their pathfinding, thus exploring their theological re-
flections and practices. In addition, the study systematically analyses the em-
pirical material in order to identify and construct overarching theological
themes.

To fulfil the aim of this research, an empirical and contextual approach has
been deliberately prioritised. This approach is well-established in the field of
World Christianity, the academic discipline of this study, which mainly em-
phasises religious practices and expressions in regions often identified as the
Global South. However, I have intentionally incorporated material from both
the Global South and the Global North, adopting a multi-sited methodology.
This strategic choice aims to diversify and enrich the analysis, thereby facili-
tating a more nuanced and comprehensive understanding of the subject matter.

The study is primarily based on interviews with faith-based climate activists
in South Africa and Sweden, along with observations that provide insights into
their experiences and lives in these contexts.

To examine critically the interplay between personal faith and the systemic
challenges posed by the climate crisis, I have intentionally sought out activists
whose pragmatic approaches extend beyond private actions to encompass
public strategies aimed at making an impact on political policies and
measures. Furthermore, I have focused on activists who are capable of
thoughtfully reflecting upon and articulating the relationship between their
climate activism and their religious faith, thereby providing rich material for
my theological analysis of environmental engagement.

The findings from this investigation aim to advance the understanding of the
role that theologies play in navigating the complexities of the escalating cli-
mate catastrophe. These insights are intended to contribute to academic and
practical discussions on the role of religion in climate response, as well as to
the broader field of environmental humanities. The study also explores the
potential of religion and theology as constructive resources in addressing the
ongoing climate catastrophe.
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The two contexts — South Africa and Sweden

Researching the contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies of
faith-based climate activists highlights the significance of contextual factors.
Specifically, I focus on the climate-change-related and religious dimensions
in the South African and Swedish contexts. For the activists, these aspects are
deeply intertwined, and although the two settings show both differences and
similarities, analysing material from both provides a valuable opportunity for
nuanced analysis.

I begin by outlining the key characteristics of what I frame as the climate land-
scape in the two contexts, then proceed to describe the religious contexts.

Climate landscape of South Africa

The climate crisis in South Africa has a more profound influence on the daily
lives of its population than in Sweden, a distinction that will be further evi-
denced by the empirical data presented in this study. The country faces a range
of acute climate-related phenomena, including extreme weather events such
as floods, droughts, and heat waves, as well as long-term environmental
changes such as water scarcity, rising temperatures, and rising sea levels, all
of which have a negative impact on both the nation and its inhabitants.°

In the South African context, climate change has significantly increased the
frequency of extremely hot days and multi-year droughts, exemplified by the
water-shortage crisis in Cape Town between 2016 and 2018. During this pe-
riod, the drought precipitated widespread public panic, as residents, particu-
larly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, were permitted to access only 25
litres of water per day from communal points — an amount markedly below
necessary levels. This critical situation prompted intense debates about “Day
Zero”, the projected day when municipal water sources would be depleted en-
tirely.'® There has also been a notable decline in rainfall, coupled with marine
heat waves along the coastline — phenomena that accelerate ocean warming,
exacerbate freshwater shortages, and, consequently, undermine economic sta-
bility."

In addition, there has been a rise in the number and intensity of extreme rain-
fall events, exemplified by the floods in Durban in 2022, which killed

° The World Bank Group, Country Development Report, South Africa.
10 Brijhl and Visser, “The Cape Town Drought.”
11 Ziervogel et al., “Climate Change in South Africa.”
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hundreds of people and forced thousands to leave their homes. Water supplies
and electricity were damaged, worsening the situation. The floods in Durban
illustrate how altered weather patterns, coupled with vulnerable communities,
result in a significant lack of resilience amid climate change. Poor infrastruc-
ture, inadequate housing in townships, and informal settlements contribute to
this vulnerability."?

The activists interviewed in South Africa navigate this complex climate land-
scape. As demonstrated in the empirical chapters, some activists have endured
more severe impacts because they live in or have familial ties to highly vul-
nerable communities. Conversely, others have been less affected personally,
benefiting from greater economic stability and residence in less exposed areas.
Nonetheless, regardless of their socioeconomic standing, all activists confront
ongoing climate-related problems such as water scarcity and flooding, which
disrupt their daily lives to varying degrees. This highlights the widespread and
inescapable nature of the impact of climate change on different social strata in
South Africa.

Climate change’s disproportionately effect on vulnerable communities in
South Africa undermines long-term development goals.!* Low-income house-
holds are especially exposed to extreme weather events and long-term envi-
ronmental changes. Despite post-apartheid efforts, inequality remains a sig-
nificant problem; the labour market continues to be segmented by ethnicity
and gender, contributing to high levels of income and wealth disparity. Un-
employment is notably high, particularly among youth at around 45%, with
60% of the unemployed residing in townships. Consequently, these low-in-
come groups face shortages of water, food security issues, and adverse health
outcomes. Addressing these entrenched inequalities and prioritising the needs
of vulnerable communities would be crucial steps towards achieving both de-
velopment and climate targets.'

South Africa’s economy is notably one of the most carbon- and energy-inten-
sive in the G20, mainly because of its heavy reliance on coal.'s The country’s
coal power infrastructure, which is among the most polluting in the world, is
adversely affecting public health by elevating morbidity rates and causing up

12 Galvin and Bond, “Weathering the Climate Crisis in Flood-Prone Durban - Tough Lessons
from the ‘Rain Bomb.””

13 The World Bank Group, Country Development Report, South Africa, 1.

14 The World Bank Group, Country Development Report, South Africa, 1.

15 The World Bank Group, Country Development Report, South Africa, 10.
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to 2,700 premature deaths annually.'® This dysfunctional energy sector has
also precipitated persistent load shedding since 2007, despite a recent decline
in frequency, which continues to disrupt daily life with multiple power out-
ages.”

The high carbon intensity results in higher carbon emissions per capita, meas-
ured at about 6.9 tonnes from fossil fuels and industry in 2024, and a total
CO2 emission of 5.1 tonnes when accounting for trade-adjusted consump-
tion.!* Notably, while South Africa has established national strategies and
passed the Climate Change Act in July 2024, institutional responses lag be-
hind, and climate literacy among the populace is very low, with less than half
of residents (41%) aware of climate change.! This disparity between policy
intentions and public awareness underscores the need for urgent, robust, and
well-implemented measures to address the country’s environmental problems
and to advance its climate resilience.

Research reports indicate that in 2018 there were no targeted policies or prac-
tices aimed at restricting civil society organisations from promoting civic ac-
tivism in South Africa.?® Recent reports, however, highlight a changing con-
text. The CIVIC report states that South Africa has moved from a category
with relatively open civic space, in which individuals and civil society could
freely exercise their rights to association, peaceful assembly, and expression,
towards a more restricted environment.”! From the year 2021 the country has
been classified as “obstructed” by CIVIC, meaning that civic space is re-
stricted by authorities, both legally and practically, which restricts full enjoy-
ment of fundamental rights. Although organisations can still hold peaceful as-
semblies, they are vulnerable to the use of frequent excessive force by law
enforcement.?

16 Denoon-Stevens and du Toit, “The Health Impacts of Coal Mining and Coal-Based Energy,”
104.

17 Load shedding is a strategic intervention designed to mitigate the risk of power grid overload
by temporarily discontinuing electricity supply to specific regions in a cyclical rotation of planned
outages. “Country Climate and Development Report, South Africa,” 4. Search Data Center, “What
Is Load Shedding?”’; BBC.Com, “South Africa Load-Shedding.”

18 Ritchie et al., “CO: and Greenhouse Gas Emissions.”

19 Ziervogel et al., “Climate Change in South Africa,” 1.

20 Smidt, Shrinking Civic Space in Africa: When Governments Crack Down on Civil Society, 2.
21 The CIVICUS Monitor is described as a collaborative research initiative that assembles civil
society experts and organisations globally. CIVICUS Monitor, “Research Partners.”

22 CIVICUS Monitor, People Power Under Attack 2021; CIVICUS Monitor, People Power Under
Attack 2024.
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Globally, environmental activists frequently face forms of severe repression
such as defamation, criminalisation, and even assassination. Although these
forms of repression are most prevalent in regions such as Asia and Latin
America, South Africa is also affected.”? A prominent example is that of Non-
hle Mbuthuma, founder of the Amadiba Crisis Committee, who advocates for
the amaMpondo community in their resistance to Shell’s seismic surveying
practices in the ecologically sensitive coastal region of Maputaland-Pondo-
land. Mbuthuma endures death threats, violence, criminal charges, and ongo-
ing harassment, illustrating the peril faced by activists in these contexts.?
While the interviewees in this study did not report experiencing such extreme
forms of repression at the time of the interviews, some have faced prosecution
for their (nonviolent) civil disobedience activism, highlighting the persistent
risks involved.

Climate landscape of Sweden

The negative impact of the climate crisis in Sweden is comparatively less se-
vere than that observed in South Africa, which could be attributed to Sweden’s
more equitable socio-economic structure, comprehensive welfare system, and
well-developed infrastructure and housing. In Sweden, the rate of temperature
increase is about twice that of the global average, attributable to the more rapid
warming observed near the polar regions.? This climatic change has led to an
increase in annual precipitation, a rise in sea levels, and a reduction in the
duration of snowfall seasons. In addition, there has been a marked increase in
extreme temperature events.?* Occasionally, heavy rains and the rapid melting
of snow have resulted in floods and landslides, causing damage to properties,
railway infrastructure, and sewage systems.?” Flooded roads and infrastructure
failures, such as road collapses, have also been reported.”® The country is also
experiencing heat waves and sporadic wildfires.? These phenomena occasion-
ally affect residents; however, they rarely have a direct impact on their daily
lives.

23 Global Witness, Missing Voices, Global Witness Land and Environmental Defenders; Swedish
Society for Nature Conservation (SSNC), Environmental Defenders Under Attack — The Threats
Facing People Who Protect Nature.

24 Robinson, “Environmental Defenders Risk Their Lives Globally.”

25 SMHI, “Sveriges Klimat”; Naturskyddsforeningen, “Miljén i Siffror.”

26 Naturvérdsverket, “Klimatforindringarna paverkar mojligheterna att ni miljo- och samhills-
mal.”

27 Alestig, “Skyfallen ir en tickande svensk klimatbomb.”

28 Krisinformation, “Landslide on the E6 at Stenungsund.”

29 SMHI, “Brandrisker Idag Och i Framtiden”; Folkhélsomyndigheten, “Varmeboljor storsta kli-
mathotet mot méanniskors hélsa.”
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In Sweden, certain groups are identified as particularly vulnerable to the im-
pacts of climate change, yet the interviewed activists did not report experienc-
ing these specific negative effects first-hand. Vulnerable populations such as
the elderly, individuals with chronic health conditions, including heart ail-
ments, and persons with disabilities are especially susceptible to the increasing
frequency and intensity of heatwaves in the region.*® In addition, the indige-
nous Sami community faces significant threats; the unpredictable snow pat-
terns and rapidly shifting temperatures critically undermine their traditional
reindeer-herding practices. Moreover, the growing demand for minerals, wind
energy development, and forestry activities exerts additional pressure on rein-
deer herders, thereby jeopardising their cultural heritage, language, and social
cohesion. !

Nations’ CO, emissions are quantifiable through multiple methods, each
providing distinct insights into emissions’ climate impact. Measuring con-
sumption-based emissions is particularly significant, as this method adjusts
for trade flows by deducting exported emissions and incorporating imported
emissions, thus offering a more comprehensive view of a nation’s carbon foot-
print caused by consumption. For example, Sweden’s per capita consumption-
based emissions stand at 5.6 tonnes — a level that is higher than that of South
Africa — highlighting its overall responsibility for emissions generated both
domestically and abroad. In addition, when considering emissions from fossil
fuels and industrial activities, Sweden’s per capita figure for 2023 was 3.5
tonnes, revealing low emissions in the industrial and energy sectors in com-
parison with South Africa.®

Public perception and societal engagement are critical components of effec-
tive climate action. Since 2002, the Swedish Environmental Protection
Agency has systematically monitored public opinion through recurring sur-
veys. The 2024 data revealed that an overwhelming 93% of Swedes believe
that climate change will either definitely or possibly have an impact on the
country in the future, indicating a significantly higher level of awareness than
that in South Africa.* Moreover, 86% recognise the importance of taking tan-
gible measures to address climate issues. Notably, 42% of respondents

30 Folkhilsomyndigheten, “Virmebdljor storsta klimathotet mot ménniskors hilsa.”

31 Naturvérdsverket, “Klimatforindringarna pdverkar mojligheterna att nd miljo- och samhélls-
mal”; Jaakkola et al., “The Holistic Effects of Climate Change on the Culture, Well-Being, and
Health of the Saami, the Only Indigenous People in the European Union.”

32 Ritchie et al., “CO: and Greenhouse Gas Emissions.”

33 The Swedish Environmental Protection Agency is responsible for environmental issues in the
country, and carries out assignments on behalf of the Swedish government.

34 Naturvardsverket, Allménheten om klimatet 2024, 10.
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envisage an improved quality of life in a fully climate-adapted society, reflect-
ing a burgeoning societal consensus on the benefits of climate resilience.*

In 2017, Sweden implemented a comprehensive climate policy framework
with the objective of achieving net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2045 at
the latest. Nevertheless, recent years have witnessed a strategic pivot in the
nation’s approach. There has been a notable increase in subsidies for fossil
fuel emissions alongside a decrease in support of renewable energy initiatives,
thereby jeopardising the attainment of these ambitious targets.’ Consequently,
institutional responses in practice have lagged behind articulated policy goals.

Recent developments throughout Europe reveal an expansion of restrictions
on lawful environmental protests, which pose a significant threat to funda-
mental rights such as freedom of expression, assembly, and association —
rights protected under international law. The Special Rapporteur for European
Parties of the Aarhus Convention has issued a report critically examining this
trend. Notably, the report condemns the Swedish prime minister’s characteri-
sation of climate activists as threats to democracy, arguing that such labels,
alongside measures of penalisation and harassment, undermine democratic
processes.’” Furthermore, the report highlights that climate activists in Sweden
who are engaged in (nonviolent) civil disobedience today face the peril of per-
secution under anti-sabotage legislation, despite existing legal protections for
speech and protest rights.’® This scenario exemplifies a shrinking of civic
space for climate activism in the Swedish context. My study incorporates tes-
timonies from individuals who have been prosecuted for their activism, un-
derscoring the tangible impacts of these policies. However, none of the activ-
ists in my study report experiencing acts of repression such as ongoing har-
assment, violence, or threats.*

Religious context of South Africa

The religious context of contemporary South Africa is deeply rooted in its
colonial and missionary history, yet it reaches beyond these origins. The Khoi-
san people, indigenous to the region for thousands of years, predate the arrival

35 Naturvardsverket, Allménheten om klimatet 2024, 36.

36 Naturskyddsforeningen, “Sveriges Klimatpolitik Gar At Fel Hall.”

37 Forst, State Repression of Environmental Protest and Civil Disobedience.

38 Sverige Radio, “Klimataktivisterna som blev sabotérer - Konflikt.”

39 This phenomenon, however, is evident in the Swedish context, as demonstrated by death threats
against individuals in the indigenous Sami community, as well as harassment and the killing of
their reindeer, stemming from their active advocacy for protecting their rights against the negative
impacts of mining and wind energy projects. Huuva and Wallin, Hatbrott mot samer-.
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of other ethnic groups.* Throughout history, explorers from various parts of
the world have come to South Africa, with European presence and land occu-
pation intensifying from the 17th century onwards. This period marked the
forced displacement and subjugation of the Khoisan, often reducing them to
slavery or servitude.*' The era also saw the institutionalisation of white domi-
nance and the systemic oppression of black populations, which reached a
tragic climax with the implementation of apartheid as a state policy by the
National Party in 1948. These historical trajectories have profoundly shaped
the religious and social fabric of modern South Africa, underscoring the en-
during racial segregation.*?

During the colonial era, religion was closely intertwined with ethnicity, with
Christian churches predominantly serving settler populations. The 20th cen-
tury marked a significant shift as Christian mission agencies began active en-
gagement in the region, profoundly influencing religious dynamics. The rela-
tionship between churches, denominations, and ethnic identity became a cru-
cial aspect of societal organisation throughout this period.*

The apartheid regime intensified and reinforced religious classifications based
on ethnic divisions that had their origins in the colonial era.** The history of
apartheid is intrinsically intertwined with faith and political structures; for in-
stance, the Dutch Reformed Church provided theological justification for
apartheid policies, whereas numerous mainline churches, including the Angli-
can, Methodist, and Catholic churches, publicly condemned apartheid. The
segregation of faith communities along ethnic lines, established during apart-
heid, continues to manifest in contemporary South Africa.#* This historical
trajectory highlights the complex interplay between religious institutions and
ethnic stratification, which has significantly shaped the religious context of
the country.

When the new Constitution was enacted in 1996 following the abolition of the
apartheid regime, it explicitly recognised freedom of religion as a fundamental
human right, thereby establishing a legal foundation for religious liberties in

40 Boezak, “The Cultural Heritage of South Africa’s Khoisan,” 253.

41 Boezak, “The Cultural Heritage of South Africa’s Khoisan,” 252.

42 Davenport and Saunders, South Africa, 52; Géranzon, The Prophetic Voice of the South African
Council of Churches after 1990.

43 Goranzon, The Prophetic Voice of the South African Council of Churches after 1990.

4 Settler, “Religious Complexity in Postcolonial South Africa.”

4 McEwen and Steyn, “Politics of Faith.”
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South Africa.* Consequently, any form of discrimination based on religion,
belief system, or customary practices is constitutionally prohibited. Empirical
research characterises the relationship between the South African government
and religious organisations as “separation with interaction”, a nuanced form
of secularism that not only ensures state neutrality but also fosters constructive
engagement with religious entities. This approach cultivates an environment
that is conducive to dialogue and cooperation within the democratic frame-
work. A salient illustration of this interaction is the establishment of the Na-
tional Religious Leaders Forum (NRLF) by President Nelson Mandela in
1994; it was designed as a national interreligious body to facilitate collabora-
tion with the African National Congress (ANC) government on issues perti-
nent to the nation’s post-apartheid reconstruction.*’ In addition, the role of re-
ligion, particularly Christianity, in political processes such as the implemen-
tation of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission exemplifies the state’s
recognition of religion as a vital agent in fostering national healing. Although
these engagements underscore the constructive potential of religious partici-
pation in state affairs, they have not been without controversy, raising ques-
tions about the boundaries and implications of religious influence in a demo-
cratic society.*

According to South Africa’s official 2022 census, 84.5% of respondents iden-
tified as Christian, while 7.8% adhered to traditional African religions. In ad-
dition, 2.9% reported having no religious affiliation, 1.6% identified as Mus-
lim, 1.1% practised Hinduism, and 0.1% followed Judaism. Compared with
the 2001 census, there has been a modest increase in Christian affiliation and
a more significant rise in traditional African religions.*

In South Africa, 55% of individuals self-report attending a religious service
weekly.*® However, despite being known as a highly religious people, South
Africa is experiencing a decline in religious affiliation. According to the Pew
Research Center, a larger number of the population identifies as religiously
unaffiliated than in the official 2022 census, namely 11% of the population.
There are also those who are leaving their religion. For instance, among adults
raised as Christians in South Africa, 8% now consider themselves

46 South African Government, “Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996 - Chapter 2:
Bill of Rights.”

4T Today, this council is called the National Interfaith Council of South Africa (NICSA). Mutelo,
“The Nature of Relations Between Religion and State.”

48 Shore, “Christianity and South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission.”

4 Statistics South Africa, Census, 2022: Cultural Dynamics in South Africa, 27.

30 Pew Research Center, The Age Gap in Religion Around the World.
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unaffiliated.’' Nevertheless, Christianity is the predominant religion, and the
proportion of individuals without religious affiliation, although increasing, re-
mains relatively small.

Previous research indicates that, since the establishment of democracy in
South Africa, there has been notable progress in the government, the judicial
system, and faith-based organisations towards better inclusion and acknowl-
edgement of indigenous religiosity. This trend has been met with heightened
interest in indigenous religious practices. Nevertheless, researchers stress the
necessity of critically examining how indigenous religion is categorised in tra-
ditional world religion classifications that stem from colonial history, espe-
cially in South Africa’s postcolonial context.*

It is important to recognise that ongoing scholarly debates critically examine
the legacy of missions and colonialism, which historically suppressed African
traditional religious practices. This suppression has contributed to a signifi-
cant loss of indigenous religious traditions and facilitated the imposition of
western Christianity in South Africa. Consequently, some scholars advocate
for the indigenisation of Christian churches through the integration of local
philosophies, customs, traditions, and beliefs. Conversely, others contend that
such processes have already been substantially realised.>

A central tenet of traditional African spiritualities and religious practices
throughout history exemplifies the embodiment of ubuntu principles, which
are foundational to understanding African world views. The term ubuntu is
frequently translated as “I am because we are”, underscoring the profound in-
terconnectedness and interdependence of individuals in their communities.>*
This philosophical stance posits that an individual’s identity and sense of self
are intricately linked to their relational ties and their contributions to the col-
lective well-being. Numerous African spiritual traditions emphasise the unity
of all life forms, and advocate maintaining harmony both in human commu-
nities and with the natural environment. Rituals, ceremonies, and communal
prayers are integral practices that reinforce social cohesion, express collective
gratitude, and solicit blessings for communal health and prosperity.5s This

3! Pew Research Center, Around the World, Many People Are Leaving Their Childhood Reli-
gions, 27.

32 Settler, “Religious Complexity in Postcolonial South Africa,” 13.

33 Masoga and Nicolaides, “Christianity and Indigenisation in Africa.”

3 Ajitoni, “Ubuntu and the Philosophy of Community in African Thought: An Exploration of
Collective Identity and Social Harmony.”

35 Masango, “African Spirituality That Shapes the Concept of Ubuntu.”
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concept fosters a collective sense of self that is commonly contrasted with
Western individualism.¢

Religious context of Sweden

By the mid-1500s, Sweden had become a Lutheran nation. It was not until
1951 that laws allowed citizens to leave the Church of Sweden without joining
another denomination. The church served as the state church until 2000, and
is now officially non-state, though it still aims to serve all residents and is
considered a folk church.”” Consequently, Sweden has remained predomi-
nantly religiously homogeneous, dominated by the Church of Sweden (Lu-
theran).

During the 19th century, Swedish society transitioned from a household-based
to an individual-centric social structure. Key movements, such as the temper-
ance, workers’, and revivalist movements, addressed social inequalities and
contributed to Sweden’s democratisation. The 1930 marked a pivotal moment,
as the collaboration between the workers’ movement and social democrats es-
tablished the foundations of the modern welfare state in which the individual’s
rights were to be protected.’

Contemporary Swedish society is characterised by a paradoxical blend of in-
dividualism and trust in a strong state manifested in the welfare system. This
can be traced back to Lutheranism, which historically emphasised individual
autonomy in relation to God and trust in a benevolent God. Over time, this
individual autonomy and divine authority were secularised and reinterpreted
as civic responsibility, and allowed the state to be perceived as a benevolent
entity embodying the common good, yet independent of God, thereby foster-
ing a societal environment in which individual liberty and state authority co-
exist.

The strong emphasis on individual liberty in contemporary Swedish society is
mirrored in data from the World Values Survey (WVS) global cultural map,
which indicates that Sweden exhibits the highest levels of individualistic val-
ues globally. These values prioritise aspects such as self-expression,

36 Ajitoni, “Ubuntu and the Philosophy of Community in African Thought: An Exploration of
Collective Identity and Social Harmony.”
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subjective well-being, quality of life, and autonomy. Furthermore, Sweden
ranks exceptionally high on the survey’s measure of what is framed as “secu-
lar-rational values”.®

Another characteristic of Swedish society is what termed a form of “pragmatic
secularism”, which implies that religion has been neither actively endorsed
nor explicitly suppressed, thereby maintaining a nuanced position in the socio-
political landscape. This could be understood having its roots in the close col-
laboration between the Church of Sweden and the state alongside the stability
of the Swedish political culture throughout the 20th century, characterised by
the lack of revolutionary upheavals.®' This has also made religion less visible
in daily life and in public spaces. However, religion is visible in contemporary
Swedish society as a result of increased religious pluralism; it is commonly
referred to as a post-secular society (although this is widely debated).®> How-
ever, faith-based organisations are still not inherently integral components of
civil society. Historically, the predominant church was closely intertwined
with the state, exemplified during the industrialisation period, when it supplied
services that were considered an integral part of the welfare state.’> Conse-
quently, faith-based organisations do not occupy as prominent or natural a role
in civil society in this context as they do in other European countries.*

Today, Sweden is regarded as a country with a high level of religious free-
dom.% The country has also become more religiously pluralist, largely as a
result of migration. However, the Church of Sweden still accounts for about
half of the population, with about 5.5 million members.® In contrast, other
faiths have significantly smaller numbers of adherents: Islam has around
155,000; Orthodox and Eastern churches 140,000; the Catholic Church
115,000; the free church denominations together about 320,000; Buddhists
number around 9,000; and Jews comprise about 8,000.57

0 The World Values Survey Site WVS, “Findings and Insights.”
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As can be seen, there is still an imbalance between denominations in the Swe-
dish context according to the number of members.®® However, a large number
of members in the Church of Sweden does not necessarily mean a high level
of religiosity. Compared with other countries, even those in Europe, which is
generally more secularised than other parts of the world, Sweden is regarded
as a highly secularised country — because, for example, it scores high on sec-
ular values.® Yet secularisation is a widely debated term and a complex phe-
nomenon. There is a paradox in Sweden, in that the number of church mem-
bers is much higher than the number of individuals who self-report as reli-
gious.” This has been described as “belonging without believing”.”" For ex-
ample, seven out of ten never attend a religious service, and up to 60% report
that they never pray to God.”

Another characteristic of Swedish society is the large number of unaffiliated
people. According to numbers from the Pew Research Center, 52% of all
adults in Sweden identify as unaffiliated.” Yet other studies also indicate that
people in Sweden do believe in “something”, but that they are distancing
themselves from what religious institutions frame as “faith”, thus mirroring
the so-called subjective turn in faith.”* An example of this is that nature in the
Swedish context serves as an existential resource that competes with religious
institutions. For example, nature is reported to create a connection with one’s
inner self, security, reduced anxiety, and a sense of meaningfulness.”

Buddhists and Jews, smaller numbers of Orthodox and Pentecostal believers, and a slightly larger
number of Muslims. See, for example: Willander and Stockman, Ett Mdngreligist Sverige i For-
dndring. The number of Muslims in Sweden varies significantly according to different statistics,
which range from 80,000 to as many as 800,000. This variation depends on which factors are
measured, such as mosque attendance over the past year, membership in a Muslim community, or
the inclusion of individuals with Muslim cultural or family backgrounds. For further discussion
and numbers, see: Thurfjell and Willander, Postmuslimer: Om Sekularitet i Ett Mdngreligiost Sve-
rige; Novus - Kunskap och undersdkningar, “Demografi, religion och sprakkunskap.”

%8 Tt is to be noted that the Swedish authorities, in contrast to those in South Africa, are restrictive
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questions, making it difficult to present an accurate and up-to-date representation of religious af-
filiation in Sweden. The statistics referred to here are from the Swedish Agency for Support for
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Finally, although contemporary Sweden is generally regarded as a country
with a high level of religious freedom, there is an ongoing imperative to
acknowledge and address the colonial abuses inflicted upon Sweden’s indig-
enous Sami population, which includes religious oppression. Historically, in-
stitutions such as the Church of Sweden — formerly the state church — partici-
pated actively in these injustices, which included the suppression of Sami lan-
guage, religion, and cultural practices. The formal process of reconciliation
initiated in the 1990s represented a significant step; however, it has faced crit-
icism for having insufficient Sami participation and limited reparative
measures.’

Changing political landscape

Finally, I wish to highlight that the political landscape worldwide has experi-
enced rapid and significant transformations during the period of my study.
When I started the research project in 2020, the influence of Greta Thunberg,
a renowned Swedish youth climate activist who began her activism in 2018,
was substantial. Her impact was widely recognised in academic circles, with
scholars analysing the so-called “Greta Thunberg effect” to demonstrate her
influence on public engagement in collective climate action.”” However, in
recent years, the political landscape has shifted significantly, with populist re-
gimes gaining prominence worldwide and adopting increasingly authoritarian
stances. Notably, the rise of far-right populist governments has been linked to
negative implications for climate discourse and policy, as evidenced by re-
search in a range of disciplines.” Climate issues have thus become more po-
liticised, potentially affecting religious actors’ willingness to participate.

In addition, the emergence of conflicts, not least the Russian invasion of
Ukraine and Israel’s war in Gaza, has redirected Europe’s and other nations’
focus towards military defence, thereby diminishing the urgency attributed to
the climate crisis and shifting attention to issues of war.” Furthermore, world-
wide reactionary political forces driven by populism try to push back civil
society, thereby contracting the space available for climate activism.® For

76 Lekvall, “Repairing ‘Historical’ Wrongs.” In 2021 and 2022, the Church of Sweden publicly
apologised to the Sami people. Church of Sweden, “Ursékten till det samiska folket.”

77 See, for example: Sabherwal et al., “The Greta Thunberg Effect.”

78 For a comprehensive list, refer to: Political Ecologies of the Far Right Network, “Bibliography,
Academic Resources Far Right and the Environment.”

7 The wars also exert harmful effects on the environment, thereby exacerbating the consequences
of climate change. See, for example: Hasnain, “Israel Palestine Conflict and Its Impact on Climate
Change in the Middle East”; Yutilova et al., “Russia—Ukraine War Impacts on Environment.”

80 See, for example: Strachwitz and Toepler, “Contested Civic Spaces in Liberal Democracies.”
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example, recent legislative developments throughout Europe have imposed
new restrictions on lawful environmental protests, as elaborated in the Intro-
duction to this dissertation.

To conclude, while the ongoing climate crisis is characterised by rapid evolu-
tion, so too the conditions for climate activism are undergoing radical changes.
The global political landscape is experiencing swift and unpredictable trans-
formations, further complicating cohesive efforts to address these crises.
Given this dynamic context, replicating a similar study today would likely
produce different findings.

Previous research

I situate my research in a broader scholarly context that encompasses both
theoretical and empirical studies in the fields of religion and environmental
challenges. This includes prior research on faith-based activism and theologi-
cal investigations into religious actors’ responses to climate issues. While my
interpretation is primarily grounded in this body of literature, explicit refer-
ences are intentionally limited to maintain focus on my original analysis.

Theological literature on environmental challenges

The corpus of theological literature represents the most extensive segment in
the academic discourse on religion and environmental challenges such as the
climate crisis. While my investigation deliberately encompasses activists in a
spectrum of faith traditions, it is notable that Christian adherents are the pre-
dominant group. In addition, in the South African context, it is commonplace
for interviewees affiliated with non-Christian faiths to reference a Christian
framework, underscoring the pervasive influence of Christian theological per-
spectives. My familiarity with Christian theology enhances my capacity to
conduct a detailed and nuanced theological analysis of these viewpoints. Alt-
hough integrating diverse theological paradigms could have enriched the in-
terpretive depth of the study even more, such an approach would have ex-
ceeded the scope of the current research. Therefore, this overview centres
principally on the Christian theological literature, which provides the primary
lens for this analysis.

The origins of Christian theology emphasising care for creation can be traced

to the early Christian era, with expressions of environmental concern mani-
fested in various historical contexts, such as the reflections of mediaeval

34



mystics.®! Nonetheless, the field experienced a significant expansion during
the 1960s, largely influenced by critiques from scholars such as Lynn White,
who highlighted Christianity’s potential contribution to the underlying causes
of the global environmental crises.®> Subsequent research efforts primarily
sought to engage with or address these critical perspectives, fostering a more
nuanced discourse in the field.®

The escalating climate crisis, caused by human activities, has led to increased
theological discussions that focus not only on general environmental problems
but also specifically on the climate crisis. Contemporary Christian eco-theol-
ogy, which is centred on the climate crisis, is notably heterogeneous, encom-
passing a variety of contextual and disciplinary perspectives, including envi-
ronmental ethics, systematic theology, biblical studies, and the sociology of
religion.®* A comprehensive volume that adopts an otherwise comparatively
rare global perspective is the T& T Clark Handbook of Christian Theology and
Climate Change (2019). This work facilitates a cross-cultural discourse on the
theological dilemmas arising from climate change.®> Moreover, significant
contributions extend beyond Christianity, exemplified by works such as Afri-
can Perspectives on Religion and Climate Change. These volumes not only
broaden the scope of climate theology, but also critically examine how diverse
religious traditions shape the world view and behavioural responses of their
adherents, thereby underscoring the multifaceted nature and societal relevance
of religious engagement with climate issues. Furthermore, the introduction to
the volume Afiiican Perspectives on Religion and Climate Change by Ezra
Citando, a Zimbabwean theologian specialising in the history and phenome-
nology of religion, has significantly enriched my analysis of the South African
material owing to its elucidation of Southern African cultural resources in
faith-based environmentalism.?

An overarching objective of Christian eco-theology can be articulated in sev-
eral ways. While some scholars emphasise that Christian eco-theology serves
as a reinterpretation of traditional Christian doctrines, I align myself with the

81 See, for example, Sigurd Bergmann’s work on the early Church Cappadocian theologian Greg-
ory of Nazianzus. Bergmann, Creation Set Free.

82 White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis.”

8 For a comprehensive and interdisciplinary analysis of White’s arguments, along with a critical
reflection on the evolving scholarly discourse on the interplay between religion, culture, and the
environmental crisis, please refer to: LeVasseur and Peterson, Religion and Ecological Crisis.

8 For a thorough overview of academic scholarship on the connection between religion and cli-
mate in various scholarly discourses, refer to Jenkins et al., “Religion and Climate Change.”

85 Koster and Conradie, T&T Clark Handbook of Christian Theology and Climate Change.

8 Chitando et al., African Perspectives on Religion and Climate Change.
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perspective proposed by South African theologian Emst Conradie. He advo-
cates a dual approach: first, to reinterpret Christian theology in the context of
Christianity itself; and second, to explore how Christian theology could ac-
tively contribute to society’s response to environmental degradation. This in-
volves participating in an ecological transformation of economic systems and
cultural consumption patterns.?” Although my study encompasses faith tradi-
tions beyond Christianity, and initially aimed to explore primarily the role of
theology in activism, such as political advocacy and campaigning efforts, my
final findings and analysis are closely aligned with Conradie’s dual approach
and his constructive theological perspective. This approach also resonates well
with the perspectives of the theologians discussed in the final chapter of this
thesis, such as Jiirgen Moltmann, Catherine Keller, and Sallie McFague, as
well as Ernst Conradie in the South African context and Petra Carlsson Redell
in the Swedish context.? Likewise, scholars who have inspired the overarch-
ing framework of this study from various angles have highlighted the signifi-
cant constructive contribution of religion and theology in addressing contem-
porary environmental problems.*

The role of theology in addressing environmental crises has become an in-
creasingly vital discussion in academic circles. This enquiry has also been in-
tegrated into an interdisciplinary approach and into the broader field of envi-
ronmental humanities, underscoring the significance of theological perspec-
tives in shaping responses to climate challenges. Notably, the volume Religion
in Environmental and Climate Change, Suffering, Values, Lifestyles, pub-
lished in 2012 and edited by Dieter Gerten and Sigurd Bergmann, exemplifies
this integration.” Similarly, the volume Religion in the Anthropocene from the
year 2017 and edited by Celia E. Deane-Drummond, Sigurd Bergmann, and
Markus Vogt, emphasises the critical contribution of theology to understand-
ing and tackling environmental issues.”!

87 Conradie et al., Christian Faith and the Earth, 2; Conradie, “Contemporary Challenges to Chris-
tian Ecotheology,” 107.

88 See, for example, these scholarly publications: Moltmann, God in Creation; Keller, Political
Theology of the Earth, 91; McFague, A New Climate for Theology, 29; Conradie et al., Christian
Faith and the Earth; Redell, Grastensteologi.

8 See, for example, these scholarly publications, highlighting perspectives from the Nordic and
Southern African contexts: Aarflot and Grau, Tidsskrifi for Feministisk Teologi, St Sunniva, Tema
Klima; Bergmann et al., Religion, Materialism and Ecology; Ohlmann and Swart, “Religion and
Environment.”

9 Gerten and Bergmann, Religion in Environmental and Climate Change.

°! Deane-Drummond et al., Religion in the Anthropocene.
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Empirical research on religious actors’ climate responses

Although religious groups have been involved in tackling the climate crisis
for decades, empirical research on faith-based climate activism is still in its
early stages. Studies examining the role of theology in this activism are even
rarer and more recent. This stands in contrast to the substantial theological
literature on climate and environmental issues, as presented above. In what
follows, I present empirical research on the responses of religious actors to the
climate crisis that are relevant to my study, with a particular focus on faith-
based climate activism and highlighting those who apply a theological per-
spective to their empirical material.

The bulk of empirical studies on religion and climate have examined the con-
nection between people’s religious faith and their attitudes to climate change.
Quantitative surveys have been a central methodological approach, and the
surveys have mainly been conducted in the United States, with a focus on
American evangelicals. The question of whether religious commitments are
the key motivation for climate engagement or whether religious beliefs are
part of a broader identity in which secular and religious ideas are combined
has been at the centre of the scholarly discussion on religion and climate
change. Although many hypotheses have been proposed, it has been difficult
to establish clear links between theological positions and public attitudes on
climate change. 2

In the field of empirical social scientific research, there is a notable and in-
creasing focus on understanding how religious actors respond practically to
the climate crisis. Furthermore, it is essential to study the climate and religion
in specific contexts, given the diverse roles that religion plays in different so-
cieties. In this field, the book by Veldman et al., How the World’s Religions
Are Responding to Climate Change (2014) can be regarded as a landmark vol-
ume, as it was, to the bets of my knowledge, the first attempt to sketch an
overview of religious actors’ responses to the climate crises in different con-
texts around the world, including both their oral responses and their responses
in practice. Further, the volume contributed with empirical materials from the
Global South, which, in general, have been studied to a much lesser extent
than the Global North. Using a comparative approach, the research indicates
that religious actors’ actual accomplishments have been modest and that, in
general, they are more successful on a local level in supporting communities

%2 Jenkins et al., “Religion and Climate Change,” 88; Globus Veldman et al., How the World’s
Religions Are Responding to Climate Change, 9; Bomberg and Hague, “Faith-Based Climate Ac-
tion in Christian Congregations,” 1.
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in poor countries to adapt to a new climate, and in greening local churches and
influencing people to change lifestyle patterns in more affluent societies.” It
is my understanding that this area has been more extensively researched, par-
ticularly in studies examining behavioural changes and the influence of moral
and ethical beliefs rooted in religious faiths. In contrast, research on climate
responses initiated by socially progressive religious actors with the intention
to influence politics has received comparatively less scholarly attention.’

However, a body of scholarship is dedicated to thoroughly analysing the role
of religion in political discourse and its consequential influence on climate
change politics. Notably, this scholarship extends to the international arena,
exemplified by studies of religious actors’ advocacy within frameworks such
as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UN-
FCCC).” These investigations underscore the need for further scholarly en-
quiry into how religious perspectives shape public debate and influence policy
responses to climate change.

Furthermore, additional research from a more theological standpoint examines
the official statements issued by religious actors at both national and interna-
tional levels. For instance, Ernst Conradie’s analysis of ecumenical climate
statements illuminates the inherent tension between striving for a universal
voice and the recognition that theological expressions are invariably rooted in
specific contexts and locations.®® Although my study explores the practised
theologies of activists, these types of examination emphasise the complexity
of religious engagement with climate issues, and highlight the need for a
deeper understanding of religious actors’ efforts to have an impact on national
and global environmental policies.

The engagement of theology in the political and social spheres is a well-estab-
lished area of scholarly enquiry, and has been extensively examined through
disciplines such as political theology, liberation theology, feminist theology,
and public theology.”” The potential of theology as a vital resource during cri-
ses, such as the current climate emergency, has also garnered scholarly

93 Globus Veldman et al., How the World’s Religions Are Responding to Climate Change, 300.
%4 This is emphasised, for example, in the following scholarly publications: Braunstein et al.,
“Religion and Progressive Politics in the United States”; Williams, “What Progressive Efforts
Tell Us about Faith and Politics.”

% See for example, Glaab, “A Climate for Justice?”’; Berry, “Transnational Religious Advocacy
Networks in Latin America and Beyond.”

% Conradie, “Climate Change and the Common Good.”

°7 The relationship between feminist theology and ecology has also been highlighted by, for ex-
ample, the theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether. Ruether, Religious Ecofeminism.
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attention in these disciplines. The article Responsible Public Theology on Cli-
mate Change Devastations, published in 2023 by Jonas Sello Thinane et al.,
exemplifies this discourse. It emphasises the pressing need for a responsible
public theology that addresses climate change, contextualised in the cata-
strophic flooding in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa in 2022.% Although their
methodology is not empirical or qualitative, as in the present study, the authors
nonetheless highlight the critical importance of public theological responses
to the urgent and context-specific challenges posed by climate catastrophe.
This is similarly done in the volume Religion and Ecology in the Public
Sphere, published in 2011 and edited by Celia Deane-Drummond and Hein-
rich Bedford-Stromm. This work critically underscores public theology as an
essential resource for addressing and mitigating ecological challenges, thereby
emphasising theology’s vital role in contemporary environmental discourse.”

Faith-based activism — empirical studies of relevance

Some researchers examine faith-based climate activism without an in-depth
theological focus; yet their findings are of interest to my study. One prominent
example is the research of Elizabeth Bomberg and Alice Hague, who explore
the spiritual resources in faith-based activism in Scotland within the frame-
work of Christian faith-based and congregational efforts.'® Using social
movement theory, particularly resource mobilisation theory, in their studies of
religious actors, they emphasise that such theories often ignore the religious
dimensions and consequently overlook faith-based resources for environmen-
talism. Bomberg and Hague identify spiritual resources as key cultural assets,
such as spiritual beliefs, symbols, and identities, that facilitate collective ac-
tion. They define these as “the collection of spiritual beliefs, symbols and
identities that facilitate collective action on specific issues”, including shared
values (e.g., respect for creation, community care), narratives (e.g., hope, in-
tergenerational themes), and symbols/practices rooted in tradition.'”' Although
they do not analyse these resources with a theological approach, their findings
reveal significant links to theological discourse.'” In addition, although my
focus is not on organisational resources for mobilisation, but on individual
faith-based climate activists’ theologies, their study has inspired me to

%8 Thinane et al., “Responsible Public Theology on Climate Change Devastations.”

9 Deane-Drummond et al., Religion and Ecology in the Public Sphere.

190 Bomberg and Hague, “Faith-Based Climate Action in Christian Congregations.”

191 Bomberg and Hague, “Faith-Based Climate Action in Christian Congregations,” 583.

192 Tn Alice Hague’s thesis, Faithful Advocates: Faith Communities and Environmental Activism
in Scotland, she explores the reasons behind faith communities’ engagement in environmental
activism within Scottish congregations. She identifies both practical and theological motivations
that drive this environmental engagement. Hague, “Faithful Advocates: Faith Communities and
Environmental Activism in Scotland.”
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investigate the resources used by activists and the resources emerging from
their activism — an overall theme that constitutes the core of Chapter 5. In
addition, they elucidated the research gap in cross-national comparisons and
studies that encompass various faith traditions, to which my research project
seeks to respond.

In the Swedish context, Henrik Ohlson’s empirical studies of the Nature Con-
nection Movement provide valuable insights. While his research does not fo-
cus on activists with a self-identified religious affiliation, unlike those in my
study, his findings, which indicate the occurrence of spiritual experiences dur-
ing activism, resonate with my own.!”® I explore these parallels in detail in
Chapter 5.

A relevant volume for my research is How ‘green’ can religions be? Tensions
about religious environmentalism, published in 2022 and edited by Jens
Koehrsen, Julia Blanc, and Fabian Huber.!** This work scrutinises the obsta-
cles to the greening efforts in religious communities, emphasising the internal
tensions that characterise religious environmentalism — a theme that also
emerges prominently in my own findings. The study most closely aligned with
my research is the empirical investigation by Chaves Monnot of Swiss con-
gregational environmentalism. Monnot’s analysis delineates intradenomina-
tional tensions, and specifically the difficulties faced by individuals who strive
to advance environmental commitments in their religious congregations, and
highlighting the organisational barriers that hinder such efforts. While my fo-
cus is on individual faith-based activists rather than on organisational struc-
tures, my findings similarly uncover tensions related to religious institutions.
Monnot’s emphasis on organisational obstacles thus provides valuable in-
sights for interpreting my results, with which I engage critically in Chapter 5.

One scholar who has studied climate activism with a similar bottom-up and
empirical approach to this study is Maria Nita. Her empirical study centres on
Christian and Muslim climate activists in Britain. She analyses how the faith
activists involved in the Climate Movement and the Transition Towns Move-
ment in Britain view their activism as a practice of their religious faith. She
finds that the activists she has studied are primarily motivated by their reli-
gious faith in their climate activism. Although she doesn’t analyse the activ-
ists’ practices through a theological lens, as is done in this study, she focuses
on the negotiation of the activists’ faith identities; and her study gives

103 Ohlsson, “Nature Connection as Spirituality, Wellbeing Practice, and Subjective Activism.”
104 Koehrsen et al., “How ‘Green’ Can Religions Be?”
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examples of how the activists practise their faith in their activism. She identi-
fies and analyses the activists’ use of religious language, rituals, prayers, and
services, and argues that the activists contribute to the traditional religion’s
ability to frame environmental concerns in familiar terms and contribute to the
articulation of a new green religion.'” As is discussed in Chapter 5, her find-
ings on lifestyle adjustments and the development of new values among faith-
based activists align with my findings.

Theological empirical studies

Some emerging studies have laid a foundation for this area of enquiry by using
empirical and qualitative methods to explore faith-based environmental activ-
ism and its theological aspects in specific contexts. For instance, Pauliina Kai-
nulainen has analysed the theological arguments used by the church-affiliated
opposition movement against uranium mining in Finland.! She highlights the
interaction between actors using geology and theology as arguments in the
debate. She argues for an ecological public theology that could integrate these
diverse perspectives so that theology could offer a holistic cosmology empha-
sising the sacredness of nature, in contrast to the western mechanistic cosmol-
ogy that privileges the natural sciences over other views of reality.!” Similarly,
Annalet van Schalkwyk has investigated the insights of the amaDiba people
of Xolobeni and their opposition to mining, suggesting that these insights
could enrich and expand Christian theologies in the South African context.!®
In the Norwegian context, Tom Sverre Bredal-Tomren and Benedikte Cecilie
Renberg, based on an analysis of official statements and legal documents,
have studied the bishops and priests of the Church of Norway and their role in
the debate and in the Sami fight over wind turbines in the Fosen, a traditional
Sami grazing area. Their case study examines the clergy’s practical involve-
ment and their theological and ethical arguments.'®

Another compelling illustration of empirical research on faith-based environ-
mental activism is the study conducted by Jeane C. Peracullo and Rosa Bella
M. Quindoza, which investigates collaborative efforts between faith-based

105 Her study was later presented to its full extent in the book: Nita, Praying and Campaigning
with Environmental Christians.

106 Kainulainen, “Geology vs. Theology? Uranium Prosepcting and Theological Arguments in
Northern Carelia 2006-2009.”

107 K ainulainen, “Geology vs. Theology? Uranium Prosepcting and Theological Arguments in
Northern Carelia 2006-2009,” 118.

198 Van Schalkwyk, “Living in the Land: An Oiko-Theological Response to the Amadiba Crisis
Committee of Xolobeni’s Struggle for Ubuntu, Land and Ecology.”

109 Bredal-Tomren and Renberg, “The Church of Norway and the Sami Fight against Wind Tur-
bines: A Case Study.”
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groups and Filipino Catholic organisations in addressing the harmful environ-
mental effects of mining activities. The findings demonstrate that such initia-
tives foster a re-conceptualisation of ecological stewardship, one that trans-
cends anthropocentric paradigms to embrace an eco-centric perspective,
thereby expanding the scope of ecological care to encompass the entire eco-
logical community.''* Furthermore, their research exemplifies a broader shift
in the discipline of practical theology, highlighting an emerging scholarly in-
terest in integrating ecological concerns into theological analysis. This trend
is exemplified by seminal works such as Practical Theology Amid Environ-
mental Crises, published in 2023 and edited by Pamela R. McCarroll and Hye-
Ran Kim-Cragg.""' My own study resonates with this evolving emphasis on
contextual and situated approaches to theology, underscoring the importance
of lived experience and practical engagement within the discipline.

Given that this is a relatively small yet rapidly evolving field, I do not assert
that these studies constitute a comprehensive mapping of empirical theologi-
cal research on faith-based activism. Nevertheless, these examples reflect key
aspects of my own research. While my study is situated in the discipline of
world Christianity, this review elucidates the broad scope to which my re-
search is related: public theology, intercultural theology, and practical theol-
ogy. The public theological approach I have highlighted, which aims to influ-
ence public debate through theology, is exemplified in my material, in which
activists endeavour to shape climate policy and political discourse, rather like
the efforts of the activists studied by Kainulainen, Bredal-Tomren, and Ren-
berg. Furthermore, the approach of integrating diverse faith traditions, as em-
phasised by Van Schalkwyk, constitutes a fundamental strategy in my study.
The field of practical theology is also exemplified in the works of Bredal-
Tomren, Renberg, Peracullo, and Quindoza, who investigate Christian con-
gregational engagement in environmental initiatives, but also include broader
activist movement efforts. This intersection of individual activists and their
local faith communities is also mirrored in my study. The highlighted studies,
moreover, affirm the importance of empirical theological research in both the
Global South and the Global North.

While previous studies provide valuable insights through empirical and theo-
logical approaches, their scope is limited and, although the activists studied
advocate for environmental issues, they do not specifically address the climate

110 peracullo and Quindoza, “The Environmental Activism of a Filipino Catholic Faith Commu-
nity.”
T McCarroll and Kim-Cragg, Practical Theology Amid Environmental Crises.
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crisis. Therefore, this study does not draw directly on these prior investiga-
tions in the analysis, but is rooted in similar established frameworks such as
public theology, intercultural theology, and practical theology to explore faith-
based activism in the context of the climate crisis.

A recent study, published in 2025, has coincided with the culmination of my
research, and provides a relevant perspective that closely aligns with the focus
of my investigation. Conducted in the British context by Finlay Malcolm and
Peter Scott, their research endeavours to clarify the predominant Christian
eco-theological beliefs among Christian climate activists. Using a multi-fac-
eted methodological framework that includes questionnaires, in-depth inter-
views, and participant observation, their study benefits from a larger and more
diverse sample size than the other theological empirical studies mentioned
above. Their work aligns with my study’s scope by examining theological be-
liefs among faith-based climate activists who are engaged in political advo-
cacy at multiple levels — individual, congregational, and group — particularly
in faith-based organisations, dioceses, and faith-led action groups. Unlike
other studies highlighted here, Malcolm and Scott emphasise activism that is
directly linked to the climate crisis. While their primary aim is to identify the
dominant Christian eco-theological concepts in faith-based climate activism
and to compare them with mainstream Christian theology, several of their
findings resonate with those of this study. These parallels, but also the differ-
ences, are examined in Chapter 6. When I move to the second level of my
theological analysis in that chapter, I construct the most significant theological
themes in my empirical material. I also reference established academic theo-
logians briefly but not in any depth, as I want to keep the empirical material
as the main focus.

This study aligns with earlier theological empirical research by systematically
examining faith-based activism and theological responses to the environmen-
tal crises, emphasising their potential to transcend a solely scientific frame-
work and to enrich the theological discourse. It underscores the essential role
of theology in confronting the climate emergency and advocating contextually
nuanced, locally tailored strategies. By prioritising lived experience and active
practical engagement, this study aims to demonstrate how theological re-
sponses could be effectively shaped by and responsive to diverse environmen-
tal challenges, thereby contributing to a more comprehensive understanding
of faith-based activism in the context of global environmental crises.
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Conclusions

This review of prior research underscores the importance of theological en-
quiry in addressing pressing contemporary environmental crises. It also high-
lights the need for further empirical theological studies that focus on faith-
based activism. Moreover, it reveals a notable research gap concerning cross-
national comparisons and the inclusion of diverse faith traditions. Responding
to this gap, the present study adopts a multi-sited methodology that integrates
material from both South Africa and Sweden. Although the analysis is in-
formed predominantly by Christian theological perspectives, it also thought-
fully incorporates actors from various faith traditions in different contextual
settings, including multi-faith environments, thereby expanding the analytical
scope. Furthermore, in constructing theological themes from the empirical
material, [ approach the material as a cohesive theological corpus, despite the
plurality of faiths represented. This multi-faith approach enhances the depth
and complexity of the theological insights generated, offering a more compre-
hensive understanding of faith-based climate activism.

Outline

Chapter 1, the current chapter, introduces the scope of the study: faith-based
climate activism aimed at influencing climate policy and measures, examined
from a theological perspective. It presents the study’s purpose and research
questions. It also presents an overview of the two contextual settings under
investigation, South Africa and Sweden, emphasising key contextual factors.
Specifically, the chapter provides a brief description of the climatic landscapes
of both regions and outlines their respective religious contexts.

Chapter 2 explores the theoretical foundations, concepts, and methods used in
this study. The chapter begins with an elaboration of the metaphor of path-
finding, exploring its relevance and application throughout the thesis. This is
followed by an examination of theology as an analytical lens, which includes
an overview of the “theology of four voices” framework and its application in
the research. It then discusses the use of the concepts of religion and spiritu-
ality, followed by an outline of the necessary terminological clarifications.
Next, the chapter provides an outline of the methods used, reflects on the re-
searcher’s role, and considers the ethical issues that are pertinent to the re-
search process. The chapter concludes with a discussion of methodological
choices and the study’s limitations.

Chapters 3 and 4 offer an empirical investigation into faith-based climate ac-
tivism, with a focus on how the activism is motivated and conducted. Chapter
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3 examines material from South Africa, while Chapter 4 analyses material
from Sweden. The findings are derived from interviews complemented by in-
sights gained through participant observation in the field. The discussion high-
lights dominant trends while also acknowledging the complexities and varia-
tions in the material. In both chapters, a theological lens for analysis is used,
aimed at exploring how faith-based activists demonstrate their perception of
the transcendent through words and actions.

Chapter 5, building on the findings from the preceding empirical chapters,
begins with an overview of the characteristics of faith-based climate activist
practices in the two studied contexts. This overview provides a foundation for
the subsequent analysis, which identifies and critically discusses both emerg-
ing and established resources used in faith-based climate activism in these
contexts. In this chapter, the analysis progresses through a parallel examina-
tion of the empirical data collected from South Africa and Sweden. By com-
paring these two distinct contexts, the analysis gains depth through the identi-
fication of similarities and differences. The analysis is also strengthened by
engaging with and critically discussing relevant research from diverse disci-
plines. The investigation of resources is conducted by continuing to use a the-
ological lens for the analysis, including establishing and critically evaluating
key concepts derived from the empirical material.

Building on the findings from the previous chapters, Chapter 6 aims to syn-
thesise the analysis by explicitly addressing the overarching purpose of the
study: to describe the characteristics of faith-based climate activists’ pathfind-
ing process amid the climate catastrophe, and to construct the theological
themes embedded in that process. The characteristics of this process are ex-
plored through a reassessment of the research questions and by applying the
pathfinding metaphor. Furthermore, the chapter critically examines the inter-
actions among various theological voices in the activists’ pathfinding process,
including an assessment of the applicability of the “four voices of theology”
framework in this specific research context. The next section provides an in-
depth theological analysis, made by constructing key dominant theological
themes in the activists’ pathfinding amid the climate catastrophe. This analysis
aims to deepen the understanding of the role of theologies in the response to
the climate catastrophe at a more general level.

Finally, to provide a broader picture of my research findings, I conclude with

an epilogue that offers an overall analysis of faith-based climate activism as a
potential revival movement.
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2. Theory, concepts, and methods in use

This study conceptualises faith-based activists as pathfinders in the context of
the ongoing climate catastrophe. Its overall purpose is to describe the charac-
teristics of faith-based climate activists’ pathfinding process amid the climate
catastrophe, and to construct the theological themes embedded in that process.
This involves paying special attention to the role of religious faith, and partic-
ularly to theology, in shaping and manifesting this journey. Accordingly, this
chapter demonstrates my application of pathfinding as a metaphor, while also
clarifying my understanding of theology and its role as an analytical lens
throughout the analysis, including the use of the “four voices of theology”
framework. Given the central importance of religion and spirituality to this
study, the chapter discusses and clarifies the use of these terms, as well as
additional relevant terminology.

This chapter also describes the methods used, outlines my role as the re-
searcher, addresses ethical considerations, and, finally, discusses methodolog-
ical choices and the study’s limitations.

Pathfinding

As the thesis introduction states, in a changing climate it is important to find
new pathways to address and prevent further escalation of the climate catas-
trophe. Traditional scientific methods emphasise systemic change but struggle
to inspire it, so other forms of knowledge are crucial. Throughout my research
process, | come to see faith-based climate activists as pathfinders, from whom
we can gain insights into navigating the climate landscape.''? Therefore, by
examining what I have come to understand as the “paths” found, explored,
and developed by faith-based activists in their navigation, I argue that we can
acquire experienced, practical, and contextual knowledge that extends beyond

112 The “pathfinding” metaphor emerged through my participant observation of the Swedish
Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future. I discovered that pilgrims relied heavily on local guides, known
as Stigfinnare, meaning “pathfinders”, who had intimate knowledge of the terrain. These guides
played a crucial role in assisting pilgrims to navigate the landscape, emphasising the signifi-
cance of localised expertise in guiding journeys.
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scientific understanding. Such knowledge can contribute to a deeper compre-
hension of the role of religion in guiding efforts to address the climate crisis.

In Lakoff and Johnson’s seminal work on metaphors in everyday language,
they highlight that metaphors are essential tools that enable people to under-
stand an intangible world and less concrete experiences by mapping them on
to a more tangible, structured, and familiar one. It offers a structure that literal
language lacks, allowing new interpretations of our experience. A metaphor
emphasises specific aspects while downplaying others. By highlighting and
organising certain parts of our experience, metaphors can help us to under-
stand them better and guide our future actions.''?

Although my use of the pathfinding metaphor comes from an everyday ex-
pression I encountered during the pilgrimage, my application of it in academic
writing differs from everyday uses. Therefore, my metaphor usage in writing
is different from that analysed by Lakoff and Johnson; however, I still find
their insights into everyday speech metaphors valuable. Similar to the function
of metaphor in everyday language, I use pathfinding as a metaphor to bring
together complex material, including intangible worlds, making the phenom-
ena being studied easier to grasp by making them more tangible and struc-
tured. Furthermore, while downplaying some aspects, I emphasise others,
such as the role of religious faith. As Lakoff and Johnson argue, using a met-
aphor also encourages interpretations beyond literal language. This makes
metaphors well-suited for a theology study. Theology itself often relies on
metaphors to make intangible experiences, such as encountering a transcend-
ent reality, more tangible by using metaphorical language.

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines the term “pathfinding” as both a
noun and an adjective, originating from “pathfinder”, which refers to “one
that discovers a way”, especially “one that explores untraversed regions to
mark out a new route”.!* In this thesis, I use the term “pathfinding” to repre-
sent the navigation process undertaken by faith-based climate activists as
pathfinders as they venture into untraversed regions to establish new routes.
By examining what I frame as the pathfinding efforts of faith-based climate
activists, [ gain valuable insights from their experiences of navigating the
climate catastrophe in their specific contexts. A brief introduction to the cur-
rent climate landscapes they are navigating in the respective contexts of
South Africa and Sweden is given in Chapter 1. The climate crisis, however,

113 Lakoff and Johnson, “Conceptual Metaphor in Everyday Language.”
114 Merriam-Webster.Com, “Definition of PATHFINDING.”
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is also evolving rapidly; therefore, I interpret “untraversed regions” as the
climate landscape, a swiftly changing, uncertain, and partly unknown land-
scape that these activists navigate.

In addition, I consider the “untraversed regions” to encompass areas of
knowledge that extend beyond conventional scientific perspectives on the
world and the climate crisis. To these activists, being faith-based, their faith
serves as a source of knowledge that guides their pathfinding. Thus, they are
using knowledge related to a transcendent reality. The activists navigate the
climate catastrophe by engaging in climate activism: they “walk the climate
landscape” and gain experienced, practised, and contextual knowledge, in
which their religious faith plays a vital role.

The term “pathfinding” has previously appeared in academic research related
to spirituality, mainly referring to individuals’ spiritual pursuits as a form of
spiritual self-agency outside institutionalised religion. In these findings, inter-
connectivity between the self and spiritual realities has been central.'s In my
study, as is shown in the sections that follow, spirituality is understood more
broadly and my research interest is in the juxtaposition of faith and climate
activism. Consequently, the pathfinding I seek to outline includes not only the
relationship with a spiritual reality but also with worldly matters, specifically
the climate catastrophe. However, as may be seen throughout the thesis, the
pathfinding of faith-based activists, similarly to that of previous research on
spiritual pathfinding, takes place to varying degrees outside institutionalised
religion, and the activists experience tensions in relation to their religious in-
stitutions during their pathfinding of the climate landscape.

To conclude, I use the metaphor of pathfinding to illustrate that I study faith-
based activism as:

- A contextually rooted process of navigation in a rapidly changing cli-
mate landscape.

- Knowledge gained from the experience and practice of navigating the
climate catastrophe.

- A navigation that is guided, at least partly, by religious faith — by per-
spectives that include transcendent realities, thus reaching beyond sci-
ence and the tangible.

Consequently, I regard the activists as pathfinders navigating the ongoing cli-
mate catastrophe. In my role as a researcher, I am responsible for delineating

115 Linders, “Spiritual Pathfinding.”
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the framework within which I interpret their climate activism as a process of
pathfinding.

I outline answers to rhetorical questions arising from the metaphor, such as:
What landmarks do they spot? How do they check their bearing and use their
situational awareness? How do they avoid being disoriented? Do they trail-
blaze in a pathless landscape, or do they find hidden or unconventional paths
that we are unaware of? Where are they heading? And above all, what role
does their religious faith play in this process of pathfinding?

This pathfinding process is to be analysed as a spiritual one, and examined
through a theological analytical lens. My application of the concepts of reli-
gion and spirituality, along with theology as my analytical lens, are elaborated
on in the sections that follow, accompanied by terminological clarifications.

Theological lens in analysis

In my analysis, I use what I term a theological lens to explore my empirical
material. This lens is based on my interpretation of theology as various under-
standings of transcendent realities. In addition, it is built on concrete theoreti-
cal tools, including the “four voices of theology” framework, complemented
by core theological questions related to activists’ perceptions of the transcend-
ent. The theological questions initially guiding this enquiry are: Who is God?
Who are we as humans? What is nature? This theological lens thereby facili-
tates an exploration of the activists’ various understandings of transcendent
realities, as they are manifested through both words and actions in their activ-
ist practices.

I conduct my analysis on two levels. First, I use the theological lens to explore
how faith-based climate activists demonstrate their perceptions of the trans-
cendent. The theological questions concerning God, humans, and nature im-
plicitly guide my analysis. This approach aims to elucidate the diverse theo-
logical understandings demonstrated in climate commitment. [ argue that the-
ology is expressed through both words and concrete actions.

Second, building on the initial analytical level, and to address the overall pur-
pose of this study, I construct key theological themes that are pivotal in the
faith-based activists’ pathfinding processes amid the climate catastrophe. This
thematic construction is grounded in the fundamental theological questions
about God, humans, and nature. These questions are explored in greater depth
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on this second level of analysis, specifically in Chapter 6, where their impli-
cations are explicitly elucidated and discussed. Furthermore, this construction
process is conducted in dialogue with academic theologians to deepen the
analysis even more.

It should be noted that my conception of theology as various understandings
of transcendent realities that can be manifested in both words and actions did
not necessarily align with the interviewees’ use of the term “theology” in the
interviews. Some participants used the term mainly to refer to specific genres
of normative religious texts that have influenced or challenged them, such as
“eco-theologies”, “liberation theology”, or descriptions of an “oppressive the-
ology” in their faith tradition. Others used “theology” to describe academic
disciplines, such as “eco-feminist theology” or “contextual theology”, that
have served as sources of inspiration. Exploring how the interviewees explic-
itly use and interpret these various forms of normative and academic theology
is a component of this research. Nonetheless, the central aim remains to in-
vestigate how activists express theology both verbally and through their ac-
tions. To this end, a comprehensive theoretical framework is required, one that
conceptualises theology as a phenomenon broader than “God talk”. In this
context, the “four voices of theology” framework offers valuable analytical
insight, and has informed the interpretation of the material, enabling a nuanced
exploration of these diverse expressions.

The “four voices of theology” framework

The “four voices of theology” framework originates from an action research
initiative conducted in England that emphasises the understanding of practi-
tioners’ theologies.!'® This approach aligns closely with my research, empha-
sising theology as practice. Activists express their theologies through physical
actions that are deeply embedded in specific social and cultural contexts and
shaped by their experiences. Such actions and articulated beliefs can be criti-
cally analysed as forms of contextualised theology. This approach is crucial
for my study of faith-based activism in South Africa and Sweden. Further-
more, this multi-dimensional interpretation of theology, understood as ex-
pressed in diverse voices, reflects my interpretation of theology as various un-
derstandings of the transcendent realities that can be expressed both verbally
and through actions.

116 Watkins, “Theology in Four Voices,” 9.
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The four voices of theology framework was developed through empirical re-
search on theology to discern various layers of theology rather than to provide
a mere description of theology.!'” I use the framework with caution. I do not
use it as a deductive model to apply to the empirical material;''® instead, [ use
the framework as a tool to identify, sort, and describe different theological
voices in the material and how they converse with each other, and not as a tool
to describe the content of different theologies. However, in the process of
identifying, sorting, and describing different theological voices, theological
themes in the material began to emerge.

The main idea in this framework is that theology features four different
voices.'"” The four voices of theology framework is presented below, along
with slight adjustments I have made to align it with my study.

- The espoused voice: the theology expressed by the activists in their
articulation of their beliefs.

- The operant voice: the activists’ theologies expressed in their cli-
mate actions (in public arenas). Since the majority of my empirical

17 Originally, the four voices model was developed in the Theological Action Research ap-

proach to empirical theological research (more specifically by the Action Research Church and
Society team (ARCS). Cameron, Talking about God in Practice, 54; Watkins, “Theology in
Four Voices,” 41.

118 Andrew Dunlop discovered, while mapping how different researchers used the model of the
four voices, that there was no consensus among the original team who developed the framework
about its application in writing. Some researchers used the framework to structure their entire
analysis and presentation of empirical findings, while others considered it merely as a reference
point without explicitly mentioning the different voices in their text. For instance, Clare Wat-
kins did not categorise her writing according to the voices; instead, she used the approach as a
tool to reveal “the hidden infrastructure that ‘disclosed theology’ Furthermore, she critiques
the notion that the approach should be treated as a deductive model applied to empirical mate-
rial. Watkins emphasises the importance of not interpreting the diagram too rigidly, noting that
the relationship between the four voices is much more complex than it may initially appear. My
practical application of the model is described in detail in the section Abductive thematic anal-
ysis” in this chapter. Watkins, “Theology in Four Voices,” 40; Dunlop, “Using the ‘Four Voices
of Theology’ in Group Theological Reflection,” 296.

119 Originally, the voices were described as follows by the research team that first developed
the four voices, based on their research: The espoused voice is described as “the theology em-
bedded within a group’s articulation of its beliefs”. The operant voice is described as “the the-
ology embedded within the actual practices of a group”. The normative voice is “what the prac-
tising group names as its theological authority — an authority which may even stand to correct,
as well as inform, operant and espoused theologies”. Examples of the normative voice men-
tioned are the theology of scriptures, official church teachings, creeds, and prayers and liturgy.
Finally, the formal voice is “the theology of the academy, of the ‘professional’ theologian”, but
it is also formulated in dialogue with other academic disciplines such as philosophy and history.
The formal voice might be heard in the espoused voices, but can also play a critical role in the
conversation to challenge or develop the other theological voices. Cameron et al., Talking about
God in Practice, 54-55.
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material is based on interviews, the discernment of the operant voice
in this study has been made primarily through the participants’ de-
scriptions of what they do.

- The normative voice: religious authorities, texts, traditions, and reli-
gious official teachings to which the activists refer as their theological
authority.

- The formal voice: academic theology and insights gained from other
academic disciplines referred to by the activists.

A basic understanding of the four voices is to see them as interdependent; the
voices cannot be regarded as separate. There is an ongoing conversation be-
tween the four voices, and they never exist separately. Thus, Clare Watkins,
who developed the framework with her research team and who is the one who
has presented the most extensive writing about the four voices so far, has
added the heading “A conversation of disclosure” in a revised version of the
model to highlight that the conversation is always multi-voiced.'? This also
became evident in the reading of my material. Watkins argues that it is not the
content of the separate voices that is of interest to the researcher, but the con-
versation between the voices, and that it is in these conversations that disclo-
sures can occur, serving as ‘“communal shared learning points”. She also high-
lights that the conversation between the theological voices can be of different
characters: it can be “more or less dissonant, or harmonious”.'?! Exploring the
dialogue between the theological voices in the material has become vital in
my study, not least because it reveals tensions between the voices, which
voices dominate, and which ones are seldom referred to by the activists. It is
also in these tensions in the dialogue between the theological voices that the
contours of the theologies of the activists become clearest.

All theories and theoretical tools have their limitations. The four voices of
theology framework was developed in a different context and using different
research methods from those used in my study. Originally, this framework
focused on Christianity, and aimed to shed light on “human actions as loci of
the Spirit”.'?2 In contrast, my study takes a broader approach; it includes tra-
ditions beyond Christianity, and features interviews with activists who are en-
gaged in various settings, including multi-faith settings. Therefore, the

120 Watkins, “Theology in Four Voices.”

121 Watkins, “Theology in Four Voices,” 46.

122 Crucial for their research team was the belief in “human actions as loci of the Spirit and the
call to discern that activity of God within them”. Watkins, “Theology in Four Voices,” 40.
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theology in my study encompasses not only Christian theology but also the
theologies of various faith traditions.

The location of the faith-based activists’ practised theologies extends beyond
the confines of Christian institutions and organisations, in which the frame-
work was initially developed. My study encompasses practices manifested in
public arenas where they engage in climate actions to influence climate poli-
tics. Furthermore, unlike the original setting of the framework, which was de-
veloped through an action research project involving group discussions and
interactions with the researcher, my study relies primarily on interviews sup-
plemented by participant observations. In addition, I apply the four voices of
theology to material collected from two different contexts: Sweden and South
Africa. Consequently, my analysis is multi-sited, and relates to two diverse
cultural and religious settings.

I have found that certain perspectives in my empirical material cannot be fully
understood using the four voices of theology, nor can this framework address
all my research questions. Therefore, during my research process I have made
slight adjustments to the framework to suit the analysis of my material better.

To conclude, my analysis uses the four voices of theology framework to iden-
tify, sort, and describe diverse theological voices that are present in the em-
pirical material, and to explore the interactions and dialogues among them. I
analyse their activism as both espoused and operant theological voices, thus
involving theologies that are demonstrated through both words and actions.
But the framework also facilitates an analysis of how activists reference and
incorporate normative and formal theological voices within their activism. A
key strength of using the four voices framework is its capacity to illuminate
aspects beyond its immediate structure that nonetheless significantly influence
faith-based activism. Consequently, this approach not only guides the analyt-
ical process but also inspires further emergent insights.

When identifying, sorting, and describing diverse theological voices, the ac-
tivists” “responses” to fundamental theological questions begin to emerge —
questions such as Who is God? Who are we as humans? What is nature? Their
responses serve as foundational elements for developing the key theological
themes discussed in Chapter 6. In this chapter, I advance to the second level
of my theological analysis, critically examining these questions in dialogue
with scholarly theological discourse to strengthen and deepen my analysis.
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Religion and spirituality — central concepts

I have adopted an open and reflective approach to key terms throughout the
research process, developing and refining them through dialogue with the em-
pirical material. This method could be described as heuristic, derived from the
Greek word heuriskein, meaning to find or discover.'?* Using the heuristic ap-
proach enabled me to be receptive to the different terminology used by indi-
vidual interviewees in diverse contexts, and their diverse understandings of
such central concepts became a crucial aspect of my findings.'?* Using a heu-
ristic approach means that I did not have predefined definitions for concepts
such as religion, faith, and spirituality when conducting interviews. While I
used terms such as faith and religion during the interviews, I did not give spe-
cific definitions to the interviewees. Instead, I used them to encourage the in-
terviewees to share their thoughts on various issues. The interviewees also
introduced the term “spiritual”, which I hadn’t mentioned. I aimed to maintain
an open attitude, but interacting with the South African interviewees reminded
me that my preconceptions from the Swedish context influenced my under-
standing of these terms. This further highlighted the need to clarify how I used
these central concepts in my writing.

It is essential to reflect more deeply, particularly on the concepts of religion
and spirituality, as they are integral to my study and have been thoroughly
discussed and debated in academia (and elsewhere).'? The heuristic approach
might be most important here. I used the terms “religion” and “faith” without
giving specific definitions in my interviews in order to prompt the interview-
ees to reflect more deeply on related matters. In a specific interview I con-
ducted in South Africa, one participant described his faith as “spiritual” but
not “religious”. To this person, “religion” was associated more with

123 Merriam-Webster.Com, “Definition of HEURISTIC.”

124 My open and reflective approach to key terms, as well as the insights gained from varied
uses of key terms in different contexts, aligns with the exploratory methodology and findings
outlined by Martha Middlemiss Lé Mon in a comparative European study. The researchers ob-
served that the central key terms for their research carried diverse connotations and meanings
in different contexts. However, the lack of universally accepted understandings proved to be a
valuable opportunity. It enabled an in-depth investigation of the varied interpretations of fun-
damental concepts, which emerged as crucial to that study’s findings. These key concepts were
closely connected to both cultural and practical dimensions in each specific setting. Such in-
sights would have been unlikely to be discovered through research limited to a single cultural
context. Middlemiss Lé Mon, “The Benefits and Problems of Linguistic Diversity in a Com-
parative European Project.”

125 This divide has been discussed in a range of academic fields such as sociology, philosophy,
and psychology, including the role of religion and spirituality in practical fields such as health
care. See, for example: Fuller and Parsons, “Spiritual but Not Religious”; Ammerman, “Spir-
itual But Not Religious?”; Simmons, “Religious, but Not Spiritual”; Miller and Thoresen,
“Spirituality, Religion, and Health.”
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institutionalised religion than with what he viewed as his spiritual experiences,
which he described as more personal and detached from any religious institu-
tion. I observed that this separation of religion and spirituality also appeared
implicitly in other interviews I conducted in South Africa. I realised that a
similar distinction also appeared more generally in the Swedish material, alt-
hough it was not as significant or explicit as one might have expected owing
to the secularisation of public discourse in the Swedish context, with a general
decline in religious language and a distancing from institutional religion.

The distinction between “spiritual” and “religious” noted in my research illus-
trates a growing trend, as evidenced by surveys such as those from the Pew
Research Center.'? This difference has been extensively examined in schol-
arly debates, particularly by Heelas and Woodhead, who argue that spiritual-
ity, centred on personal experiences, has been increasing at the expense of
institutional and dogmatic religion. Building on the observation of a subjective
turn in modern and post-modern societies, they suggest that spirituality may
eventually surpass religion as a developmental trajectory.'?’

However, my findings, in contrast to those of Heelas and Woodhead, resonate
with the views of the second wave of scholars studying religion and spiritual-
ity, who assert that the boundary between the two is not clearly defined, nor
that spirituality will necessarily overshadow religion.'?s Moreover, as Philip
Sheldrake emphasises, all spiritualities are connected to various belief sys-
tems, whether explicit or implicit, and are shaped by factors such as childhood
experiences, cultural and social influences, and religious traditions.'?* This
also reflects the focus of my study on individual faith-based activists who are,
to various degrees, closely connected with religious institutions and, to some
degree, express their spirituality within the framework of institutionalised

126 However, the study of the Pew Research Center is limited to research in the American con-
text: Pew Research Center, Spirituality among Americans.

127 Heelas and Woodhead, The Spiritual Revolution, 3—10.

128 See, for example, Ammerman, “Spiritual But Not Religious?”’; Kaufman, “A New-Old Spir-
ituality.” Notably, in the domain of environmental studies, alternative perspectives on these
concepts have been articulated. For instance, Bron Taylor’s research on environmental move-
ments, many of which deliberately distance themselves from religious frameworks, identifies
phenomena analogous to spiritual experiences that are traditionally associated with religious
spiritualities. Taylor posits that these experiences could be conceptualised as a form of “dark
green religion”, characterised by a profound sense of meaning and the perception of nature as
a transformative force. Taylor, “Religion and Environmental Behaviour (Part Two): Dark-
Green Nature Spiritualities and the Fate of the Earth.”

129 Sheldrake, Spirituality, 204.
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religion. Thus, I understand their spirituality as a dimension of their religion,
and vice versa.'*

To guide my analysis, however, I have decided to maintain a distinction be-
tween the concepts, based on my empirical material and on observations by
Heelas and Woodhead. Definitions of religion are typically broader, focusing
on collective, organisational, and institutional aspects, while spirituality is
viewed from an individual and subjective standpoint. Thus, when I refer to
religion, I mean the institutional aspect, specifically describing its institution-
alised form. (This distinction is particularly useful for illustrating the tensions
that faith-based activists often feel in relation to the religious institutions with
which they are generally associated.) On the other hand, the concept of spirit-
uality is used, at least initially, in relation to individual experiences of trans-
cendent realities.

Given that this study focuses on faith-based climate activism, I find common
ground with those who assert that spirituality extends beyond merely a trans-
cendent reality or personal introspection. It also encompasses embodied expe-
riences, and has the potential to challenge destructive aspects of human life
and society. This perspective is particularly evident in liberationist spirituali-
ties, such as feminist spiritualities, which emphasise active engagement and
social transformation. '

Drawing on my understanding of spirituality outlined above, and inspired by
Eva Hellman’s heuristic understanding of religion, I use the expression “spir-
itual experiences” to describe experiences that have the following character-
istics:!32

- Experiences with a transcendent reality as a point of reference, either
explicitly or implicitly expressed by the interviewees, but not neces-
sarily contrasted with other forms of experience.

- Experiences that seem meaningful, valuable, and true for the inter-
viewee, and have influenced their climate activism in one way or an-
other.

- Experiences that profoundly shape the interviewees’ understanding of
the world and themselves, and how the world should be organised or

130 This aligns with, for example, the approach used in empirical research conducted by Graff-
Kallevag and Kaufman, Byggekloss-spiritualitet, 31.

131 Sheldrake, Spirituality, 188-90.

132 Hellman, Vad Ar Religion?
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managed. Therefore, these experiences are not merely otherworldly,
but carry significant political and real-life implications.

While rooted in Christianity, the term “spirituality” has been adopted by var-
ious religious traditions and embraced by non-religious spiritual perspec-
tives.'® In this discussion, however, I regard spirituality as tied to religion, but
beyond any specific faith tradition, enabling me to examine the concept in
broader terms without associating it with a particular belief system. This ap-
proach allows me to view my empirical material as a unified whole.

Terminological clarifications

My heuristic approach to central key terms and concepts, described above, is
also applied in developing the usage of the following terms.

Climate activist — [ have used this term since the beginning of my research
process. Some interviewees fully embraced the term “activist”, while others
hesitated to be associated with it due to its confrontational connotations and
others because they did not live up to their idea of what an activist should be.
However, I decided to continue using the word activist as a term in my analy-
sis of the material, as I find it suitable to stress the primary criteria for selec-
tion, namely, interviewees who aim to influence climate politics. Thus, under-
lining the protest dimension of their commitment.

My entry point was to identify activists who focus on the climate crisis. How-
ever, after encountering the activists in South Africa, I realised I was influ-
enced by the Swedish climate activism discourse in which the climate crisis
in activism communication is put forward as the main topic. In South Africa,
the activists’ agenda and communication were broader, and the word environ-
ment was more commonly used. However, I have decided throughout the re-
search process to use the term “climate activist” to reflect the continued sig-
nificance of the climate crisis as the top priority for those interviewed, but
occasionally used the term “environment” to acknowledge, in particular, the
South African interviewees’ broader approach to the climate crisis. To con-
clude, my usage of the term climate activist is that of a person who, through
public actions, tries to influence climate politics on national or international
levels but who can also engage in environmental work more broadly.

133 Sheldrake, Spirituality, 2-7.
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Faith, faith-based activist, and faith community — In this thesis, the term
“faith” is used, reflecting common everyday language, thereby being used in
a more informal manner compared to “spirituality”, “religion”, and “theol-
ogy”. When I refer to faith, I am indicating belief and trust in God (irrespective
of religious tradition), which may also encompass belief in religious doctrines,
but not necessarily so.'** My utilisation of the term is more closely aligned
with the personal and individual facets of religion rather than those structured

within the framework of a religious institution.

When I categorise the interviewees as faith-based climate activists, I adopt a
similar understanding of faith, suggesting that their faith is a core part of their
activism. This was also my initial interpretation of the term faith-based climate
activist; I found that the phrase accurately describes those I encountered.

Faith is also used in relation to faith communities. This denotes a loosely or-
ganised assembly of individuals whom the activist considers as their local
faith community; it can also represent the local congregations of a religious
institution.

God, transcendent reality, divine — My empirical material encompasses var-
ious faith traditions. All the Swedish activists adhere to Christianity, which
also constitutes the majority of the South African material. Nonetheless, ac-
tivists who affiliate with Islam, indigenous beliefs, and interfaith traditions are
also represented in the South African material. I recognise the particular dif-
ficulties in categorising indigenous religious beliefs according to traditional
world religion classifications that originated during the colonisation period.'s
Nevertheless, I have opted to focus on my empirical material and use a heu-
ristic approach. While various terms to describe a transcendent reality appear
in the South African context, such as “life-giving force”, the term most fre-
quently used is “God”, even among indigenous and interfaith activists. There-
fore, I have primarily chosen to use the term “God”, occasionally mentioning
the divine or a transcendent reality to indicate the variation in the material
and/or to underscore that a transcendent reality outside a monotheistic faith
tradition is being referenced in that specific situation. In the South African
material, there are also recurring references by the interviewees to ancestors,
whom they understand still to be present as part of a transcendent reality.'?

134 Partly inspired by: Merriam-Webster.Com, “Definition of FAITH.”
135 Masoga and Nicolaides, “Christianity and Indigenisation in Africa.”
136 This understanding stems from the idea of interaction between the worlds of the living and
of the dead. Notably, the interaction with ancestors begins prior to their physical death; certain
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Notably, the expression “spiritual experiences”, as previously discussed in de-
tail, refers to the activists’ perceived experiences of a transcendent reality. In
the final chapter of my thesis, as [ undertake a more detailed theological anal-
ysis, I have deliberately chosen to interpret these reported spiritual experi-
ences as interactions with what [ term “God”.

Climate crisis, emergency, and catastrophe — The most frequently used
terms by the interviewees were “climate change” and “climate crisis”; how-
ever, the use of “climate emergency” has become increasingly prevalent in
both public and scientific discourse, with the intent of emphasising the ur-
gency of the situation.'”” Thus, in my analytical vocabulary, I use the terms
“climate crisis” and “climate emergency” to emphasise the urgency of the sit-
uation. In addition, I decided to use the expression “climate catastrophe” to
underline even more the great damage and suffering that are caused.'*® This
aligns with expressions used by the United Nations Secretary General Antonio
Guterres such as “code red for humanity” and “climate breakdown™.'*

Nature — The most frequently used term by interviewees to describe the natural
world is “nature”. For these individuals, “nature” generally connotes that hu-
mans are inherently part of nature, albeit to varying degrees remaining distinct
from nature. There is an ongoing scholarly debate on how to describe nature
that aims to challenge anthropocentric understandings of the world and to ques-
tion the hierarchy of worth assigned to humans versus the natural world. This
is done by language experimentation, using terms such as “other-than-human”,
“more-than-human”, and “non-human” to rethink human relationality and to
acknowledge, for example, the active roles of non-human actors in shaping

elders in the villages, on reaching the peak of their life stages, can be recognised as living an-
cestors. These individuals assume roles as spiritual advisers to younger generations, sharing
their spiritual insights and gifts while still alive. Following their death, they continue to serve
as intercessors from the world of the dead, as they are now even closer to God. Thus, interacting
with ancestors should not be understood as contradictory to simultaneously adhering to Chris-
tianity. On the contrary, communicating with ancestors can serve as a way to relate to God.
Moreover, it is crucial to acknowledge that the transition to ancestral status is not universal; not
all individuals become ancestors in the afterlife. Masango, “African Spirituality That Shapes
the Concept of Ubuntu.”

137 This aligns with, for example, The Guardian, which in 2019 announced their decision to
replace the term “climate change” with “climate emergency”, “crisis”, or “breakdown”. Fur-
thermore, the Associated Press Stylebook revised its guidelines in 2020 to include “climate
crisis” and “emergency” as optional alternatives to “climate change”. The Guardian, “Guardian
Style Guide”; Carrington, “Why the Guardian Is Changing the Language It Uses about the En-
vironment.”

138 Oxford Reference, “Catastrophe.”

139 UN Sustainable Development Group (UNSDG), “Climate Change Is ‘Code Red for Human-
ity””’; United Nations: Meetings Coverage and Press Releases, “Climate Breakdown Has Begun
with Hottest Summer on Record.”
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landscapes and communities.'* Throughout this thesis, however, I have de-
cided to use the term “nature” consistently with the terminology used by the
interviewees. This choice underscores that linguistic exploration is not a pri-
mary focus of their activism. Note, however, that my use of the term “nature”
is not intended to imply that the activists perceive humans as distinct from, or
inherently superior to, ecosystems or transcendent realities.!'*! The perceptions
of human—nature relationality are explored further in Chapter 6.

Methods

The sections that follow outline the methods used in this study. Adopting a
qualitative approach, the research centres on semi-structured interviews as the
primary method for collecting material. To enrich the contextual comprehen-
sion of faith-based climate activism in the two focal settings, and to deepen
the analysis of the interview material, I have incorporated participant obser-
vations as a complementary method. Furthermore, to deepen my contextual
understanding and to identify pertinent opportunities for both observations
and interviews, I have mapped social media platforms, organisational web-
sites, and relevant written materials.

In addition, I critically reflect on my role as a researcher, address ethical con-
siderations that are integral to the study, and discuss valuable lessons learnt,
while also outlining potential avenues for future scholarly enquiry.

Multi-sited approach

In this study, I use a multi-sited approach to analyse contextual, experience-
based, and practised theologies drawn from two distinct contexts. This meth-
odological approach involves collecting material from interconnected locali-
ties within a broader structural system, in which the researcher traces individ-
uals, relationships, and connections across spatial boundaries. !4

Multi-sited research is traditionally rooted in ethnographic methodology. As
George E. Marcus articulated it when he first drew up the guidelines for multi-

140 See, for example: Price and Chao, “Multispecies, More-Than-Human, Nonhuman, Other-
Than-Human”; Nausner, “Eco-Justice as Mutual Participation? Towards a Theological Vision
of the Mutual In-Dwelling of All Creation.”

141 For a discussion on Christian perspectives regarding land and human relationships with nature,
please refer to the following article, of which I am one of the authors. Blanc et al., “Land as God’s
Common Good.”

142 Jokela-Pansini, “Multi-sited Research Methodology,” 517.
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sited ethnography, it “constructs the lifeworlds of variously situated subjects
and ethnographically constructs aspects of the system itself through the asso-
ciations and connections among sites”. ' Although multiple approaches to
multi-sited research exist, a central objective remains: to generate a compre-
hensive understanding of a social phenomenon through the comparative anal-
ysis of multiple sites.'*

While traditional ethnographic methods mainly use participant observation,
my approach primarily uses interviews as its empirical basis. “Multisitedness”
in my research is defined by two geographically distinct localities, which are
interconnected through the shared axis of the climate crisis and the framework
of faith-based climate activism — a space for my enquiry that I have intention-
ally constructed and delineated.'*

A multi-sited approach was strategically used to encompass a wide array of
perspectives on contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies. This
method effectively expanded the analytical scope and facilitated a more com-
prehensive understanding. Specifically, I concentrated on the diverse climate
landscapes and religious contexts, while also identifying and analysing com-
monalities such as activists’ approaches to climate activism.

Furthermore, this approach significantly enhanced my self-reflection on the
researcher’s positionality. The shifting contexts challenged my insider-out-
sider roles, particularly when transitioning from the Swedish to the South Af-
rican context, as discussed further under “My role as a researcher”. For in-
stance, engaging with the South African environment necessitated an ex-
panded understanding of core concepts, including climate activism and the
climate crisis. In addition, encountering the South African context compelled
me to incorporate and engage with a variety of faith traditions, thereby enrich-
ing and broadening the theological analysis.

Social media, webpages, and other written materials

To gain a comprehensive understanding of the field of faith-based climate
commitment, [ began my research by constructing a simple overview map of
religious institutions and networks actively involved in environmental advo-
cacy in Sweden and in South Africa. This mapping was exclusively based on
data available from organisational websites and social media platforms.

143 Marcus, “Ethnography in/of the World System,” 96.
144 Falzon, Multi-Sited Ethnography, 1-2.
145 Falzon, Multi-Sited Ethnography, 10-12.
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However, throughout my research process, I was also advised by persons |
encountered to engage with specific organisations, which influenced my on-
going mapping of social media, webpages, and written material. | began this
mapping process in 2021, and have continued to expand it ever since. In ad-
dition, to contextualise the faith-based climate efforts in the broader climate
movement, | tracked and followed climate organisations and movements in
South Africa, Sweden, and internationally via social media. This included
initiatives such as Fridays For Future and Extinction Rebellion in multiple
countries.

This mapping process was explicitly aimed at enhancing my understanding of
the climate commitments of faith-based organisations, and specifically those
engaged in faith-based climate initiatives that include strategies for influenc-
ing climate policy and politics.'* Concurrently, this approach deliberately ex-
cluded religious organisations and networks that concentrate exclusively on
greening projects or awareness campaigns. To stay updated on the activities
of the identified religious organisations and networks, I engaged with their
content on social media platforms, primarily Facebook and Instagram, where
these organisations were most active at the time. Moreover, I subscribed to
their electronic newsletters whenever available to ensure continuous access to
information.

My review of webpages and social media should not be classified as digital
ethnography, as it did not involve the systematic observation and analysis of
human interactions and cultural practices in digital spaces. Instead, the mate-
rial sourced from organisational websites and social media was treated as
textual data, serving as contextual background to inform my broader qualita-
tive research, which used other methods as outlined in later sections of this
chapter.'¥

While I regarded this material as a corpus of texts providing a brief overview
of the field of research, it was excluded from my abductive thematic analysis.
I did not use data harvesting techniques, as the objective was not to produce
an exhaustive mapping of the field. Rather, the goal was to enhance my un-
derstanding of organisational contexts by constructing an overview map of

146 T am aware of the ongoing scholarly discourse about methodological approaches to qualita-
tive research in digital environments; see, for example: Nascimento et al., “An Integrative Re-
view on Online Ethnography Methods.”

147 Andreotta et al., “Analyzing Social Media Data”; Nascimento et al., “An Integrative Review
on Online Ethnography Methods.”
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religious institutions and networks and of the broader climate movement ac-
tively engaged in environmental advocacy in Sweden and in South Africa.

This mapping process also served as a foundational step in identifying poten-
tial opportunities for participant observation, an aspect I examine further, and
to establish personal contacts with several organisations. These interactions
facilitated supplementary interviews with key organisational figures, thereby
enabling a deeper understanding of their work in the realm of faith-based en-
vironmental initiatives.

Finally, the mapping process also aimed to identify the main interviewees in
both countries, a topic I revisit later in this chapter. After our interviews, sev-
eral interviewees invited me to connect with them via social media — invita-
tions I accepted. Because of confidentiality considerations, these social media
connections have not been incorporated into the empirical material. Further-
more, | examined a range of supplementary sources, including blog posts, ac-
ademic papers, books, and booklets authored by the interviewees, to enrich
my understanding of their perspectives and contextual backgrounds. Con-
sistent with confidentiality constraints, these sources are not explicitly cited
in the main text. However, I reference social media, organisational websites,
and written materials produced by organisations in which the interviewees are
actively engaged. These sources are included in the bibliography.

Participant observations

The reflection of faith-based climate activists on their activism is fundamental
to this study. Consequently, the interview material constitutes the primary data
source. Nonetheless, participant observations play a crucial supplementary
role. They significantly deepened my understanding of the diverse faith-based
activism contexts, facilitated an in-depth comprehension of the activists’ en-
vironments (which was particularly valuable to me in the South African con-
text), assisted in the identification of interviewees, and occasionally enabled
direct observation of the interviewees’ activism practices. Moreover, these
participant observations have allowed me to refine the interview questions and
have enriched my analytical process. They have also served as an interpretive
framework, enabling the identification of emergent themes that are critical in
each specific context. The sections that follow outline how, when, and where
I conducted participant observations.

This study was partly conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, which led
to a slight delay in participant observations in South Africa. In addition, a
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pilgrimage, representing my longest participant observation in the Swedish
context, was significantly altered because of restrictions related to the pan-
demic, mainly by reducing the core participant group to fewer than ten indi-
viduals. Nevertheless, these factors are unlikely to have had a major impact
on the study’s overall results.

In my role as a participant observer, | aimed to maximise the quality of the
material collection by adopting a position that would yield the most insightful
information.'* This generally involved immersing myself fully in the activi-
ties of the observed environment while avoiding any direct impact on the so-
cial situations. I also consistently tried to maintain transparency about my re-
search objectives.'® To facilitate this, I identified myself as a researcher and
clarified the purpose of my engagement whenever circumstances allowed.
Nonetheless, certain contextual factors constrained these disclosures — for ex-
ample, at a large mining conference in South Africa, where the high attend-
ance restricted opportunities for direct identification. In such situations, I in-
troduced my role during private conversations. Similarly, during online gath-
erings with numerous participants and no formal introductions, I chose not to
interrupt discussions to self-identify, recognising the importance of preserving
the natural dynamics of interaction. This approach ensured the collection of
material while respecting the varying contexts.

Practical considerations inevitably shaped the nature of my participation; en-
gaging in extended participant observation over several days facilitated a
deeper, more immersive understanding than brief encounters at shorter events.
The incorporation of online events was particularly crucial during the pan-
demic, providing valuable contextual insights, although they could not substi-
tute for embodied, in-person experiences.

My participant observations were conducted on multiple occasions in Sweden,
in both online and in-person settings, from June 2021 to March 2023. In South
Africa, I engaged in various events during my fieldwork periods in May 2022
and February 2023. In addition, I conducted online observations from Sweden
and during my stay in South Africa. The final observation was completed in
March 2023.

During participant observations, the research questions underpinning the
study guided my focus. I aimed to observe climate activism practices while

148 Fangen, Deltagande Observation, 140.

199 Mason, Qualitative Researching, 152; Fangen, Deltagande Observation, 139-54.
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also attentively listening to activists and examining their self-expression. To
develop a comprehensive understanding of the activists’ actions, I used an
open-ended and exploratory approach during these observations. Conse-
quently, [ used broad guiding questions: What is happening? Who participates
and why? What do they do, and how? What do they say, and how?'

My most significant participation as a participant observer was during The
Pilgrim’s Walk for Future in Sweden, a climate pilgrimage from Sweden to
the United Nations climate negotiations COP 26 in Glasgow, Scotland. The
pilgrimage was organised by the Church of Sweden in collaboration with var-
ious faith-based and secular organisations.'s! I took part for six days in August
2021, engaging actively by walking, sharing meals, and overnight stays with
other participants. This event offered a unique opportunity to participate di-
rectly in climate activism alongside some individuals I subsequently inter-
viewed. Throughout the pilgrimage, I participated fully in all activities along-
side the other participants. I also conducted several informal, non-recorded
interviews during the event. Owing to its substantial influence on the collected
material, this event is examined in greater detail in the results and analysis
chapters.

In Sweden, I participated in and observed a range of environmental activities,
including local climate strikes in the interviewees’ hometowns and larger
global protests that drew thousands. These strikes were organised by the Fri-
days For Future network, with some interviewees being actively involved. In
addition, I attended a gathering hosted by the Church of Sweden Youth, where
participants shared experiences from COP 26 in Glasgow. I also engaged in
several public Zoom meetings organised by various secular and faith-based
networks, which aimed to raise awareness of specific initiatives, plan strategic
activities, and mobilise participants for further engagement. One notable
Zoom meeting was organised by a Christian Extinction Rebellion group in
Great Britain, which several Swedish interviewees regularly attend.

In South Africa, I carried out three extended participant observations, each
lasting several days. I gained access and received invitations to all the occa-
sions for participant observation, as well as several shorter events, through my
contacts with the Southern African Faith Communities’ Environment Institute
(SAFCEI), although they were not necessarily the organisers of all the events.

150 Fangen, Deltagande Observation, 34.

151 «“COP” stands for “Conferences of the Parties” — the primary decision-making body of the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). Once a year it brings
together the countries that have agreed to participate in and be legally bound by the UNFCCC.
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Two of the extended participant observations included a three-day training
session in Johannesburg and a four-day session in Gqeberha (formerly Port
Elizabeth), both in 2022. These observations served as learning opportunities
for non-governmental organisation (NGO) personnel and local community
leaders, including some faith-based leaders. The discussions centred on vari-
ous contemporary challenges facing South African society, occasionally in-
cluding those arising from the climate crisis. The training sessions were de-
signed to equip participants with relevant skills and knowledge to address
these challenges. This included providing tools for local environmental advo-
cacy and support for groups particularly vulnerable to the impacts of climate
change. In contrast to the pilgrimage, two of these participant observations in
South Africa did not focus primarily on climate action initiatives directed at
political leaders, nor was faith a predominant topic in the discussions. None-
theless, faith was occasionally emphasised, with faith actors recognised as in-
fluential participants in civil society and advocacy networks.

The third extended participant observation was a civil society conference in
Cape Town, the Alternative Mining Indaba, which took place over three days
in May 2023. This last event was organised by and for civil society, including
faith-based organisations, and focused on the consequences of mining. During
the Alternative Mining Indaba, all participants were also invited to join a cli-
mate strike.

During these longer events, I did not identify interviewees, as the participants
did not clearly meet the study’s selection criteria (see the section headed “Pur-
posive sampling” below). However, the observations significantly enhanced
my understanding of the contextual issues and themes surrounding the climate
emergency, as well as its links to various societal problems in the South Afri-
can context. [ also conducted shorter participant observations in South Africa,
such as visiting a community care project, attending a public gathering in a
church where current political challenges were discussed, and participating in
two online sessions aimed at inspiring and training activists in specific aspects
of their climate activism, such as drafting submissions on climate policies or
deepening knowledge of the country’s energy security strategy. In addition, |
attended a graduation ceremony for a training programme for faith leaders that
focused on building resilience against crises ranging from terrorism to climate
emergencies.

In conclusion, my participant observations have played a vital role in validat-
ing the analysis of the interview material. I systematically took notes either
during the observations or immediately afterwards, depending on the
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circumstances. Even while note-taking, initial insights arose that informed the
development and refinement of my research questions, and these were rec-
orded along with methodological reflections and notes on my direct observa-
tions.'*? I also documented my personal reactions and emotional responses to
the observed settings, treating these reflections as valuable empirical material.
As 1 transitioned to the material analysis phase, I reviewed and highlighted
recurring themes and significant events in my notes, thereby deepening my
contextual understanding and strengthening the rigour of my interpretation.

Interviewing

My research examines how faith-based activists navigate the complex climate
landscape by integrating faith and activist practices. These practices are inte-
gral to understanding their motivations and actions. Central to this enquiry are
the activists’ own articulations and reflections on the relationship between
their faith and their activism. To explore these perspectives systematically, I
have chosen to use semi-structured interviews as my primary method for col-
lecting material, allowing me to gather rich, personal insights into their expe-
riences and the ways in which their faith informs and is demonstrated in their
climate activism.

Interviews with ten faith-based climate activists took place in Sweden between
August 2021 and February 2022, and with eleven activists in South Africa
from May 2022 to March 2023. Each interview typically lasted around one
hour, though some were slightly shorter and others extended up to one and a
half hours. Occasionally, I conducted follow-up interviews with certain indi-
viduals to discuss additional activism activities they had engaged in since our
initial conversation. Overall, I conducted twenty-four semi-structured inter-
views with activists, and I determined that I had reached a point of saturation
in the material.

For practical reasons such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the distance be-
tween my location and that of the participants, ten of the interviews were con-
ducted via Zoom. However, conducting interviews in person made interaction
easier and helped to create a relaxed and trusting environment. Meeting the
interviewees face-to-face allowed me to perceive their emotional expressions
better, which I understood as signs that certain topics were particularly im-
portant to them. For example, I could recognise expressions of frustration or
grief.

132 Fangen, Deltagande Observation, 91-103; Mason, Qualitative Researching, 158.
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In the Swedish context, I conducted most of the interviews while walking with
the interviewees in the towns where they lived. I secured the recorder to my
arm to minimise distractions for both of us. I developed this method after par-
ticipant observation at The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future (previously mentioned),
where I identified some of my Swedish interviewees. I discovered that walk-
ing side by side, without direct eye contact, created a relaxed atmosphere that
encouraged the interviewees to open up and share their personal thoughts on
the subject of enquiry.

In the South African context, I conducted most interviews at public cafés with
the recorder placed on the table. Although walking interviews had proven ef-
fective, I was uncomfortable about suggesting them in urban and busy areas
where the interviews took place. These interviews occurred in the cities where
the interviewees resided at the time. Occasionally, I had the opportunity to
meet interviewees in their homes, workplaces, or faith communities, which
enriched the interviews, as I was able to see them in their context.

Purposive sampling

This study specifically focuses on interviewees who explicitly link their cli-
mate activism with their religious faith. I deliberately selected individuals who
clearly demonstrate a strong and articulate connection between their religion
and their activism, ensuring the depth and relevance of the material collected
rather than aiming for representativity across variables such as denomination,
religion, ethnicity, gender, class, or education level. Nor have I deliberately
sought interviewees based on their strong or weak ties to religious institutions.

I have chosen to use the purposive sampling method because it has proven
effective, particularly when seeking a small number of individuals with spe-
cific knowledge or experience.'s* This approach depends on the researcher’s
judgement, guided by the research purpose and questions. As a result, I have
deliberately selected interviewees who have thoughtfully considered these is-
sues.

For purposive sampling, I established two criteria for selecting interviewees:
one related to religious faith and the other to public climate activism. First, |
sought activists who could thoughtfully reflect on and articulate the connec-
tion between their climate activism and their religious faith. Second, the inter-
viewees must have publicly taken a political stance advocating action to

153 Palinkas et al., “Purposeful Sampling for Qualitative Data Collection and Analysis in Mixed
Method Implementation Research”; Etikan, “Comparison of Convenience Sampling and Pur-
posive Sampling.”
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address the climate crisis. This means that they had actively participated in
efforts to influence climate politics or policymaking at local, national, or in-
ternational levels. Examples include participating in or organising climate
strikes, writing opinion articles, running petitions, engaging in lobbying activ-
ities such as regular meetings with politicians, or submitting written feedback
on climate policy issues.

To facilitate my participant recruitment process, I used two distinct ap-
proaches to identify suitable interviewees.!** The first targeted activists affili-
ated with religious institutions or formal faith-based networks engaged in cli-
mate advocacy and campaigning. | hypothesised that individuals active in
these structured settings might personally integrate their climate activism with
their religious faith. Moreover, I believed that gatekeepers in these organisa-
tions could help to identify individuals who have critically reflected on the
intersection of faith and environmental activism. This approach enabled me to
select interviewees through an organisational and institutional lens of faith-
based climate engagement.

The second approach for identifying interviewees emphasised reaching out to
informal faith networks and secular climate movement circles, thus broaden-
ing my search beyond gatekeepers in religious institutions, formal faith-based
organisations, and networks. To identify these individuals effectively, it was
important that they were recognised in their circles for their faith-based cli-
mate activism; otherwise, locating them would have been difficult.

By using the two distinct approaches, I aimed to include a diverse range of
perspectives. My hypothesis was that activists with close ties to religious or-
ganisations might hold different views on institutionalised religious environ-
mentalism than those who are loosely or not affiliated with such institutions
and their climate initiatives.

In the Swedish context, I initially used my first approach to the purposive
sampling method, targeting interviewees through religious institutions and
formal faith-based networks. Through my preliminary mapping of these insti-
tutions and networks engaged in faith-based climate advocacy and campaign-
ing, along with my prior understanding of the faith-based climate activism
field in Sweden, I identified the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan)
and the Church of Sweden, including its youth network for faith-based activ-
ism, Agera (“to act”), as fitting criteria for this study. During this mapping

154 Mason, Qualitative Researching, 58-59.
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process, I discovered The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, a climate pilgrimage or-
ganised by the Church of Sweden in collaboration with various faith-based
and secular organisations. This event integrated political climate advocacy
with spiritual elements, which aligned perfectly with the focus of my research.
Participation in the pilgrimage enabled me to identify four of my ten inter-
viewees in Sweden, and I also connected with a fifth interviewee through one
of the religious institutional networks, whom I later discovered had partici-
pated in the pilgrimage. (During the pilgrimage and other participant observa-
tions, I found out that the Church of Sweden and the Uniting Church in Swe-
den were also the two denominations most often represented when I met grass-
roots activists during participant observations.)

The remaining Swedish interviewees were identified through my secondary
approach, which involved exploring informal faith networks and secular cli-
mate movement circles rather than formal religious institutions. The goal was
to find individuals who were well-known in their communities for their faith-
based climate activism. I contacted potential interviewees encountered during
the research, such as via websites and social media or during participant ob-
servations, and also leveraged informal networks. Furthermore, I asked inter-
viewees to recommend others who met the specified criteria. Ultimately, only
one interviewee was identified in the secular climate movement, with the other
four recruited from informal faith-based networks.

I initially presumed that establishing connections with faith-based climate ac-
tivists in South Africa would be more straightforward than in Sweden, owing
to a higher proportion of individuals identifying as religious. Consequently, I
believed that I could rely more heavily on my second approach to identifica-
tion in the South African context than I could in Sweden. Thus, I anticipated
that identifying interviewees outside religious institutional networks by
reaching out to secular climate movement organisations in South Africa would
be more feasible. Nonetheless, I quickly encountered greater difficulties than
I had anticipated. 1 attempted to engage with prominent climate advocacy
groups such as Fridays For Future (FFF) and Extinction Rebellion (XR) in
South Africa, as they are prominent and akin to their counterparts in Sweden,
in which some of my interviewees are active. I considered interviewing activ-
ists involved in similar networks and organisations to enrich my study. How-
ever, | was unable to establish contact with FFF in South Africa or to verify
its current activity in the country.

I contacted Extinction Rebellion in South Africa and identified a participant
through them. By then, I was focusing primarily on Christian climate activism.
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However, during the interview, I discovered that the participant was Muslim.
This was my first interview in South Africa, and as the research progressed, |
decided to broaden my scope to encompass other religions beyond Christian-
ity. This decision was influenced by several individuals I met through partic-
ipant observations, including both secular and faith-based organisations, as
well as academics and personal contacts, who recommended engaging with
SAFCEI, a well-known multi-faith environmental organisation. Recognising
that SAFCEI’s work aligns closely with the study’s criteria by integrating re-
ligious faith with climate advocacy, it was a logical step to include multiple
faiths in my research.

As a result, using SAFCEI and similar formal faith-based networks and reli-
gious institutions was the most effective strategy for identifying interviewees
in the South African context. This approach yielded the highest number of
participants, with eight interviewees sourced through these channels. In addi-
tion to SAFCEI, these were the Green Anglicans and Lutherans, whom I had
identified earlier through my initial mapping and previous professional en-
gagements (discussed further under “Ethical considerations” and “The re-
searcher’s role”). Conversely, the alternative approach of targeting individuals
and grassroots movements, both faith-based and secular, resulted in a compar-
atively modest yield of three interviewees.

Characteristics of interviewees

This study did not prioritise representativeness across variables such as de-
nomination, religion, ethnicity, gender, class, or education level, nor did it in-
tentionally select interviewees based on their affiliation with or ties to reli-
gious institutions. Nonetheless, following the identification of interviewees
through the two approaches outlined above, a diverse sample was obtained
that encompassed a range of characteristics. The next section delineates these
characteristics, which are considered relevant for contextual understanding.
However, they are not considered critical for the analysis conducted in this
study, which means that I do not base my analysis on these characteristics.'s

Since representativity was not crucial to my study, I did not ask interviewees
about their ages; however, | estimate that they ranged from 25 to 70 years old.
Most were between 40 and 70. In Sweden, there were seven women and three
men, while in South Africa, there were seven women and four men. Both
groups were educated, and I believe that the vast majority held academic de-
grees. I got the impression that most of the interviewees lived in relatively

155 A list of interviewees is provided in Appendix 1.
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economically stable circumstances. However, some came from more econom-
ically vulnerable backgrounds. Most individuals resided in urban settings.
Therefore, they could be loosely categorised as the urban middle class, rather
than being on the fringes of society and most vulnerable to the effects of the
climate crisis.

All the selected participants were affiliated with a religious faith and denomi-
nation. However, since I was not aiming to select participants from a specific
religious denomination nor seeking a broad spectrum of faith traditions, I did
not enquire about their denominational affiliations before or during the inter-
views. Nevertheless, I occasionally mention their denominational back-
grounds in the analysis, as this may indicate which denominations are more
prominent in climate activism, the strength of each participant’s connection to
their faith organisation, and how it might influence their theology.

In Sweden, all the interviewees identified as Christians and specified their de-
nominations during the discussions. Two denominations were represented:
most belonged to the Church of Sweden, while a few were members of the
Uniting Church (Equmeniakyrkan). As previously outlined, the Church of
Sweden is the country’s largest church, with about half the population being
members. This is a Lutheran folk church and a member of the Porvoo com-
munion.'’¢ Equmeniakyrkan is a relatively small, new denomination that has
arisen from the collaboration of various Christian traditions, including Con-
gregationalists, Baptists, and Methodists, making it mainline Protestant.

In South Africa, most of the interviewees identified as Christians, with affili-
ations including Anglican, Unitarian, Lutheran, and Catholic. One participant
did not specify their denominational affiliation. Several were involved in in-
terfaith settings or ecumenical collaborations. One individual described their
faith as interfaith. In addition, two respondents identified as Muslims. There
were also two interviewees from the Khoisan indigenous group. Of these, one
distanced themselves from a Christian background, while the other referenced
Christian faith and narratives.

156 The concept of a folk church in the Nordic context is defined by a historically close collab-
oration between the state and the church, with parishes delineated geographically. In addition,
the Church of Sweden’s role as a folk church was integrated into the Swedish welfare model,
with a responsibility for all living in Sweden. Although there was a constitutional change in the
year 2000 that designated the state church as an independent folk church, the Church of Sweden
continues to occupy a prominent and self-evident role in society. Edgardh and Pettersson, “The
Church of Sweden: A Church for All, Especially the Most Vulnerable,” 41, 50.
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I observed that most of the interviewees held positions in their religious de-
nominational institutions or faith-based organisations. The participants ranged
from prominent figures with official roles at the national level to less visible
individuals who were actively involved at the grassroots level but who often
served as leading figures for environmental commitment in their local com-
munities.

Most of the Swedish interviewees had a clear and outspoken position, serving
as laypersons, volunteers, or employees at the local level, with some also in-
volved at the national level in their church. The majority were active only lo-
cally. In the Swedish group, clergy were also well-represented, but not neces-
sarily currently working as clergy, for reasons such as retirement or having
taken on other roles.

Similarly, the majority of the South African group had a close connection with
religious institutions; however, their roles were in faith-based organisations or
church-related bodies. The positions varied: some were laypersons or volun-
teers at local levels, while others held senior roles nationally, either as em-
ployees or as volunteers. Unlike the Swedish group, the clergy were not well-
represented in the South African group, although academically trained theo-
logians were more prevalent.

As I sought out activists who thoughtfully considered the connection between
their activism and their religious faith, it might not be surprising that some
participants had formal academic theological backgrounds or were ordained
as clergy. However, this meant that some of them held official positions that
allowed them to contribute to the development of normative theologies in their
religious institutions, as well as to the articulation of formal theological dis-
course in academic settings. In the light of the four voices of theology frame-
work, described in the theory section, this means there were interviewees who
also represented the formal and normative theological voices. However, in this
study, I have decided to treat all interview material equally, representing only
the individual activists. At the beginning of each interview, I clearly commu-
nicated to the participants that my goal was to learn about their personal stories
and reflections. I did not differentiate between interviewees based on their
roles in their religious or academic institutions. Consequently, I have not an-
alysed the interviews in relation to their positions in religious institutions, but
have focused on their personal reflections; I also do not consider the interview
material as representative of normative or formal theological voices.
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Some interviewees have also published theological texts, both formal and nor-
mative, in academic settings or in their religious institutions or faith organisa-
tions, such as articles, books, blogs, and booklets. However, this study focuses
on the theologies in practice within climate activism while maintaining the
anonymity of the interviewees. Therefore, I do not consider their written ma-
terials as empirical material.

The interviewees participated in various forms of activism, but, given the se-
lection criteria (outlined above), a minimum requirement was for them to en-
gage in activities aimed at publicly advocating political climate measures.
This criterion produced a diverse range of empirical material, including activ-
ism from individuals involved in (nonviolent) civil disobedience and risking
prosecution, to those engaged in less risky activities such as striking or lobby-
ing.'’” The time dedicated to activism varied, from those with full-time jobs to
individuals who participated in activism during their spare time, whether
weekly, less frequently, or more intensively for a certain period. The empirical
chapter provides more detailed descriptions of their activist activities.

Semi-structured interviews

The metaphor of the interviewer as a travelling companion who works with
the interviewee to develop the content aligns well with my understanding of
the interview method. The interview situation as a social practice provides a
context for knowledge production.!s®

Since my aim was to identify interviewees’ experiences related to their faith-
based activism, I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews, as that method
aims to uncover the interviewees’ descriptions of their “lifeworld” and to in-
terpret their insights.'* The concept of “lifeworld” refers to people’s intersub-
jective understanding of meaningful phenomena in their lives. Thus, it was not
only their subjective experiences that were of interest, but also how these ex-
periences have developed through interactions with others and in their specific
contexts. !¢

Based on my research questions, I developed four main themes to guide my
semi-structured interviews:

157 Refer to the section headed “Ethical considerations” in this chapter, as well as to Chapter 1,
particularly the sections on climate landscapes, for more information on the risks faced by cli-
mate activists.

158 Kvale and Brinkmann, Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun, 72.

159 Kvale and Brinkmann, Den kvalitativa forskningsintervjun, 19.

160 Brinkmann, Qualitative Interviewing, 22-23.
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- The activists’ descriptions of their practices.
- Their motivations and how their activism related to their faith.

- How their activism was connected to religious institutions and faith
communities.

- Their visions for the future and the potential role of religion in foster-
ing positive development.'s!

Some interviewees asked to see the interview guide in advance; however, this
was generally not offered or requested. However, I always provided infor-
mation about the theme and purpose of the interview beforehand.

In both contexts, informed consent was obtained from the participants in the
interviews. This is detailed in the section headed “Ethical considerations”.

For the sake of transparency, Chapter 4 (the empirical chapter that presents
the Swedish material) includes the original Swedish versions of the interviews
in footnotes.

Supplementary interviews

During my participant observations, I engaged in numerous informal inter-
views with faith-based climate activists, members of the broader climate move-
ment, some of whom did not identify as faith-based, and individuals affiliated
with various religious and environmental organisations. These interactions
were not strictly planned or recorded, allowing me to gather insights as oppor-
tunities arose. The primary objective of these informal interviews was to en-
hance my understanding of faith-based climate activism, the interviewees’ con-
texts, and the organisational efforts in the climate advocacy sphere. In some
cases, these conversations help me to identify individuals for subsequent for-
mal interviews.!®> Consequently, participant observation and informal inter-
views functioned as methods both to gain insight and to recruit interviewees.

161 T did not formulate specific questions beforehand; instead, I relied on the four overarching
themes to guide the interview process. This approach proved especially beneficial during walk-
ing interviews in the Swedish context, as it facilitated more open conversation without the need
for a written script. Nevertheless, the four themes generated follow-up questions that served as
a loose interview guide, which is provided in Appendix 2 Interview guide.

162 In these cases, I consistently asked for permission during the formal interviews to use in-
sights shared in the informal discussions. Everyone agreed.
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On some occasions, I conducted interviews with key representatives in various
organisations to gain insights into their climate initiatives and organisational
structures. These interviews also explored questions that arose from my anal-
ysis of interviews with faith-based climate activists. Participants were identi-
fied through gatekeepers in faith-based organisations or by consulting their
websites. Unlike the interviews with faith-based climate activists, I did not
follow the four themes in my interview guide for these sessions, nor did I use
a fixed set of questions. Instead, I focused on questions related to the organi-
sations’ climate activities. No audio recordings or verbatim transcripts were
created; I relied on brief notes taken during the discussions.

My role as a researcher

In exploring the experiences of climate activists, it is essential to acknowledge
how my own background and perspectives influence my understanding. The
debate about the researcher’s role as an insider or an outsider in qualitative
research is particularly relevant here.

As an insider, I bring multiple identities to the table: an activist, a person of
faith, and a practitioner. These roles fostered connections with the study’s par-
ticipants through shared community affiliations, organisational ties, common
values, cultural understandings, denominational backgrounds, and a world
view rooted in transcendent beliefs. Throughout the research process, my in-
sider status proved advantageous, encouraging participants to discuss their ac-
tivism and faith openly. Although I approached the interviewees in my capac-
ity as a researcher, some interviewees recognised my identity as a Lutheran
priest and my previous involvement in climate issues. However, in these cases,
I maintained a professional boundary by not emphasising these roles. Interest-
ingly, when these roles became apparent, they did not hinder the discussions;
rather, they appeared to deepen the conversation, enriching the material col-
lected and providing valuable insight into the complex interplay between faith
and activism.

At the same time, [ am an outsider, as a researcher engaging with activists, as
a person of Protestant-Christian faith interacting with individuals from other
religious traditions and denominations, and as a woman interacting with men.
In addition, I navigate the dynamics of being a representative from the Global
North, engaging with individuals from the Global South, and a white person
encountering individuals of different ethnic backgrounds. The latter was also
explicitly highlighted by one interviewee in South Africa, where people are
still often separated along ethnic lines.
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During my fieldwork in South Africa, I received invaluable support from my
friend and local contact, Paul Mokgethi-Heath. Although he did not directly
participate in material collection, his support in logistics, covering transporta-
tion, accommodation, and networking, was crucial. More importantly, he
played a key role in bridging the South—North divide by connecting me with
individuals from a wide range of ethnicities and socio-economic backgrounds,
thereby enabling access to diverse local contexts that significantly enriched
my understanding of the broader environment and enhanced my analysis.'s>
His insights into activism, particularly concerning the rights of those who are
living with HIV and the issue of LGBTQI rights, coupled with our discussions
on cultural differences rooted in his South African heritage and current life in
Sweden, deepened my analytical perspective even more.

During my fieldwork, residing with Paul’s family in Soweto and spending a
short time with his extended family in Yzerfontein significantly strengthened
the depth of my interviews and participant observations. Initially, I underesti-
mated the profound impact this experience would have on my research. The
experience appeared to encourage more open sharing from the interviewees
once [ mentioned having friends and family in South Africa. Furthermore, ref-
erencing insights from local issues such as load shedding, water scarcity, and
violence caused by criminalisation helped to establish trust and rapport, cre-
ating a more conducive interview environment than if | had stayed only in air-
conditioned hotels with reliable access to water and electricity, along with se-
curity measures such as guards and gates to shield me from street crime.

I resonate with those who argue that framing the relationship between insider
and outsider as a binary framework oversimplifies as a conceptualisation of
ethical and methodological considerations. Throughout the research process, I
have been both an insider and an outsider in various respects. Throughout the
various stages of the research process, I transitioned between different posi-
tions and aimed to use multiple perspectives constructively, being aware of
both the benefits and the difficulties associated with both insider and outsider
roles, and of different degrees of insiderness/outsiderness. I have also striven
to be aware of and reflexive about the power relations that occurred and the
implications they have on “co-constructing” situated knowledge.'** However,

163 T am aware that the role of research assistants in academic studies is an ongoing subject of
debate, especially regarding issues of inequality and the often unclear transparency about their
actual contributions. In addition, the term covers diverse groups with varying levels of involve-
ment in the research process. Therefore, I am committed to transparency about Paul Mokgethi-
Heath’s contributions to this research. Eriksson Baaz and Utas, “Exploring the Backstage.”

164 Dhillon and Thomas, “Ethics of Engagement and Insider-Outsider Perspectives,” 444.
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I align myself with Dhillon and Thomas, who question whether there is in fact
a given hierarchical distinction between insiders and outsiders. For instance, I
share their research experience: the interviewer sometimes follows the inter-
viewee, who takes the lead and ultimately has the dominant voice in the data
production and interpretation.'ss In a similar way, Paul, who assisted me in
South Africa, and I changed roles as we alternated between being insiders and
outsiders in various situations.

My different roles, however, require further reflection on the issue of norma-
tivity. As a researcher, I must recognise that my role extends beyond merely
describing theology; I am actively involved in creating theological knowledge
by reinterpreting and reshaping the theology present in my research. This
aligns with the concept of “normativity from within”, as discussed by Idestréom
and Stangeland-Kaufman.'¢® Thus, interpreting and constructing various theo-
logical voices in the interview material, particularly those from the Christian
tradition, may be easier for me as a scholar trained primarily in Christian the-
ology than in interviews with activists from other faith traditions.

Furthermore, I must be cautious not to let my own “insider” theological per-
spectives, shaped by my faith and my role as a Lutheran priest, bias my inter-
pretation of the collected material. There is a risk of unintentionally adopting
a normative theological stance myself. [ need to remain aware of my Christian
Protestant background, which influences my analysis of materials from di-
verse faith traditions. It is essential to reflect constantly on how this perspec-
tive might affect my theological conclusions throughout the research process.
This potential pitfall is also significant, given my role, as [ am well-acquainted
with climate activism from within, having engaged with the climate issue for
half my life.

Believing oneself to be an insider can also lead to potential pitfalls. I recog-
nised this during my engagement with climate activism in South Africa. My
prior understanding of climate activism was predominantly shaped by per-
spectives from Sweden and the Global North, gained through my previous
professional experience with a religious organisation dedicated to climate ad-
vocacy in Sweden. For instance, the conceptualisations of activism and the
climate emergency in South Africa are broader than those in the Swedish con-
text. Consequently, engaging with the South African context required an ex-
panded understanding of both climate issues and activism. (This is elaborated

165 Dhillon and Thomas, “Ethics of Engagement and Insider-Outsider Perspectives,” 444.
166 [destrom and Stangeland Kaufman, “The Researcher as Gamemaker - Response”.
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on later in the last section of this chapter, “Methodological choices and limi-
tations of the study”.) Therefore, maintaining self-reflexivity regarding my
role in the research process is essential.

On the other hand, I acknowledge that I am an outsider, thus exposing myself
to the risk of what Stangeland Kaufman has characterised as “normativity-
from-the-outside”. 7 My identity as an academic theologian trained primarily
in Sweden, with a shorter period of theological study in Tanzania, has unde-
niably influenced my epistemology, and is used as a hermeneutical tool in my
research process. It is crucial to ensure that my own or others’ academic the-
ologies do not serve as a standard, uncritically evaluating theologies practised
in the field, especially to prevent measuring theologies in the Global South by
paradigms from the Global North. For this reason, I have deliberately been
cautious about how I discuss the empirical material with academic theologi-
ans, as made clear in Chapter 6. To mitigate the risk of judging the activists’
practised theologies against academically produced theologies, I have placed
the empirical material at the forefront of my analysis, emphasising the lived
and enacted theologies of activism practitioners. (A more detailed discussion
of the ethical implications of my research is offered later in this chapter.)

Abductive thematic analysis

Up to this point, I have described and reflected on the material. It is now im-
perative to examine how I engaged in interpreting and analysing this material.
As Alvesson and Skoldberg assert, using an abductive approach is prevalent
in empirical research. This methodology affords researchers the flexibility to
explore their field without being excessively anchored to pre-existing theories.
Concurrently, theoretical frameworks serve as essential support during analy-
sis. An abductive approach has informed the methodology of this study; this
means that I shifted back and forth between the empirical material and theo-
retical perspectives. Crucially, I did not predetermine the theories to be ap-
plied. Instead, my initial process was dynamically guided by the research
questions, which were shaped by my prior theoretical insights.'®® Only after
collecting my empirical material did I begin exploring relevant theoretical
tools for analysis.

In my analysis of the collected interview material, I used a thematic analysis
approach. A theme is understood as a fundamental element related to the

167 Kaufman, “From the Outside, Within, or In Between?”; Idestrém and Stangeland Kaufman,
“The Researcher as Gamemaker — Response.”
168 Kvale and Brinkmann, Den Kvalitativa Forskningsintervjun, 239.
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research questions, representing a pattern of responses or meanings in the em-
pirical material.'® I examined the material through my theological lens, with
the aim of identifying diverse understandings of transcendent reality, hence
exploring the theologies manifested by the interviewees through their words
and actions. This theological lens, including the four voices of theology frame-
work and the central theological questions regarding God, humans and nature,
alongside my research questions, guided the thematic analysis. Thus, it was
actively used during the thematising stage of my research. Consequently, my
methodological approach is an abductive thematic analysis.'”

In addition to the theological lens, my conceptual understanding of key con-
cepts such as religion and spirituality informed and shaped my analytical pro-
cess. These theoretical constructs and tools were subjected to continuous re-
finement throughout the research, exemplifying an abductive methodology.
The development of the four voices of theology framework, in conjunction
with these conceptual insights, was instrumental in guiding the abductive the-
matic analysis of the empirical data. This analytical process helped me detect
emerging themes in the material.

I consider the themes I have derived from the empirical material to be expres-
sions of my epistemological understanding rather than mere “discoveries” of
themes.'”! Therefore, although I describe the processes of detecting emerging
themes, it is crucial to acknowledge that the development of these themes was
a dynamic engagement in dialogue with the research questions, the interview-
ees, the contextual factors, my theoretical concepts, and my role as a re-
searcher.'”

The planning of my study has already significantly shaped my analysis pro-
cess. I established the study’s purpose and decided on the interview method,
who to interview, which contexts to consider, developing interview questions
and more. This planning was influenced by my position in the Swedish con-
text, particularly evident in my initial focus solely on climate activism and my
definition of a faith-based activist.'”? During the research process, especially
during my experiences in South Africa, I had to refine my understanding and
continually evolve my research questions. Furthermore, I needed to decide

169 Braun and Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” 82.

170 Thompson, “A Guide to Abductive Thematic Analysis.”

171 Braun et al., “‘A Starting Point for Your Journey, Not a Map.””

172 Additional discussions on this subject can be found in the section titled My Role as a Re-
searcher.

173 Discussed further in the section on “My role as a researcher” in Chapter 1.
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which of my initial understandings and limitations to retain for creating man-
ageable material. The expansion of my previous understandings, the revision
of theoretical concepts, and the choices made regarding delimitations were
crucial to my research results and the development of themes, demonstrating
my abductive approach.

My analysis of the empirical material began during the interviews and was
further developed while transcribing the recorded conversations into written
text. I deliberately chose to transcribe the interviews personally, as I consid-
ered this process to be an essential part of analysing the material.

Following that, I explored the material to create initial codes, marking them
by hand in the printed interviews with different colours and symbols that I
developed to illustrate the codes. By code, I mean “building blocks for themes,
(larger) patterns of meaning, underpinned by a central organising concept — a
shared core idea”.!7

The codes were then grouped into themes, which represent something fun-
damental to the research questions in the empirical material and reveal a
pattern of response or meaning. I then created handwritten thematic mind
maps, identifying potential themes and subthemes based on my coding.
The process of identifying and refining themes was first carried out in one
context at a time, Sweden and South Africa. I carefully reviewed the themes,
taking into account any data that contradicted them. I revisited the data to re-
code certain sections, including elements I had previously overlooked and ex-
cluding those that did not contribute to the analysis in relation to the research
questions.

I then began to compare the identified themes from the two studied contexts
more actively, which was particularly important in the subsequent step of de-
fining and naming the themes. The refinement of these themes, along with the
dialogue between the material from both contexts, continued during the writ-
ing of the empirical chapters and the final analytical chapter. As I started to
develop arguments based on the empirical material, I regularly revisited the
data to validate or refine my interpretations. This entire process served as a
way to theorise the material.'”>

174 Clarke and Braun, “Thematic Analysis,” 297.
175 Rennstam and Wiisterfors, Frdn Stoff till Studie.

81



The analysis of the empirical material is conducted on two levels, as previ-
ously outlined in the section on Theological Lens in Analysis. Firstly, I used
my theological lens, including the four voices of theology framework and key
theological questions, as well as my interpretation of theology as various un-
derstandings of transcendent realities. The four voices of theology framework
was particularly helpful in identifying, sorting, and describing different theo-
logical voices in the material, as well as understanding how they interact. My
understanding of theology as perceptions of transcendent reality, along with
the theological questions I considered, facilitated my grasp of the theological
content. Through this process, themes began to emerge that responded to the
theological questions, thereby illuminating the activists’ perceptions of trans-
cendent reality.

The theological lens, moreover, enabled me to identify latent themes, meaning
developing themes not only from the explicit but also from the implicit. In this
process, the four voices of theology framework was valuable for its broad per-
spective on theology, which went beyond the general understanding of the
interviewees. This allowed me to identify emerging themes beyond the imme-
diate statements regarding a transcendent reality made by the interviewees.
Abductive research aims to identify the most logical explanations for phenom-
ena by using theoretical frameworks flexibly. This approach allows research-
ers to adapt their frameworks and tools, recognising that empirical data may
not always align perfectly with existing theories but can instead contribute to
their development.'” By using an abductive approach, I was able to explore
and develop themes that were not fully explained by the initial theoretical con-
cepts. Thus, through the analysis, I was able to refine my theological lens in
dialogue with the empirical material. This process led to the emergence of new
theological questions, the refinement of key concepts, and the development of
the four voices of theology framework.

Towards the conclusion of my analytical process, and while continuing to use
an abductive thematic approach, I progressed to the second level of theologi-
cal analysis (in accordance with the delineation in the section above Theolog-
ical Lens in Analysis). At this level of analysis, I constructed key theological
themes. I transitioned from utilising the four voices of theology framework to
building upon my first-level theological analysis of the material. The central
theological questions about God, human and nature assumed a more promi-
nent role, thereby facilitating a more in-depth theological enquiry, which was
also conducted in dialogue with academic theologians.

176 Thompson, “A Guide to Abductive Thematic Analysis.”
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Finally, it is important to clarify the role of the pathfinding metaphor in this
study. The metaphor was used primarily as a tool to illustrate, facilitate com-
munication of, and summarise the findings derived from my abductive the-
matic analysis. The metaphor was not an analytical tool used during the the-
matic analysis process itself.

Ethical considerations

I adhered strictly to the research ethics guidelines established by the Swedish
Research Council, ensuring compliance with international standards for ethi-
cal research conduct.'” The following discussion highlights three key aspects
of research ethics that are vital throughout the study: informed consent, con-
fidentiality, and the potential adverse effects on interviewees due to the pub-
lication of findings.

Informed consent was obtained from all interviewees; verbally secured in
South Africa to accommodate local norms, and in written form in Sweden to
align with institutional requirements. The informed consent included infor-
mation about the study’s purpose, how I planned to use the interview material,
how the material would be published, and that the interviewees could with-
draw at any time. | also informed the interviewees that I would give them
pseudonyms to protect their privacy. In addition, I secured ethical approval
from the relevant Swedish authorities prior to conducting interviews in Swe-
den. The study also meets the formal criteria for research involving the collec-
tion of personal data as per the European Union’s General Data Protection
Regulation (GDPR).!”®

According to the ethical principle of beneficence, potential risks to partici-
pants should be minimised.!” In this study, the primary risks to interviewees
involve the potential publication of findings containing sensitive topics, such
as their involvement in climate activism, which may be considered a sensitive
issue in the studied contexts. In addition, there is a potential risk related to
publicly criticising their religious institutions. To address these concerns, |
have implemented measures aimed at ensuring the secure dissemination of the
findings and safeguarding the privacy of the activists.

177 Swedish Research Council, Good Research Practice 2024.

178 Official Journal of the European Union, Regulation (EU) 2016/679 of The European Par-
liament and the Council - General Data Protection Regulation.

179 Swedish Research Council, Good Research Practice 2024; Kvale and Brinkmann, Den
Kvalitativa Forskningsintervjun, 110.
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Moreover, in Sweden, religious affiliation is classified as sensitive infor-
mation under the ethical clearance guidelines, underscoring the importance of
strict confidentiality and ethical standards in handling participant data. While
the interviewees openly and publicly criticise environmental policies in their
activist roles, their often similarly harsh critiques of their religious institutions
and faith communities may not be something they feel comfortable expressing
publicly. However, regarding religious belonging, both Swedish and South
African interviewees are openly transparent about their religious affiliations.

The threats faced by environmental defenders are a significant global issue.
However, South Africa and Sweden are not the regions most affected by these
challenges.'®® The activists participating in this study are all publicly advocat-
ing for environmental causes, so their involvement in this study does not alter
their circumstances.

The interviewees’ willingness to participate and share their perspectives on
both their environmental and religious commitments indicates they view their
involvement positively. For example, interviewees expressed pride in being
chosen, gratitude for the opportunity to reflect on their faith and activism, and
many wished me as a researcher success with this study, as they found it es-
sential. They also expressed hope that the resulting book would reach a wide
audience.

To prevent any potential negative consequences for the interviewees related
to these sensitive issues and to adhere to Swedish research ethics, I have im-
plemented measures to protect their privacy. [ used pseudonyms and removed
any direct quotes or specific details that could identify them, such as their roles
in their organisations. Instead, I provided this information in general back-
ground descriptions of the participants to preserve their anonymity. It is worth
noting that some South African interviewees preferred their real names to be
published, but I clarified that I would use pseudonyms for all.

For the same reasons, in the cases where I have read interviewees’ written and
published materials such as blog posts, books, social media posts, or academic
papers, I have not quoted or explicitly referenced them in my text. Similarly,
I have not explicitly used material from informal interviews during participant

130 The interviewees participating in this study did not report experiencing repression such as
threats, violence, or harassment. However, some individuals who participated in acts of civil
disobedience have faced persecution. For further discussion, refer to Chapter 1, specifically the
section headed “The two contexts — South Africa and Sweden”.

84



observations, except on a few occasions, and when I have done so, I have
asked for consent afterwards.

I have taken measures to minimise risks for interviewees while maintaining
an appropriate balance. In accordance with the Swedish Research Council's
ethical research guidelines, it is vital to balance the pursuit of knowledge with
potential risks. Therefore, presenting results transparently and accurately,
while respecting confidentiality, is crucial.'s!

Methodological choices and limitations of the study

Before concluding the methodological section, I would like to discuss the
methodological choices and the study’s limitations.

This research investigates how faith-based activists navigate the climate land-
scape through climate activism rooted in their religious faith. I focus on the
interviewees’ articulation of their experiences and reflections with the aim of
understanding how their faith shapes and manifests in their activism. Thus, I
focus on their descriptions of their “lifeworld”, as previously highlighted, to
interpret their insights. Therefore, I have chosen interviewing as my primary
method of gathering material.

Since understanding the activists’ pathfinding process is central to this study,
their actions are crucial. I primarily analyse their climate practices through
interviewees’ descriptions and reflections, noting that self-reports may not
fully reflect actual behaviours and could be idealised.'*> Nonetheless, the focus
is on exploring their thoughts on how their climate actions relate to their faith,
not on evaluating their actions.

My participant observations deepened my understanding of the interviewees’
actions, offering insights into their practices, contexts, and experiences. Alt-
hough observing interviewees “in action” would have been ideal, practical
constraints in the South African context, such as the activists’ involvement in
lobbying activities, my limited time in the country, the Covid pandemic, and
late notice of events, hampered these efforts. Conversely, improved

181 Swedish Research Council, Good Research Practice 2024, 84-90.

182 Studies suggest that self-reported pro-environmental behaviours may not accurately repre-
sent individuals’ actual actions. Consequently, researchers should exercise caution when as-
sessing environmental behaviours solely based on self-report measures. This is demonstrated
by, for example, Chao and Lam, “Measuring Responsible Environmental Behaviour.”
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opportunities in Sweden allowed me to attend events like weekly climate
strikes, which many participants regularly engaged in.

Another topic I want to briefly discuss is the study’s criteria for selecting in-
terviewees. The study’s interviewee selection criteria aimed to create focused,
cohesive material suited for a multi-sited approach. I targeted individuals ad-
vocating for national climate policy change who consider their faith and ac-
tivism interconnected. This perspective aligned with my research goals. How-
ever, throughout my investigation, I have recognised that my criteria were
heavily influenced by my insider perspective, which is rooted in my back-
ground with faith-based organisations in Sweden and Europe, emphasising
political protest activism. Notably, my emphasis on activists engaged predom-
inantly in political protest actions targeting policymakers at national and in-
ternational levels reflects a particular conceptualisation of activism, shaped by
my Swedish and European perspective. Interestingly, my analysis revealed
that other dimensions of activism, such as lifestyle choices and community or
environmental care projects, proved to be especially rich sites for analysis.

While my current criteria for selecting interviewees primarily captured urban
middle-class populations, adopting a more inclusive approach could have in-
volved engaging activists who, in rural areas, are advocating for their local
communities facing threats related to environmental exploitation. These ac-
tivists often operate at the community level, defending their own populations.
For instance, during participant observations in South Africa, I encountered
activists confronting adverse effects caused by multinational mining corpo-
rations, with their activism directed against these entities. Had I used a more
inclusive selection framework from the outset, I could have accessed a wider
range of activist experiences, thereby enriching the overall depth and scope
of the study.
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3. Faith-Based Activism in South Africa

This chapter aims to address the first research question of the study: focusing
here on how faith-based climate activists in South Africa motivate and con-
duct their activism. The chapter is structured into thematic sections presented
in a chronological sequence, thereby elucidating the progression from the ini-
tial catalysts of the interviewees’ activism to their manifested efforts and fi-
nally to where they are heading with their activism.

Furthermore, this chapter investigates the research question about the theolo-
gies found in faith-based activism in South Africa. Building on my theoretical
framework, I use theology as an analytical lens at the first level of analysis to
explore how faith-based climate activists manifest their perceptions of the
transcendent through words and actions. To accomplish this, I use the four
voices of theology framework, explained earlier in detail in my theory, to iden-
tify, sort, and describe different theological voices in the material. During this
process, the diverse theological understandings of the interviewees begin to
emerge. However, a more comprehensive theological analysis, explicitly ad-
dressing key theological questions such as conceptions of God, humanity, and
nature, is conducted at the second level of analysis, which is discussed in
Chapter 6.

Transformative encounters initiate activism

[I] watched The Inconvenient Truth. [...] that was a wake-up call for me, like
this thing is real. Once you know, you can’t un-know it. [...] I think at that
point I realise I can’t look my kids or my grandkids in the eye. (Linda)

Encountering knowledge about climate change is transformative for the South
African interviewees, as it deepens their understanding of the seriousness of
the climate crisis. This newfound awareness either sparks their climate and
environmental activism or prompts them to intensify their existing efforts. A
prime example, illustrated by the quote above, is the interviewee I call Linda,
who describes a pivotal moment in her life after watching the film An
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Inconvenient Truth, aimed at raising awareness about the climate crisis.'® Al-
ready deeply involved in HIV prevention and campaigning in South Africa,
she learnt from someone nearby that a crisis even more severe than HIV was
on the horizon, which motivated her to watch the film. Linda refers to this
experience as a “conversion or kairos moment”, terms commonly used in re-
ligious contexts to describe significant spiritual experiences. However, neither
Linda nor the other interviewees typically frame these transformative encoun-
ters as spiritual in nature. However, the settings where they learn about the
climate crisis often include faith events or training programmes organised by
faith-based institutions, such as SAFCEI, where several interviewees are ac-
tively engaged. This type of training could be seen as a “point of no return”,
as expressed by the interviewee Musa. In addition to training programmes and
scientific films aimed at a wider audience, academic studies in the natural sci-
ences are also occasionally cited as sources of knowledge about the climate
Crisis.

Encountering individuals or groups of people can also be transformative — for
example, engaging with indigenous groups.'$* Interviewees stress that learning
from these groups, especially the knowledge they have gained from living
closely with and relying on nature, has been crucial. As a result, this climate
knowledge is not acquired through scientific means but rather through the
lived experiences of others. This, too, can spark a commitment to climate ac-
tion, as Dumisani states: “From a personal perspective, that’s how I started,
and after that, I never looked back”.

Meeting other climate activists can also be transformative, as others’ willing-
ness to commit can deepen the understanding of the seriousness of the climate
crisis. This is exemplified by Amir, who observed another activist participat-
ing in civil disobedience, after which he felt inspired to step up his climate
activism. He describes it as follows:

For me, the first reason I decided to get arrested was because I saw someone
being beaten up by the police for a protest in London. I just; shit, I’m just sitting
outside a building with my little placard. I need to be doing more.

183 An Inconvenient Truth is an American documentary, produced in 2006, about former Vice
President of the United States Al Gore’s campaign to raise awareness about global warming.

184 The interviewees generally did not specify a particular group of indigenous people; however,
some mentioned the amaDiba people of Xolobeni and the Khoisan. Interviewees who identify as
Khoisan themselves highlighted this as crucial to their identity, considering it inherently spiritual
and deeply connected to their environmental commitment. How this influences their activism is
discussed more in the section “Rooted in history” below.
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As a result, he decided to sign up for and later organise similar civil disobedi-
ence actions.

Although transformative encounters with climate knowledge are generally not
characterised as spiritual experiences in the South African material, Dina’s
encounter with an indigenous group’s lived climate knowledge has spiritual
dimensions that she considers essential to her becoming a climate and envi-
ronmental activist. She especially highlights their recognition of land as
“holy” as a transformative element for her. She elaborates:

[I] came to understand their sacred connection with the land. Not only [do they]
live from the land, but sustain themselves from the land. But also the sacred
connection with the land. [...] this was such a deep emotion in their religious
world view, and it started to change me.

For Dina, this transformative encounter became a spiritual experience that she
explicitly describes as having influenced her theological understanding. She
mentions, for example, a broader comprehension of Christ as “the cosmic
Christ” and Christ as “the first ancestor”. Furthermore, these encounters have
sparked her commitment to climate activism. Although the other interviewees
do not typically reflect theologically on these transformative encounters, they
play a key role in igniting their activism.

In conclusion, these encounters serve as essential turning points in the inter-
viewees’ engagement with activism, either igniting their commitment to cli-
mate advocacy and campaigning or significantly strengthening it. These en-
counters are transformative, as the interviewees describe a distinct “before”
and “after”: prior to these encounters they lacked awareness of the urgency of
the climate crisis, whereas afterwards they developed a profound understand-
ing of and a personal connection to its severity. Thus, I contend that these
encounters have provided the interviewees with what I term experience-based
climate knowledge. This deepened understanding of the climate crisis extends
beyond what I refer to as science-based climate knowledge. Nonetheless, this
experience-based knowledge may have scientific sources when acquired from
sources such as films and training sessions. These transformative events are
not typically described as spiritual experiences.
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Context-driven activism

This section explores the factors that motivate the South African interviewees
to maintain their commitment to activism after transformative experiences, as
previously discussed. A central theme is their deep connection and sense of
affinity with their local environment, with past and present experiences in this
context fuelling their ongoing activism. Therefore, I argue that their activism
is context-driven. Compared with their accounts of initial transformative
events, theological reflection and spirituality now play a more significant role.

It is worth noting that the South African interviewees also highlight motiva-
tions beyond the immediate local context, reflecting instead broader spiritual
paradigms. For example, Sthembiso sees his activism as a “calling from God”,
and Amir describes his motivation as a “higher calling”, despite not using tra-
ditional religious language. However, these motivating factors do not emerge
as a similarly significant theme as those linked to the context.

Rooted in history

I’'m a genocide survivor; I mean, climate change [she makes a shh-sound],
global pandemic... What are you gonna do? [laughs]. I know it sounds a bit
weird. You know what you’re gonna do. We got rid of apartheid. Maybe what’s
different about South Africa is people have... because we already won these
battles... and so for us, this [climate crisis] is just the next step. (Betty)

The South African interviewees emphasise past struggles in their community
and in the country’s history as key inspirations for tackling the climate crisis.
As a result, historical events in their context drive their activism. Some inter-
viewees argue that history shows that victories are possible despite obstacles,
as exemplified by Betty’s quote, which has fostered what she calls a “can-do
kind of culture” among South Africans. Others highlight past hardships and
activism as motivations that encourage them to continue their fight.

Challenges and oppressions throughout history, such as colonialism, apart-
heid, the HIV pandemic, and modernisation, are frequently referenced in the
South African material. However, the two main themes in these historical ref-
erences are the struggle of indigenous groups and the fight against apartheid.
These themes often overlap. Individuals such as Fatima and Betty from the
indigenous Khoisan group describe how their people inspire their climate ac-
tivism. Other interviewees also acknowledge indigenous knowledge, recog-
nising it as a valuable source of climate knowledge gained through experience.
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The interviewees’ reflections on historical periods of struggle are full of ref-
erences to religious faith. Thus, the historical struggles drive not only their
climate actions, which I frame as operant theological voices, but also influence
their theological reflections, which I frame as espoused theological voices.
This also underlines the importance of historical events as inspiring the inter-
viewees’ climate activism, as being faith-based.

I return to the interview with Betty to illustrate this. She describes herself as a
“third-generation genocide survivor [...] [as] the Germans came and killed
between 60-80% of her mother’s people. She refers to what is known as the
Herero and Nama genocide, also called the Namibian genocide, when German
colonisers killed tens of thousands of Herero and Nama people early in the
early 20th century, beginning in 1904. Survivors of the massacre were com-
pelled to retreat into the desert, and later were subjected to confinement in
concentration camps.'s* To my surprise, she continued:

I always say that it was there in the desert that we found God in a new way.
[...] Who was with us when, the fact that 20% actually survived? Who brought
us through that? ... It’s from those survivors that I’'m descended. So like I said,
it makes it hard to not believe in God because God was there, right there at that
moment.

For Betty, the survival of at least 20% of her people fosters a sense of trust in
God’s protection, which motivates her commitment to environmental issues
today. Furthermore, God’s presence in the past leads to confidence in God’s
intervention in current environmental efforts.

The historical struggles shape the faith of the group with which the interview-
ees affiliate themselves, and thus influence both espoused and operant theo-
logical voices. This could also be described as the history shaping the core of
the spiritual identities of the interviewees, not just as individuals but as mem-
bers of a group. The contextual affinity and the historical struggles conse-
quently contribute to what I refer to as the interviewees’ collective spiritual
identities, which are vital to their environmental activism. Fatima’s reflections
also illustrate this:

[Y]ou can’t as an indigenous person [separate] ... environment from your spir-
ituality, from your traditions, it’s like all in one situation. [...] Our entire

185 Tn 2021, the two countries issued a Joint Declaration sub-titled “United in Remembrance of
Our Colonial Past, United in Our Will to Reconcile, United in Our Vision of the Future”. However,
asymmetric power relations in the negotiations have been problematised; see, for example, Mel-
ber, “Germany and Namibia”; BBC.Com, “Germany Officially Recognises Colonial-Era Namibia
Genocide.”
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spiritual identity has been taken over by the westernised world. We lost our
connection to our land. [...] We are extinct of who we are and our spirituality,
how we came for the environment and things like that. My purpose basically
in life, almost like I’m starting awakening of people. [...] People don’t give
the same kind of respect for the environment, for our animals, for our water,
for our oxygen, in the same way as my ancestors would have or the way I'm
taught to. So that is basically my purpose.

Fatima has recently, as a grown-up, started to explore her Khoi identity, and
she views her current grassroots environmental activism as a continuation of
her people’s historical struggle. She sees it as a fight for her people’s spiritual
identity, in which living in respect for the environment is essential.'®

In the same way, Betty argues that this identity creates a “very particular spir-
itual geography”, which I understand helps them to navigate today’s climate
catastrophe. She also argues, referring to Wangari Maathai, that the colonisers
and the missionaries “taught us to no longer hold the trees sacred, which she
describes as an “enormous spiritual crisis”.'*” Therefore, standing up for their
people, history, and rights is not just a political stance; it is a fight for what I
term collective spiritual identities that are intertwined with the natural
world.!s8

The second theme of historical references as a source of inspiration for climate
and environmental activism found in the South African material is the histor-
ical anti-apartheid struggle, already briefly touched on in the stories of Betty
and Fatima. Here, the role of faith leaders during the struggle against apartheid
is central. Such leaders include theologians referred to by Sthembiso as “lib-
eration theologians”, who are said to have paved the way for activism that
combines faith and political engagement in South Africa. Regardless of the
interviewees’ faith tradition, the late Archbishop Desmond Tutu is empha-
sised. Other key figures in the anti-apartheid movement, such as Nelson Man-
dela and Oliver Tambo, are also mentioned.

186 This is similar to what indigenous groups are advocating for worldwide, as well as in South
Africa. See, for example, a well-known and rather recent protest: Mongabay Environmental News,
“Indigenous Communities in South Africa Sue, Protest off-Shore Oil and Gas Exploration”; UN
Environment Programme (UNEP), “How Indigenous Knowledge Can Help Prevent Environmen-
tal Crises.”

187 Wangari Maathai is a Kenyan social, environmental, and political activist, who won the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2004. The Green Belt Movement, “Wangari Maathai | The Green Belt Movement.”
188 The Khoisan in South Africa are also still fighting for full recognition of their rights and land.
Many, similarly to Fatima, struggle to rediscover and reclaim the indigenous identity of the family,
as the indigenous groups in South Africa were removed from public references and were forced
to identify with other groups during the apartheid era. See, for example, The Indigenous Peoples
of and Africa Co-ordinating Committee (IPacc), “Who Are the Indigenous People of Southern
Africa?”
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One aspect of the religious leaders’ inspirational role is their collaboration
across the boundaries of faith traditions. Sharon, who engages through inter-
faith networks, particularly stresses this. She argues the faith leaders who were
involved in the historic anti-apartheid fight paved the way for an important
understanding that still holds true in South Africa: faith expressed through
action for the betterment of society, and this can be made in cooperation across
boundaries of faith traditions. She says that it all started in the back of a police
van during the anti-apartheid struggle:

I think it’s essential to combine, and I think we are very lucky in a way in our
history in South Africa because interfaith started in Cape Town in the back of
a police van. So people of different faiths found themselves, or ministers of
different faiths, found themselves in the same police van on their way to prison
[...] arrested for their activism in trying to bring about social justice. So in a
way, your faith, in the South African psyche, your faith is wasted if you don’t
use it for social justice and for good.

Thus, she argues that the history of the anti-apartheid struggle is the root of
the interfaith cooperation in environmental activism in South Africa today, in
which she is actively involved.

There is also an example of how the role of faith leaders during the time of
apartheid is portrayed negatively. Musa views the anti-apartheid fight with a
critical gaze, yet draws inspiration from historical events as warning examples
that drive him to act differently. Musa argues that Muslim leaders did not
commit to the anti-apartheid fight. He says:

During apartheid struggles, I can tell you most of the imams, the clergy, stayed
away from politics. They separated themselves. It is not correct. When you see,
you know there was an injustice [...] In our faith, in all faiths, if some injustice
is practised against you, you may speak. So this leadership is supposed to speak
out.

He also compares the situation to today’s, arguing that Muslim leaders are still
not willing to speak out on societal problems. He insists that they are not tak-
ing environmental crises seriously, and do not engage. Sometimes, he even
meets resistance to his environmental projects from local Muslim leaders.

Another way in which the anti-apartheid struggle could serve as a source of
inspiration for climate activism is found in Amir’s narrative. As previously
mentioned, witnessing someone risk their safety for the climate had a deep
impact on him, motivating him to engage in disruptive actions such as hunger
strikes and civil disobedience, despite the risk of arrest. But he also draws
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inspiration from the sacrifices made during the anti-apartheid movement,
viewing sacrifice as a defining aspect of that struggle:

[M]ost of them had to do with, like, killings. So you had the Sharpeville mas-
sacre, where people were burning pass books. You had a youth day protest
where children left school and got shot by the police, and those images went
around the world. And all of a sudden, people get outraged. Whereas that out-
rage doesn’t really translate when you just speak it in a message. [...] people
have to see that kind of sacrifice.

Drawing on historical events and their impact on the global community’s read-
iness to protest against the South African apartheid regime, Amir concludes
that sacrifice is a key component of activism that can lead to real change.

He finds support for his thesis in recent environmental activism events in
South Africa, in which individuals who have what he refers to as “skin in the
game” tend to be more effective. He illustrates this point with examples of
people in rural areas whose livelihoods are threatened, driving them to become
intensely engaged in successful activism.

The larger historical struggles involving entire groups or the nation as a whole
are not the only sources of inspiration for South African activists. Personal
experiences and the “minor” contexts of the interviewees’ histories also play
a significant role in their activism. Childhood and upbringing emerge as re-
curring themes in the material. For instance, having been taught by a parent
to care for nature, or having been influenced by parents who were activists
engaged in other issues, such as fighting against apartheid or advocating
equal rights for women, manifests in the environmental activism of some in-
terviewees.

As we have seen, parents’ influence on activism is not always tied to religious
faith, while for others, the connection between upbringing, faith, and climate
activism is clear. Dina, who explicitly relates her upbringing to her theology
in her theological reflections, describes, for example, how her missionary par-
ents taught her to be a servant, which is how she now describes her faith-based
activism. Similarly, Dumisani, who talks about a ruler he owned when he was
fifteen years old, with a Bible verse reading: “Treat others as you’d like them
to treat you or as you like to be treated”, argues: “That’s what drives me to
what I do because I only try to live what my faith tells me to do”.

Furthermore, South African interviewees often express openness to other faith
traditions; this can also have roots in their childhood experiences, as is the
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case with Musa. A Christian teacher bought him, a Muslim, a pair of glasses
as she understood that his family could not afford them. This experience — not
to mention how the glasses made it possible for him to succeed in school —
was a positive experience that he still sees as the root cause of his current
involvement in multi-faith activism.

To conclude, because of the interviewees’ strong connection and affinity with
their context, the historical struggles in it serve as vital sources of inspiration
for their climate and environmental activism. I contend that these contextual
historical struggles not only inspire but also empower the interviewees, who
perceive themselves as inheritors of a long tradition of individuals confronting
injustices and crises throughout history.

A central theme in this narrative of historical struggles is the spirituality of
those who fought these battles. This encompasses the spirituality of their com-
munities, faith leaders, and key adults in their upbringing, shaping what I refer
to as the collective spiritual identities of the South African interviewees. When
highlighting normative theological voices as sources of inspiration, it is pri-
marily the practices, or occasionally the absence of practices, of faith leaders
and other figures, rather than formal doctrines or official religious teachings,
that are influential. Therefore, through an analysis of the interviewees’ words
and actions from a theological perspective, I contend that the historical strug-
gles and difficulties faced by activists in this context inform both their operant
and their espoused theological voices, thereby shaping their activism.

Facing the climate crisis

[W]e live in a situation where climate change is a reality, it’s a matter of sur-
vival. The fact that I’m still here today means I’'m a survivor. [...] The fact that
I’m still alive today could be possibly because I was not in [my hometown
during the flooding]. (Sthembiso)

My focus shifts now to how the present-day situation in South Africa influ-
ences the interviewees’ activism. They describe the climate crisis as a press-
ing, life-and-death issue, as highlighted in Sthembiso’s quote. This crisis is
not an abstract concept or something occurring far away; it has tangible effects
on their lives. They confront problems such as droughts, water shortages,
floods, and heat waves, all of which have a significant impact on the country.
During my interviews, conducted from May 2022 to February 2023, South
Africa experienced severe flooding in the northeastern region while
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simultaneously grappling with intense drought and water shortages in the
southern regions.'®

Sthembiso describes himself as a climate survivor because his hometown was
one of the areas that suffered severely from flooding. His family, relatives,
and friends faced devastating consequences. The community at large experi-
enced multiple deaths, the loss of homes, and limited access to clean water.
He shared that he could have easily been among those who were lost in the
floods.

The interviewees do not typically describe themselves as suffering from the
climate crisis in the same way that Sthembiso does. They also do not usually
identify the consequences of the climate crisis as transformative events or spe-
cific turning points that initiated their activism, as discussed in the section
headed “Transformative encounters initiate activism”. However, they consist-
ently highlight the consequences of the climate crisis and related environmen-
tal problems in their context, which often emerge as implicit drivers of their
activism.

Although other groups in the country, such as those who rely on farming for
their livelihoods and economically disadvantaged communities, are more vul-
nerable to the impacts of the climate crisis, South Africa as a whole is at the
forefront of this crisis. This is evident from the interviewees’ comments about
the need for churches to install water tanks to combat water scarcity, the in-
creasing difficulty in growing crops, the heavy rains and flooding that have
disastrous outcomes, and the ongoing escalation of these problems. They also
highlight the threats posed by transnational corporations, such as seismic
blasting in the oceans and the exploration of land and coastal areas.

189 This is also noticeable to a brief visitor such as me, as a researcher. For instance, the information
panels displayed by the Water and Sanitation Department caught my eye immediately on landing
at Cape Town airport: they stated, “Climate change is here — use water sparingly.” I observed
similar panels at a university campus in Cape Town. In addition, I experienced water shortages in
Mandela Bay while participating in a climate change training for NGO and church workers in the
area during May 2021. The participants shared insights into the severe effects of water scarcity
and altered weather patterns, particularly on those in rural areas who rely on agriculture. Further-
more, economically disadvantaged individuals who depend on water delivery to townships face
significant hardships. Living under such difficult conditions, they noted, places immense pressure
on adults, and can lead to problems such as alcohol abuse, domestic violence, and divorce. The
NGO and church workers also described their own struggles, such as having gone without tap
water for up to a year.
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In addition to the climate crisis, the interviewees raise other environmental
concerns, including waste disposal and the ongoing energy crisis in the coun-
try. They present the climate crisis as intertwined with various societal prob-
lems the country faces. Occasionally, they also address the impact not only on
humans but also on nature, emphasising the importance of protecting other
species affected by climate change. Regardless of whether they have person-
ally faced threats to their lives or describe themselves as suffering from the
climate crisis, the deep affinity with their context makes the resultant climate
consequences and related environmental difficulties a central driving force be-
hind their activism.

Facing the consequences of the climate crisis involves more than just dealing
with its immediate effects; it also entails confronting the negative impact on
the local environment resulting from fossil fuel production. South Africa is a
significant producer of coal and oil, which contribute to the country’s econ-
omy. For instance, Betty mentions Sasol, the leading petrochemical manufac-
turer in South Africa that refines coal into oil. While it was said to be the
second-largest emitter of greenhouse gases in South Africa in the year 2024,
what Betty emphasises is the adverse effects on the people living and working
in the surrounding areas, stating:'®

[Pleople started to die. ... got lung diseases, and they [ask]: “Why are we get-
ting sick, why are my children dying?”

The climate crisis has serious implications not only for the environment but
also for the workers in the fossil fuel industry and the health and well-being
of those living nearby. Although Betty does not explicitly state that these is-
sues fuel her dedication to environmental challenges, she does suggest that the
circumstances of Sasol have inspired the development of a robust environ-
mental movement both in the region and across the country.

Another local environmental issue highlighted by the South Aftrican inter-
viewees, as previously mentioned, is the dumping of rubbish in rivers. Grace,
for example, refers to a girl drowning in her community in a river that had
flooded because of heavy rains and the dumping of rubbish in the river. This
tragic incident deeply affected Grace, and strengthened her resolve to tackle
local environmental problems, such as waste dumping.

190 Nel et al., “Sasolburg.”
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The climate crisis poses a significant threat to nature, which in turn endangers
people’s lives and livelihoods. However, South African materials also high-
light references to nature as a source of strength during times of climate crisis.
Both implicit and explicit references to nature as a context for what I describe
as spiritual experiences are found in the South African material. These spir-
itual experiences enhance and deepen people’s commitment to the environ-
ment. This is exemplified by Linda’s quote, in which she reflects on her ded-
ication to environmental issues:

I get my strength from nature, from being out in nature; it restores your soul.
When you look at the mountain, you’re like, the [crisis] is bigger than us. The
mountain is still going to be here.

Nature is described elsewhere as a place where individuals can communicate
with the creator, and there are interviewees who consider mountains to be holy
places. The extent to which nature is revealed as an essential theme in the
South African empirical material can be further illustrated by Linda’s theo-
logical reflections. She talks about the two books of God, and differentiates
between two distinct revelations, namely, “the written scripture” and “natural
revelation”, which she refers to as the “second book of God”. She believes
that God is present both in the written word and in creation.

In conclusion, the climate crisis and the consequences of other environmental
issues in the interviewees’ context inspire their commitment to activism. Alt-
hough they are not typically among the most vulnerable groups, their experi-
ences with the effects of the climate crisis give them critical experience-based
climate knowledge. This knowledge fosters a profound perception of the crisis
as a life-and-death matter. Issues such as waste dumping, energy shortages,
and the impacts of fossil fuel production strengthen their dedication even
more. These context-linked experiences are not seen as transformative en-
counters, as previously discussed, but rather as ongoing, implicit motivators
that sustain their commitment. Therefore, their strong ties and affinity with
their context are crucial to their activism, not only as mentioned in earlier sec-
tions, about how they draw on past events in their lives and the history of their
society and people, but also by referencing the current contextual situation as
a driving force in their activism. Therefore, I contend that what strengthens
and drives the South African interviewees in their activism is their contextual
experiences and their affinity with their context, rooted in both the past and
their present situation. Finally, while nature faces serious threats, it also offers
these South African interviewees a source of strength, providing them with
spiritual experiences that reinforce their commitment to activism.
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Activism that bridges diverse factors

A deeper analysis of the practices exhibited by South African interviewees,
interpreted here as expressions of operant theological voices, uncovers a
shared characteristic in their activism: it serves to bridge diverse factors. This
observation is explored in subsequent sections; however, I first provide a brief
overview of the nature of their practices.

The South African interviewees use a diverse range of practices in their activ-
ism. They engage in lobbying efforts and participate in public protests, which
include campaigning and disruptive acts of civil disobedience aimed at politi-
cians, policymakers, the general public, and larger corporations or banks. In
addition, they reach out to their religious institutions and faith communities
through campaigns and awareness-raising activities, such as workshops and
training programmes. They provide local faith communities with worship ma-
terials and lead worship services that incorporate environmental themes. In-
stances of indigenous rituals, such as welcoming to and blessing of the land,
are also integrated into their environmental activism. Furthermore, they initi-
ate and facilitate community and environmental care projects. That their ac-
tivism bridges diverse factors is reflected in these various practices.

South African faith-based climate and environmental activism occurs either
within or outside their religious institutions or networks. When it takes place
outside these institutions or networks, activists either participate in the broader
climate movement, which has no religious affiliation, or create their own ini-
tiatives. Some individuals work specifically on climate and environmental is-
sues in various capacities, which may be in a religious institution, a faith net-
work, or secular organisations. Others operate at different levels in their reli-
gious institutions and networks, from local to global, such as in the Lutheran
or Anglican churches, along with global ecumenical bodies such as the World
Council of Churches (WCC). In addition, some engage fully outside these
frameworks, participating in secular networks such as Extinction Rebellion,
where they take part in civil disobedience actions. SAFCEI is recognised as a
faith institution; however, it is worth noting that it was established outside
traditional religious structures as a multi-faith platform for environmental
work, reaching both faith communities and political arenas, among others.

As is presented in what follows, just as the South African interviewees’ activ-
ism derives strength and motivation from their specific context, their display
of activism that connects diverse factors is a direct result of being deeply con-
nected with and rooted in their context.
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Addressing multiple societal problems

It’s a huge challenge. But of course, it is also very easy. It’s just to get people
to listen and to actually really understand. [...] So in a way, people think, no,
actually, let’s fight unemployment first; that’s the most important. No, you
know what, let’s fight corruption first, [...] we must get our defence force right.
[...] so defend our democracy ... [TThese ecojustice issues need attention:
waste, water, [electricity] ... they don’t always see them as social justice, so
you have to find language that fits it together, so it’s a little bit like a Rubik’s
cube. You know you got to find what fits... [...] not everyone sees the connec-
tion. (Sharon)

The South African context challenges the activists to address multiple societal
crises alongside the climate crisis. As Sharon puts it in the above quote, it is
“a Rubik’s cube” of different problems that need to be communicated about
and tackled in an integrated way. While some of the interviewees, like Sharon,
argue that it is rather easy to connect the climate crisis with other societal
problems, others have the opposite opinion.

The problems in their contexts that the interviewees mention are extensive,
including injustice, inequality, drug abuse, homelessness, poverty, mining is-
sues, gender-based violence, general violence, corruption, water and electric-
ity shortages, unemployment, threats to democracy, waste management prob-
lems, crime, illegal dumping, hunger, rising food prices, droughts, flooding,
and plastic pollution. Among these, the issue most strongly emphasised by the
South African interviewees — and directly linked to the climate crisis — is food
insecurity (which appears clearly in the activists’ future visions, elaborated on
later).

A poignant example in the South African material of how various societal
problems, faith, and the climate crisis are integrated is the SAFCEI training
programme for faith leaders titled “Safer and Healthier Places of Worship”.
This course is described as “a proactive, collaborative, resilience-building pro-
ject aimed at keeping our faith communities safer and healthier”. ' SAFCEI
invited me to observe the graduation ceremony for the participants completing
that programme. South African interviewees were actively involved.

Initially, as an outsider I found it difficult to see the connection between this
programme and the climate crisis. However, during the ceremony, I realised
that the health and safety of faith communities are threatened not only by ter-
rorism and criminal activities but also by extreme weather events driven by

191 Flyer outlining the programme I received at the ceremony.
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urgent climate change. The programme aimed to equip faith leaders and their
communities with knowledge about reducing risks and the capacity to build
resilience against urgent crises caused by climate change, violence, terror, and
other emergencies. The goal was to create safer and healthier places for wor-
ship. The training included practical skills, such as how to respond to a terror
attack during worship, extinguish fires, provide first aid, and assess the secu-
rity of their places of worship.

The course was created through collaborative efforts in different fields,
demonstrating how various societal problems, including the climate crisis,
could be addressed together while also emphasising the role of faith actors.
The programme was organised in collaboration between SAFCEI, as a faith-
based environmental institute, the City of Cape Town’s Disaster Risk Man-
agement Centre, the South African Police Service (SAPS) Explosives Unit,
and the SAPS Hawks’ Crimes Against the State unit (which investigates or-
ganised crime, corruption, and economic crime). People from different faith
traditions participated. The initiative clearly reflects the dominant theme in
South African operant theological voices, highlighting how climate practices
are integrated with other societal problems and with faith perspectives, as
manifested in a focus on worship and faith leaders.

The interviewees raised two main reasons, both grounded in the many societal
crises in their contexts, for an integrated approach to activism. First, they ar-
gue that the climate crisis is fundamentally intertwined with other crises. Sec-
ond, they believe that an integrated approach that links the climate crisis with
broader societal issues is essential for mobilising people to prioritise climate
action, despite the existence of other pressing issues.

I start with the first theme — the climate crisis being intertwined with other
challenges. The following quote by Betty can illustrate this understanding:

Whether you’re talking land, whether you’re talking water, whether you’re
talking energy, it would always bring me back: that’s climate change.

The interviewees emphasise that tackling climate change requires an under-
standing of the interconnected nature of the problems. They assert that the
climate crisis is not solely an environmental issue but also one of justice, en-
compassing both what they highlight in the interviews as eco-justice and gen-
der justice. For instance, one interviewee shares her experience of spending
two years advocating the inclusion of the term “gender” in the national climate
change response policy. The interviewees also emphasise the injustices
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between the Global North and the Global South, as well as the disparities be-
tween rural and urban areas in South Africa.

In particular, the contextual inequalities compel them to adopt a more inte-
grated approach to their activism. These inequalities exacerbate the negative
impacts of the climate crisis, disproportionately affecting vulnerable commu-
nities. In post-apartheid South Africa, inequalities continue to be a significant
problem, especially along ethnic lines, as outlined in the contextual descrip-
tions in Chapter 1. The labour market continues to be divided by both ethnicity
and gender. In addition, South Africa is grappling with some of the highest
income inequalities in the world, which are accompanied by stark wealth dis-
parities.'"

The interviews conducted with South African participants reveal that, alt-
hough they may not explicitly or specifically reference ethnic injustice, it is
implicit; and the overarching theme of justice is prominent, not least in how
they express their activism in practice. Their practices indicate their under-
standing that tackling the climate crisis requires a broader perspective, one
that considers the various societal problems faced in the South African con-
text. Consequently, their integrated approach underscores the necessity of fo-
cusing on justice as a critical component in the fight against climate change.

Their focus on justice as a core element of their integrated approach is implic-
itly grounded in their religious faith. While their espoused theological reflec-
tions on this topic are not expressed in any depth, they occasionally mention
justice, as illustrated by the quote of Dumisani:

This is a concern to me: why would other people benefit, and their benefit
makes other people suffer? And from a faith perspective and also being a
Christian, I feel there is a greater injustice that people are suffering, and our
governments should be able to speak out. And even push for all the agreements
that people make at the COPs to be followed.

Although the connection between justice and faith is mentioned briefly, this
quote demonstrates that justice can be seen as a fundamental moral imperative
that is rooted in faith.

192 A deeper analysis is to be found, for example, in Development Southern Africa and its special
issue on inequality. Francis and Webster, “Inequality in South Africa”; World Bank, Overcoming
Poverty and Inequality in South Africa; Von Fintel and Orthofer, “Wealth Inequality and Financial
Inclusion.”
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The second reason for adopting an integrated approach that links the climate
crisis to other societal problems, as highlighted in the South African material,
is the necessity of mobilising people to prioritise climate action, even in the
face of other pressing issues. Many of the South African interviewees are in-
volved in campaigning and in facilitating training sessions and workshops for
faith communities. In this work, they argue that it is essential to adopt an in-
tegrated approach that connects various societal problems with climate crisis
issues. The following quote can illustrate this, in which Linda highlights the
difficulties of mobilising parishes for the climate issue in a context where peo-
ple still struggle to find their daily bread.

It’s the challenge of the church saying: “Yes, I know it’s bad, but people are
hungry now”. I think we are always trying to make the links with what it’s
going to be: the impact of hunger, food prices, droughts, etc.

By connecting climate communication with everyday challenges, the goal is
to rally support for broader climate initiatives that include both mitigation
strategies, which involves behavioural changes to reduce carbon emissions,
and adaptation strategies, which addresses the impacts of the climate crisis.
This encompasses actions such as changing energy consumption habits and
implementing measures to reduce the negative impacts of the climate crisis.
Examples include installing water tanks on the rooftops of churches or plant-
ing trees to help mitigate heat. As previously mentioned, they also combine
efforts to reduce the risks of potential violence with strategies aimed at low-
ering the risks of climate-related disasters.

Regardless of their efforts to adopt an integrated approach to mobilising and
raising awareness in local faith communities, they report encountering re-
sistance. Criticism is also directed primarily at local congregations and faith
leaders for not addressing climate and environmental crises. As previously
mentioned, the South African interviewees engage with environmental issues
both from within and outside their religious institutions. Regardless of
whether the interviewee holds a formal position on a national level in a reli-
gious institution or is a grassroots leader, there is a dominant tendency in the
material that they do not present themselves as representatives of their reli-
gious institutions, and few label themselves “faith leaders”. When they criti-
cise their religious institutions for not doing enough on environmental and
climate issues, they primarily direct their gaze at those whom they call faith
leaders. These are the leaders of local communities — primarily pastors,
imams, and others. Therefore, my use of the term “faith leaders” reflects their
own terminology.

103



While they are critical of their faith leaders, they also understand the reasons
for their lack of action. As previously discussed, the interviewees are well
aware that these leaders face many urgent difficulties in the community. As
Grace puts it, “You can’t blame them”, or, in Sharon’s words:

I think that environmental issues are very much in the back seat. They do take
a back seat. When you sit down and you really explain to faith leaders, then
they get excited. But they have other issues to deal with.

What is said could engage the faith leaders mentioned here by Sharon is to
give them training. This, however, can be a slow and somewhat difficult pro-
cess, as they are said to lack awareness of the climate crisis, or the vocabulary
for it. Linda also highlights the complexity of the climate crisis. She under-
stands that it can be difficult to make the connection between, for example,
the floods in KwaZulu-Natal (which were happening at the time of the inter-
view) and the use of coal. Thus, she argues that mobilising for and engaging
in environmental activism, such as picking up litter, or saving water, is easier.
According to her, when she facilitates workshops in Christian parishes, it is
much more difficult to indicate what kind of action the participants could take
to address the climate crisis because, as she says, it appears “quite technical”.
She argues that it is generally easier for people to adapt to a changing climate
than to understand the root causes of climate change. Linda elaborates:

[W]e’re getting that we have ... to put ... water tanks in our churches, and we
need to stop wasting water because it’s going to be a drought. But in terms of
the root causes of climate change, I think it is more difficult.

However, when the faith leaders of local communities are exposed to extreme
weather events and given the tools to understand the connection to the climate
crisis, the interviewees argue that this could initiate faith leaders’ climate com-
mitment. Grace’s explanation illustrates this:

The only time it will become an issue is when there are hard rains, people’s
houses are flooded, and you need to get that relief. But I would also say they
are trying their very best.

Once again, the tone is critical, yet understanding of the local faith leaders’
lack of climate action.

In conclusion, this section underscores how South African interviewees bridge
diverse factors in their activism by associating the climate crisis with other
societal problems, and simultaneously highlights faith as a crucial element.
Although in their espoused theological voices the interviewees do not

104



extensively articulate how they bridge diverse factors in their activism, this is
reflected clearly in their operant theological voices, not least in their aim to
equip faith leaders with resources to address the climate crisis and societal
problems. Such practices intertwine the climate crisis and societal problems,
and incorporate faith as an essential dimension. [ argue that this is one way in
which they manifest what I refer to as “holistic theologies”.

Just as their motivations for activism are deeply embedded in the local context,
the context influences their environmental practices. They identify two pri-
mary reasons for integrating climate concerns with social problems: first, sys-
temic inequalities in their environment reveal the interconnectedness of eco-
logical and social issues; and second, linking climate action with social prob-
lems makes it easier to mobilise faith leaders and communities. Although they
critique faith leaders for their apparent lack of engagement, they acknowledge
that the numerous societal problems that local faith communities face impede
their ability to prioritise climate issues.

Community and environmental care

Another prominent and tangible way in which the South African interviewees
connect environmental crises with broader social and contextual issues, while
also including faith as a vital element, is through their environmental and com-
munity care projects. These initiatives, such as food gardening, cleanup ef-
forts, and tree planting, highlight a form of activism that complements their
work in political advocacy, campaigning, and raising awareness.

This community engagement stems from the various societal problems they
encounter in their context. Consequently, participating in community and en-
vironmental projects allows them to address these problems in practice. It is
in these initiatives that their espoused theological reflections become particu-
larly explicit and well-articulated. In addition, normative theological voices,
such as religious texts, occasionally serve as practical tools in these environ-
mental practices.

Different interviewees participate in creating food gardens in various roles,
including initiators, supporters, project leaders, and farmers. Some interview-
ees’ projects are affiliated with faith-based organisations, while others have
launched their own projects. Their objectives are diverse; many aim to en-
hance food security, which is highlighted as the most urgent climate-related
problem in the South African context. They also aim to create recreational
spaces in both urban and rural areas for economically disadvantaged and
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vulnerable populations, and to promote ecological farming practices that are
rooted in indigenous knowledge. These food gardens are also a vital part of
the climate adaptation strategy to confront the difficulties posed by unpredict-
able and extreme weather conditions, such as heavy rains and droughts.

Food gardens are often initiated as community-based projects to support mar-
ginalised groups, such as those experiencing poverty, homelessness, and gen-
der-based violence, and those living with HIV. The interviewees also report
that the demand for food gardens increased significantly during the COVID-
19 pandemic, particularly among groups in South African society facing eco-
nomic pressure.

A notable example of a food garden illustrating the display of activism that
connects diverse factors is Dina’s establishment of several garden projects
aimed at assisting people on the margins of society. Dina is one of the inter-
viewees who provides a poignant theological perspective on her project and
who elaborates extensively in her espoused theology on the role of faith in the
food garden initiative. The project originated from a Bible study group for
homeless individuals, and is deeply rooted in faith. The community garden
project she started was based on a study of 1 Corinthians 16, which discusses
the resurrection of the body. Thus, a normative theological text was used as a
practical tool for reflection both on the participants’ lives and future and on
their relationship to nature. The essence of the project lies in the collective
biblical interpretations shared among a group of individuals facing different
vulnerabilities.

My understanding of her work is that she integrates action with a clear, holistic
approach, addressing both the larger community’s difficulties and environ-
mental issues while simultaneously incorporating faith and theological reflec-
tions into practical environmental and societal activities. Faith is central to her
practices and theological articulation. Dina refers to her community work as
diakonia, stating, “Diakonia [...] really means that faith is action; for me, that
is the basis of it”.

Organising cleanup projects, recycling initiatives, and managing waste are
other important aspects of the South African activists’ environmental engage-
ment, which serves as a community and environmental care initiative. These
projects address the contextual environmental problems of garbage dumping
and waste management, and illustrate an integrated and holistic approach to
activism.
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These efforts are often organised by the faith organisations to which the activ-
ists belong, or by the activists themselves on a voluntary basis, but their reli-
gious faith initially inspires them. Musa is one of the South African interview-
ees who is actively involved in organising cleanups. He starts by contacting
the local imam to inform him about the event. Then he and his friends go into
the community to clean up plastics and other waste. Musa’s motivation for
this community project stems from his religious faith, which he supports with
an Islamic saying. He elaborates on this point:

There is a saying in Arabic that says: Cleanness is half of your religion. [...]
It’s the root of speaking to God while you are filthy, it doesn’t feel right. [...]
There is a saying in Islam: the entire world is a praying place, a mosque. I can
pray here. If there is praying time, say a quarter past, and I tell you, can I have
a five-minute break? I can pray there. [...] That keeps the indication that the
entire world needs to be clean.

Thus, in his espoused theology, he draws on normative theological voices to
support his clean-up initiatives. Understanding that his projects are deeply
rooted in his faith tradition makes the resistance he faces even more difficult.
Musa’s cleaning projects are one example from South Africa, where inter-
viewees comment that they encounter pushback from their faith communities.
As Musa explains, he frequently encounters “a lot of resistance”. He makes it
a point to notify the local imam before he heads into the area for a clean-up.
While some imams welcome his efforts, others become upset and have even
chased him away. When Musa reflects on the reasons behind this resistance,
he believes it stems from theological issues.

If T go to a place where there is an imam, a mosque close by, I do a cleanup,
an environmental cleanup. He thinks badly of me. [...] He feels ashamed. [...]
He doesn’t see the environment as part of religion. I think that is something
you must figure out in [our town], that many clergy, many people of faith, they
don’t see the environment as part of their lectures or their teaching.

Musa argues that imams do not view environmental care as part of their reli-
gion. Thus, Musa’s dealing with garbage in the name of their faith appears to
them, according to him, strange and even shameful. Like other South African
interviewees, he believes that there are strong teachings in his faith tradition
that promote environmental care. Therefore, he does not criticise the norma-
tive theological voices that stem from the Islamic tradition, but rather the local
faith leaders’ lack of knowledge and commitment to these teachings. Musa
points to a lack of education, stating that imams are not sufficiently educated
to address what he refers to as “the holistic challenges of the community”.
Thus, he sees the issue as stemming from faith leaders’ theological
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(mis)interpretations and their failure to adopt a holistic approach, rather than
from the theological foundations of the faith tradition itself.

Another environmental community project mentioned among the interviewees
is tree planting. The aim of tree planting is similar to the food garden adapta-
tion — for example, to create shade and cooler areas as the temperature rises
because of the climate crisis; however, planting trees is also a mitigation strat-
egy, as it reduces carbon emissions. In addition, these tree planting projects
are intertwined with faith traditions, which contributes even more to aware-
ness-raising.

Tree planting has begun to be integrated into the Christian confirmation tradi-
tion in the Anglican Church in South Africa, where each confirmand plants a
tree in the village and it is blessed by a bishop.!”* Thus, environmental care
has become integrated into the normative theology and practices of Linda’s
faith tradition. She also describes how her church has revised the priestly vows
to integrate care for the environment. She says:

When a priest is now licensed into a new church, they have to say they have to
care for their flock, their people, but they also have to care for the environment,
so we sort of greened the canon. So that is also helping to change the DNA of
the church.

Thus, environmental and community care is occasionally said to be rooted in
the theologies of the interviewees’ faith traditions, both in their normative the-
ological voices and in how they are practised. Activists sometimes express
their commitment to the environment by influencing the practices and norma-
tive theological voices of their faith traditions, as seen in the case of Linda,
while others, such as Dina, choose to develop projects outside of their reli-
gious institutions.

In conclusion, community and environmental care projects are a significant
aspect of climate and environmental activism among the South African inter-
viewees. These local initiatives, emerging from societal problems in their
communities, exemplify how activists bridge diverse factors in their efforts.
Specifically, three types of project are common: food gardens, clean-up cam-
paigns, and tree-planting activities. While addressing environmental issues re-
lated to societal vulnerabilities and injustices, these projects also focus on
adapting to the impacts of climate change, such as food security and tempera-
ture mitigation, and at times, aim to reduce fossil fuel emissions.

193 Further details are provided in, for example: Ncumisa, Plant a Confirmation Tree Continues.
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Furthermore, these initiatives reflect the incorporation of faith as a meaningful
resource. Normative texts and faith-based networks are used to organise and
sustain efforts. Moreover, the interviewees’ espoused theological voices re-
veal that they perceive these projects as faith-based. However, there are cri-
tiques of faith leaders’ lack of environmental engagement. Overall, the oper-
ant theological voices manifested in these projects could be characterised as
what [ have previously referred to as holistic theologies.

Connecting the local with the global

[1] shared with the UN special rapporteur on human rights and climate change.
(Sthembiso)

Another notable aspect of activism that connects diverse factors, exhibited by
the South African interviewees, is their ability to connect the local and global
levels through the networks of their faith traditions. Their climate activism
spans local, regional, national, and global levels. They also emphasise the im-
portance of integrating these levels in their lobbying, campaigning, and aware-
ness-raising efforts.

Whether they are employees or volunteers, individuals can serve as formal
representatives of faith networks, religious institutions, or political admin-
istrations. However, as previously mentioned, they seldom identify as faith
leaders in local faith communities. In their various roles, they can connect on
different levels through their international, pan-African, national, and local
networks. These networks may include faith-based organisations such as the
WCC and SAFCEI, or they might involve specific religious denominations,
such as the Anglican Church or the Lutheran World Federation. For others,
the networks include secular climate movement organisations such as Extinc-
tion Rebellion or various NGOs and political institutions.

As a result, interviewees in various roles in these networks have the oppor-
tunity to meet with climate and environmental policymakers at multiple levels,
including representatives from the United Nations (as highlighted in the quote
above by Sthembiso) and participants in international climate negotiations,
such as COP meetings under the UNFCCC. They deeply appreciate these op-
portunities to share the stories of those affected by climate change with inter-
national political leaders, and view this engagement as an essential aspect of
their activism.
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During COP17 in Durban, South Africa, Dumisani had the opportunity to
meet an ambassador involved with the COP presidency. He views this expe-
rience as a highlight of his climate activism, as it allowed him to engage di-
rectly with the presidency and to share stories about the severe impacts of
droughts and floods in the southern African region. This meeting was part of
a broader international mobilisation campaign among faith-based organisa-
tions, known as the We Have Faith Campaign — Act Now for Climate Jus-
tice.!*

Another example can be found in Sthembiso’s narrative, in which he high-
lights how the global structure of his church, along with other ecumenical net-
works, has supported his climate advocacy efforts at various levels: local, na-
tional, and international. He recalls an occasion when he had the opportunity
to speak with the UN rapporteur on climate change and human rights in Ge-
neva.'” Like the other South African interviewees with access to international
networks, Sthembiso expresses gratitude for this chance to share the experi-
ences of those suffering from the consequences of the climate crisis with in-
fluential leaders. In addition, he emphasises the benefits of faith-based inter-
national communication networks, which allow him to convey international
climate science to local communities during training sessions in parishes
across South Africa. This demonstrates that the connection between the global
and the local can work in both directions. Furthermore, a dominant theme in
the South African interviewees’ advocacy work is the call for increased inter-
national funding dedicated to loss and damage. This funding aims to cover the
costs caused by the negative impacts of the climate crisis, which persist de-
spite ongoing mitigation and adaptation strategies.'*

The advocacy work of the South African interviewees is rarely reflected in
their espoused theological voices; however, faith serves as a significant un-
derlying resource through the faith-based networks they use to navigate the
climate catastrophe. I argue that their international lobbying efforts are a way
for them to manifest their operant theological voices. One individual who does
provide insights into his political advocacy work and its relation to his faith is
Sthembiso:

194 Norwegian Church Aid, We Have Faith: Act Now for Climate Justice.

195 United Nations Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner (OHCHR), “Special Rap-
porteur on Climate Change.”

196 See further, for example: UN Environment Programme (UNEP), “About Loss and Damage
- UN Environment Programme.”
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What gives me hope is basically the opportunity to do something. If I still have
the opportunity to talk about climate change or call for climate change, that
brings me hope, that ability.

The opportunity to advocate strong climate-related political measures gives
him hope. Elsewhere he also describes his activism as a divine calling. Thus,
he is explicit about his climate advocacy being an act of faith.

Indigenous global communities are also recognised as international networks
from which interviewees can gain valuable support. For instance, Fatima has
established connections with indigenous groups, particularly women, around
the world through her involvement in local interfaith initiatives. She regularly
meets with them online, which has strengthened her both personally and in her
advocacy for the environment. Through these connections, she has discovered
that these women share similar stories of oppression and spirituality to her
own. As a result, this global network has become a vital support structure that
has bolstered her environmental advocacy in South Africa.

In conclusion, the South African interviewees demonstrate their ability to
bridge diverse contexts by linking local and global levels through using global
networks associated with their faith traditions and through secular networks
to engage in climate activism. In this context, lobbying could be interpreted
as an expression of operant theological voices, even though it is not typically
reflected in the interviewees’ espoused theological voices. The interviewees
value the global faith networks provided by their religious institutions, view-
ing them as tangible resources for their activism. The connection between lo-
cal and global levels exemplifies a key aspect of South African activists’ ho-
listic theologies.

Collaborating across boundaries of faith traditions

It’s about accepting that there is truth in all these places. Even though their
different perspectives may differ, we all have a common purpose. And our big-
gest common purpose is of course this planet that we all share. (Sharon)

The South African interviewees’ integrated action is manifested not only in
their reaching from the local to the global and vice versa; their activism also
bridges different faith traditions. This is revealed in their actions on grassroots,
regional, and national levels through the multi-faith organisation SAFCEI, in
which several of the interviewees engage. Working together for the same goal,
rather than focusing on theological differences, is at the centre. This can be
illustrated by Sharon’s reflection above: an inter-faith approach is at centre of
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her activism. By focusing on joint actions, differences in theologies are put
aside. Sharon elaborates on the topic:

...to a large extent, I’ve actually stopped really worrying about what people
believe. In fact, I’ve often said to people I don’t care what you believe as much
as what you do with it. So if your spirituality or religion gives you certain val-
ues to live by, [ want to see how you express that in your life.

The collaboration between different faith traditions can be demonstrated in
various ways. Interviewees have shared their experiences of participating in
or organising meetings with local authorities and provincial municipalities to
advocate for environmental issues. At the local level, these issues may not
always be framed as a result of the climate crisis. For instance, as previously
touched upon, a tragic incident occurred when heavy rains and dumping
caused a local river to flood, which resulted in a child drowning. This
prompted an advocacy action organised by SAFCEI in which Grace, one of
the interviewees, participated. During the meeting with local authorities, faith
leaders highlighted the urgent need to address the problem of garbage dump-
ing in the river, as it had directly contributed to the tragic death of the child.

Other collaborative actions by various faith traditions mentioned in the South
African material include meditative walks, in which participants from differ-
ent religions come together to reconnect with nature. In addition, there are
vigils, there is participation in public demonstrations, and training workshops
are facilitated. Under the umbrella of SAFCEI, interviewees also participate
in briefings on climate policies, such as the National Climate Bill, as well as
other lobbying meetings at both international and national levels. They also
engage in religious rituals, such as indigenous welcome ceremonies and bless-
ings of the land at various official environmental gatherings. The previously
mentioned training programme for creating healthier and safer places for wor-
ship is another notable example.

The richness of other faith traditions’ normative theological voices on envi-
ronmental issues is also highlighted. An example is given by Dumisani, who
is deeply engaged in interfaith environmental work. He argues that sacred
texts in different faith traditions emphasise respect for humans and for nature.
Dumisani meets resistance from those who, he says, misinterpret these sacred
texts:

Yes, there is resistance because some people are misinterpreting the sacred text
of their different faiths. And want to dominate others [...] All about the misin-
terpretation of the texts that guide them. But when you read those texts deeper,
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there is always a point where the respect for other human beings [...] in there
and respect of nature is found in there.

Drawing on and emphasising the strengths of other faith traditions and coop-
erating in climate action at all levels and with different means is a dominant
theme in the South African material.

To conclude, collaborating across different faith traditions exemplifies how
activism in South Africa bridges diverse factors — in this case, actors from
various faith traditions. This collaboration connects faith traditions through
practical efforts rather than emphasising normative theological differences.
This illustrates that the shared practices and, therefore, the operant theological
voices, are at the centre of their theologies. However, some argue that all faith
traditions possess normative theological texts that inspire and legitimise their
commitments to environmental issues. Collaborating across faith boundaries
is another characteristic of what I refer to as the holistic theologies of the South
African interviewees.

Searching for holistic faith communities

As discussed in previous sections, the South African interviewees’ bridging
of diverse factors in their activism is evident in both their operant and their
espoused theological voices. We have also observed how this approach can
create tensions with their local faith communities, where they frequently face
resistance and a lack of engagement. In the next section, we examine the con-
sequences of these tensions, specifically the interviewees’ desire for new and
more holistic faith communities. However, to set the context for understand-
ing this process, we begin by examining how the activists’ climate practices
have further shaped their espoused theological voices, making them even
more holistic.

A broader understanding of God as the creator, along with a wider compre-
hension of Christ and Christian doctrines on salvation, is one of the ways in
which climate activism has influenced the espoused theological voices of the
South African interviewees. Linda’s reflection demonstrates this change, as
she notes that her view of salvation has become more holistic after engaging
with climate issues. She explains:

I don’t know so much about other faiths, but in Christianity, we very much
have gone for individual conversion. So it’s about me and my God. [...] I was
probably more of that, you know, converted and care for your neighbour, but I
didn’t really understand the salvation of the whole Earth. [...]
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[H]ow do we understand salvation in terms of salvation of the whole Earth?
’Cause Jesus came and John 3:16 says: ‘For God so loved the world’, and the
Greek got sort of the cosmos, so if God really loves the cosmos, then [...why
not] to be caring for the whole cosmos.

Both the understanding of God as the creator and the doctrine of salvation
have expanded. Linda concludes that if the translation of the Biblical text sug-
gests that God created not only the world but the entire cosmos, then salvation
must also encompass the cosmos. As a result, her commitment to environmen-
tal issues could be said to be rooted in her broader theological perspectives.
Like other South African interviewees, she notes that this expansion of her
theological understanding has been a transformative process, driven by her
commitment to environmental issues.

Another example of this in the South African material is found in Dina’s the-
ological reflections. She reports that her environmental activism has broad-
ened her understanding of Christ; she now uses the comprehensive term “the
cosmic Christ”. During her activism, she has encountered indigenous theol-
ogy, both practised and expressed in words, which has deepened her under-
standing of how the cosmic Christ is described in what she labels “African
theology”. Dina elaborates:

[T] come to understand even more about how the cosmic Christ is described in
African theology. I speak about Christ as the first ancestor. Ancestor of all
living beings, not only the ancestor of only the people but ancestor of every-
thing that lives.

Thus, for Dina, Christ is now not only “the cosmic Christ” but also the first
ancestor. Dina has also been influenced by formal theological voices, such as
eco-feminist theologian Anne Primavesi. This has influenced her environmen-
tal engagement further, and she has developed what she calls “creation theol-
ogy” and “creation spirituality”. Thus, Dina exemplifies how encounters with
the practised theologies of others can serve as a sort of normative theological
voice that inspires the activists, alongside being inspired by formal theological
voices. These sources of inspiration can expand and transform the interview-
ees’ espoused theological voices into holistic forms.

The South African material indicates that climate and environmental activism
can broaden theological perspectives, and make them more open to other faith
traditions beyond one’s own. This is evident in the multi-faith efforts of the
South African interviewees, who have engaged with various religious tradi-
tions and gained insight from them. For instance, Dumisani explains that,
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through reading the normative theological texts of other faith traditions, he
has come to realise that “they all have something to say about nature”. Con-
versely, the material also shows that individuals who already possess a deep
understanding of different faith traditions and holistic views of the divine are
motivated to participate in multi-faith environmental work.

The interviewees’ theological understandings have been broadened not only
by environmental practices and formal and normative theological voices, but
also by what I refer to as spiritual experiences. For example, Sharon recounts
an experience she shared with others during an interfaith tree-planting event.
She describes it:

I realised, not too long ago, actually how sacred the actual soil is, and it is
almost as if God would to be manifest [...] itself as the soil, because it is so
life-giving. It’s what holds us and supports us in every way. So, I had a bit of
an epiphany one day when I was doing a tree-planting project with some faith
leaders. And we were all just suddenly so in love with the soil because that was
the expression of God for all of us.

Spiritual experiences during climate activism events, such as this tree-planting
event, are not commonly reported in the South African material. However, it
occurs here, and is also said to have deepened Sharon’s understanding of what
she sometimes calls the “universal life force” and, other times, “God”. Inter-
estingly, the event is described as a spiritual experience made jointly with the
other participants and not exclusively by herself.

The interviewees’ holistic theologies, developed through environmental and
climate activism, along with the normative and formal theological voices and
spiritual experiences that have inspired these theologies, contrast sharply with
the normative theological voices encountered in the local faith communities
of the interviewees. It is here that we find the most profound criticism raised
by the interviewees regarding their local congregation of their religious insti-
tutions. It is as if the development of holistic theologies creates tensions in
relation to the institutionalised faith communities.

This tension becomes clear in what appears to be a dominant theme in the
South African material: that normative theologies in these communities are
depicted as polarising celestial and earthly matters. This type of theology is
even explicitly identified as one of the reasons why they have left their former
Christian communities. Busi, for example, argues that preachers in her former
charismatic Christian community focused upon “heaven and things” and “be
saved and don’t worry about this”. A similar example is that of Fatima, who
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has also left her former Christian community because of its theological under-
standings:

It’s more about the self and the self going to heaven. At one way directed. It
excludes other elements that are important, and one element is the environ-
ment.

This separation between earthly and celestial matters excludes climate and en-
vironmental crises from being considered important to theology. Salvation is
limited to the salvation of the individual, rather than of the entire world or
cosmos, as reflected in the theologies developed by the interviewees.

There are also examples of the interviewees explicitly criticising practices at
the congregational level. Fatima, for example, whose indigenous identity and
knowledge she is now exploring, includes a growing criticism of the practices
of the Christian churches. She argues:

Now, the church is one of the biggest exploiters and the cause of why South
Africa is in this current situation. Because if you look back in history, the
church, as for spiritual institutions, has the most shares in land and property
because they have taken land away from the people. But they are not advocat-
ing... it’s almost there is a gap between the environment and God. It’s not
seen... people don’t interpret it as one. He cannot be a God without his crea-
tion.

Here, not only is there a lack of holistic, normative theological voices, ex-
pressed in words and action, but concrete wrongdoings are also placed at the
forefront of the criticism. However, this could also be understood to have root
causes in the theologies of the Christian churches. Betty, in her criticism of
the lack of a holistic theology of Christianity, refers back to history and argues
that this kind of spirituality, holding nature as sacred, was destroyed by colo-
nialism and mission schools:

[TThey taught us to no longer hold the trees sacred. And so we were self-started
cutting [...] enormous spiritual crisis that Africans are ongoing to learn [to]
clearcut a forest.

Thus, the South African interviewees express negative emotions and describe
experiences of resistance because of the normative theological voices encoun-
tered in the local congregations of their religious institutions, which they re-
gard as their faith communities. But they are also alienated by the wrongdo-
ings of their religious institutions or — as previously discussed — by the lack of
climate commitment, not least at the local congregational level.
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They report feeling unsupported by their faith communities. Despite the diffi-
culty of confronting this absence of holistic theologies, many ultimately found
that leaving their former faith communities was a liberating decision. Dina’s
explanation serves as a compelling illustration of this experience:

When I started to become interested in ecological theology, it was also a strug-
gle to liberate myself from the suppressing aspects of the tradition that [ came
from. [...] Women are suppressed, but also where we believe in the doctrine
of original sin [...] I came to understand [...] how oppressive this is and how
it... cause and totally cut out that sense of creativity inside...

The process of leaving the oppressive environment that Dina experienced was
described as a literal struggle for survival. Her account also illustrates that the
lack of a holistic theology, as mentioned by the interviewees, includes more
aspects than just environmental concerns. For instance, Dina highlights gender
as a key aspect. In examining the South African material, it becomes evident
that the interviewees are searching for faith communities where not only a
concern for the environment is included, but also where their spiritual expres-
sions, gender identities, indigenous identities, personalities, and physical bod-
ies can all be integrated into a holistic theological framework.

However, identifying new faith communities in which the interviewees can
practice their holistic theologies, both in words and actions, is a difficult pro-
cess. Many of the interviewees are involved with SAFCEI, which provides a
valuable space for them to engage in climate and environmental activism. This
involvement allows their holistic theologies to thrive in an activist context.
However, it does not seem to satisfy their desire for a local faith community
where they can feel theologically at home and express their beliefs both ver-
bally and through their actions.

There are, however, interviewees who have managed in their search for a new
faith community. The one who is most satisfied by far is Fatima, who seems
to be the only one who has fully found what she was looking for. She has left
her former Christian community and is now exploring her indigenous identity
and spirituality, and seems satisfied to have found an identity and place where
environment and faith are regarded in a holistic way:

[TThe true spirituality of the indigenous people is that we can’t separate our-
selves from our creator, from our environment, or from the land; in our tradi-
tion, it’s all in one.

The material does not indicate whether she has found a concrete local com-
munity. However, she has mentioned that she has discovered a space where
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her spirituality can thrive, along with meaningful connections in international
indigenous networks.

Others who have left their former Christian communities express varying lev-
els of satisfaction, but not as high as Fatima’s. For example, Dina has joined
a loosely organised community that combines Christian mysticism with ele-
ments of Hinduism, Zen, and indigenous spirituality. Similarly, Sharon has
found her place in an interfaith community. However, both women report a
fluctuating sense of belonging in their respective faith communities. Despite
finding these new communities, they, like other interviewees — whether they
have embraced new faith communities or remained in their former ones — of-
ten experience feelings of loneliness.

Dina, for instance, says, “Oh gosh. I feel lonely every day”. Sharon adds, “I
do feel lonely. I really do...”. Although their fellow activists provide some
sense of community, it does not fully replace their longing for a faith commu-
nity that offers a holistic theology where they can truly feel at home. Alterna-
tively, as Busi concludes, she does not have to feel as homeless in her faith
community as she partly does, because her true faith community is not on
Earth. She says:

I know my community is in the spiritual world, and I engage with them, and
then I feel a sense of, now, I’'m home.

Some South African interviewees who began their commitment to environ-
mental causes outside of a faith community have not felt the need to seek out
new faith communities. In addition, there are individuals involved in environ-
mental and climate activism in faith communities who do not experience feel-
ings of loneliness or any need to search for new faith communities. There are
also interviewees who hold formal positions in religious institutions in which
they contribute formally to shaping the institution’s theology. For example,
they produce materials for worship, such as prayers, liturgy, and sermon in-
spiration, thereby occasionally serving as normative theological voices in their
religious institutions.

Feelings of being lonely can also occur among those who are active in secular
climate movement organisations. This is the case for Amir, who feels lonely

when engaging in disruptive civil disobedience actions.

To conclude, South African interviewees report tensions in relation to their
local faith communities. I contend that these tensions are rooted in what I term
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the interviewees’ holistic theologies, manifested in both their operant and their
espoused theological voices. These theologies are demonstrated through ac-
tivism that encompasses diverse issues, including societal problems, the bridg-
ing of local and international levels, and interactions among different faith
traditions, while also incorporating faith into their activism both as a dimen-
sion and as a tangible resource, such as normative texts and institutional net-
works.

Furthermore, their activism practices, analysed as operant theological voices,
have broadened their understanding of theological concepts such as Christ,
God, and salvation. Encounters with normative and formal theological voices,
alongside spiritual experiences during activism, have facilitated this develop-
ment. In contrast, their interactions with normative theological voices in local
faith communities often create tensions, prompting many to seek alternative
communities that are better aligned with their holistic theologies. Some have
successfully transitioned to new communities; others, however, continue to
feel out of place and experience feelings of loneliness. Conversely, some in-
terviewees find their holistic theologies adequately expressed in their existing
communities.

Securing the future and fundamental rights

A future vision for me is that a child in a rural area can study and have the
same opportunities as a child studying in the city. I mean, a child in the city
can sit with air-conditioning and study, but a child in a rural area must maybe
in the future study in temperatures of 35-40 degrees. A future vision for me is
that we take care of the brains of children. (Sthembiso)

The introductory quote is from Sthembiso, who highlights the importance of
securing children’s future possibilities to study, even when the temperature
rises. The vision shows an awareness of the contextual injustices between ru-
ral and urban areas, as well as between children of different ethnicities, and
that these injustices will increase further in the future because of the climate
crisis. He says that his vision is inspired by a professor’s lecture he once heard,
but it is also possible that it resonates with his childhood and that he might be
able to identify with these children.

The visions of the South African interviewees focus on securing the future,

especially the rights of vulnerable communities. While their visions resemble
those of secular climate movement organisations, they specifically emphasise
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the role of religious institutions and faith communities and of spirituality in
creating a sustainable future. The sections that follow outline these visions.

Sthembiso’s vision for the future emphasises the right to education as essen-
tial, while other South African interviewees highlight different aspects of fun-
damental rights that reflect the various difficulties they face in their specific
contexts. The rights of marginalised communities and the elimination of eth-
nic and gender injustices have played a crucial role in rebuilding the country
since the fall of apartheid, and these issues continue to pose significant chal-
lenges. Therefore, it is not surprising that the interviewees’ visions for the fu-
ture incorporate these concerns. Although they do not explicitly mention the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by all United Nations
member states in 2015, their suggestions are related to its goals in some way.!*’
The 2030 Agenda is rooted in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
in other international treaties.'*

The future visions expressed by the interviewees in South Africa address sev-
eral issues that reflect the country’s current problems. At the time of the inter-
views, many South Africans struggled with energy security owing to frequent
load shedding, which led the interviewees to envision decentralised energy
grid structures.'” In addition, the high unemployment rate, especially among
the youth, has motivated climate activists to envision new opportunities for
decent jobs through the transition from coal to renewable energy sources.?
They argue that this transition could also allow individuals to benefit finan-
cially from renewable energy. In their visions, both mitigation and adaptation
efforts are closely intertwined. The problems they envision being met in the
future are many — or, as Grace expresses it in a more explicitly faith-related
version: “It’s a huge list ’'m gonna give God one day”.

Although the list of concrete problems they envision being met is long, the
underlying and dominant theme is that of survival, thus literally securing the
future for humanity. Back to Sthembiso again:

197 Their future visions relate to goals such as: no poverty, zero hunger, quality education, gender

equality, clean water, affordable and clean energy, decent work and economic growth, reduced
inequalities, sustainable cities and communities, responsible consumption and production, and cli-
mate action.

198 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “The 17 Goals, Sustainable De-
velopment.”

199 For further academic analysis of the consequences of load shedding in South Africa, see, for
example: Walsh et al., “Estimating the Economic Cost of Load Shedding in South Africa”; Inglesi-
Lotz, “Load Shedding in South Africa.”

200 Also highlighted in research, see, for example: Cock, “Resistance to Coal Inequalities and
the Possibilities of a Just Transition in South Africa.”
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There is hope that things will really change, and there is hope that people will
survive.

While not everyone believes that it is possible to secure the future, it remains a
goal for which all the interviewees are striving. Therefore, it is not surprising
that food security is a top priority for the South African participants. Amir’s
vision serves as a notable example. At the time of the interview, he was working
in regenerative agriculture in Africa, and he clearly sees food security as essen-
tial for the future, envisioning “Africa’s agriculture being climate resilient”.

The interviewees who emphasise food security in their future visions demon-
strate a clear understanding of the need to adapt to climate change, as food
production is already significantly affected by it. They draw on both climate
science and experience-based climate knowledge from the South African con-
text. Their future visions also intertwine adaptation with mitigation measures
to reduce carbon emissions. Amir illustrates this broader perspective, arguing
that food security could also involve creating jobs and lowering emissions.
Like other interviewees, he highlights the importance of local food sover-
eignty, advocating practices such as growing one’s own food, decentralising
food production, and shortening food supply chains. Similarly, other inter-
viewees suggest securing food security in urban areas by establishing city gar-
dens, which at the same time provide green areas that are crucial for decreas-
ing the negative impact of heatwaves.

This approach is reflected in the practical climate initiatives of other inter-
viewees, such as their food garden projects, which aim to support and em-
power vulnerable communities, enabling them to take control of their own
food security. In addition, these projects integrate various aspects of sustaina-
bility. For these interviewees, achieving food security could also mean pro-
ducing eco-friendly, healthy, and sustainable food while ensuring that biodi-
versity is not harmed. Thus, although the overarching goal is securing the fu-
ture of humanity, there are explicit voices advocating the survival of all spe-
cies. Dumisani, for instance, argues that “[W]e should be able to create
conditions for other creations to live”.

In conclusion, activists’ future visions are shaped by contextual problems and
the need to adapt to climate change. Their understanding of urgent circum-
stances, rooted in contextual knowledge, underscores the importance of secur-
ing the future, particularly in relation to food security, as reflected in their
climate and environmental practices. They also emphasise other fundamental
rights such as education, and address injustices related to gender and ethnicity,
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shaped by the context’s challenges. Their visions encompass both adaptation
and mitigation strategies, motivated by both experience-based and science-
based climate knowledge. While the primary focus is on human survival, some
perspectives highlight the importance of protecting all species.

Hope in God’s and human action

There is someone more powerful than the president here. ... And make you
believe that you’re gonna come right eventually, if you do your part, then...
You know God will surely do God’s part. (Betty)

To achieve the goal of securing the future and fundamental rights, the South
African interviewees find hope in both God’s and human action, as demon-
strated by Betty’s quote above. She is among those who offer extensive theo-
logical reflections on God’s actions. Reflecting on her people’s history and
the perceived divine intervention that saved at least 20% of her community
from genocide (previously referred to), she anticipates that God will intervene
again. She describes a recent event in which a plan was announced to establish
a nuclear power station on the east coast of South Africa, which threatened to
destroy what she describes as “one of the world’s most beautiful beaches”,
known for its waves that attract surfers internationally. Some surfers who pre-
viously enjoyed the waves in this area decided to support environmental ac-
tivists financially in their efforts to protect the beach. Their support ultimately
led to the successful prevention of the nuclear station being established. For
Betty, this outcome was a clear sign that divine intervention, as well as the
intervention of the ancestors, is still at work. As she expresses it:

God and the ancestors just come through for you quite coincidentally [...] If
you do not see God ...funding...

Betty continues to argue, laughing, that there must be “someone more power-
ful than the president here”. Consequently, past instances of God’s interven-
tion, as well as recent interventions in climate campaigning efforts, inspire
hope that such intervention could occur again in the future.

Normative theological voices also support trust in God’s intervention. For ex-
ample, when Musa references the narrative of Moses crossing the Red Sea, he
emphasises how God parted the waters to rescue Moses and his people from
their pursuers. Musa concludes that God can intervene in unexpected ways to
provide help, ultimately asserting that “[t]he result is in the hands of God. It
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cannot be in our hands”. Therefore, trust in divine action can empower indi-
viduals, as outcomes are determined not by humans but by God.

The South African interviewees describe finding hope for the future not only
in God’s intervention but also in human actions inspired by faith. For them,
their capacity to act instils hope, as if hope becomes tangible when manifested
in climate action. Remaining engaged in this movement signifies holding onto
hope. This is illustrated in Sthembiso’s description of his climate advocacy
work:

I’m at the point where I think if [ would lose hope at this point it would mean
that everything that I’ve tried before would be in vain. The more I stay into
climate activism the more I know how possible it is to achieve climate justice.

Throughout the South African material, it becomes clear that hope for the fu-
ture can be rooted in past events, not only in divine intervention but also in
human actions. For instance, Dumisani describes how his earlier “small suc-
cesses” in climate action give him hope. He elaborates on this point by de-
scribing when he contributed to the education of small-scale farmers to adapt
to a changed climate:

When people begin to talk and act according to some of the teachings that we
share with them, for instance, the issue of growing crops in a manner that is
sensitive to biodiversity. I think that has given me hope, we can do it. ... The
hope is there because now more and more people are beginning to realise...

When Dumisani reflects on his hopes for the future, he recalls that this suc-
cessful adaptation to an already changing climate became a reality, securing
food security for a vulnerable community. Similarly, Linda draws on the pos-
itive experiences she had in her previous advocacy and campaigning related
to HIV as a hopeful example. Linda elaborates on this connection:

You know just dripping, dripping, dripping, it’s not a fast thing, and then after
a while you look around and you’re, like, ok, there’s a difference in the church.
You don’t even notice it, and then overnight you’re, like, people are talking
differently about HIV-positive people, and there’s kind of an expectation that
[the] church should be doing something.

This illustrates that previous successful climate efforts, such as training pro-
grammes for adaptation or awareness-raising in churches, provide hope for
the future, as they show that taking action can lead to positive change. Thus,
one could say that operant theological voices in the past influence their future
visions.
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Faith reaching beyond science

In contrast to how human, God’s, and ancestors’ interventions, alongside nor-
mative theological voices, bring hope for the future, science-based climate
knowledge presents a more alarming view of potential disasters. The follow-
ing discussion explores the differing roles of science and faith in the South
African material.

Surprisingly, although all the interviewees are deeply engaged in addressing
the climate crisis, some South African participants believe that there is no fu-
ture for humanity because of the severe consequences of this crisis. For in-
stance, Amir argues strongly, “There’s absolutely no hope!” He bases his con-
viction on his academic knowledge of the climate crisis and his professional
experience in agriculture and rural development across the African continent.
From his perspective, he believes that the world will struggle to cope with the
climate emergency, especially in achieving food security for Africa. From that
perspective, Amir’s answer is:

There’s absolutely no hope! Like, a large part of my research is to look at the
effects of climate change on agriculture in Africa. It is just devastating. [...]
So I have absolutely no hope.

However, Amir’s perspective on hope is complex, resembling that of other
interviewees who believe that humanity will not prevail. He appears to have
different outlooks on the future, depending on his current role or perspective:
they shift between an academic and a faith perspective. Shortly after stating
that there is no hope, he adds:

I see hope. I see it in activist groupings. If I look back in history, I take the
anti-apartheid movement in South Africa. The majority of the real ... came
from a faith background. Just from my background, you had the Muslim com-
munity who rose up against the apartheid... organised on faith backgrounds.
Made strong solidarity links to Christian groupings. I mean, you look at Des-
mond Tutu and Nelson Mandela or Tambo, as all of these people had strong
Christian backgrounds. So there is this sort of divine nature to motivating peo-
ple to act. ... I think that’s a strong point of faith that I have.

In this passage, Amir’s voice reflects a faith-based perspective. Like other in-
terviewees mentioned earlier, he draws on the nation’s history, particularly the
anti-apartheid movement, and highlights influential faith-based activists.
These figures and their actions serve as sources of hope for the future. Similar
to other interviewees, he intertwines connections between past, present, and
future. While Amir does not necessarily imply direct divine intervention as
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previously discussed, there is a sense of divine motivation that encourages
people of faith to act for a better future.

Amir’s seemingly contradictory perspectives on the future illustrate that sci-
ence and faith often serve very different purposes for the interviewees. Yet,
their handling of the negative futures depicted by science varies in the mate-
rial. Amir’s viewpoint is particularly notable because his bleak outlook in-
vokes deep despair, a sentiment not reflected elsewhere in the South African
accounts. He describes it as “this black hole of despair” — feelings he tries to
overcome through action. In contrast, Sharon, another interviewee who shares
anegative view of the future and believes that humanity will not endure, main-
tains a more optimistic emotional tone. This distinction appears to stem from
Sharon’s hope, which is detached from the current world, focusing instead on
“the eternal progression of the soul”. This does not negate the importance of
action; as she says: “So my soul will keep learning and growing and whatever
it wants to do after the transition”.

Another example of the distinct yet complementary roles of science and faith
in the South African material can be seen in Sthembiso’s argumentation. He
posits that we should recognise science as a truthful entity and that we might
reach a critical threshold by 2030. But, he adds:

So what faith does is, when science says that, we say... that’s true, and we
appreciate that information, and then we would at the same time say: but there
is hope. There is hope that things will really change and there is hope that peo-
ple will survive. Because we are generally created to be hopeful for the future
and to do everything with hope. [...] Even if I know that the world is coming
to an end tomorrow, I will continue to plant an apple tree. That’s just being
hopeful of the future.

Thus, even with the understanding that circumstances could worsen, individ-
uals of faith are said to be inherently hopeful. Sthembiso implicitly references
his Lutheran faith tradition here; the idea of planting an apple tree, regardless
of one’s knowledge of the world’s fate, echoes the narrative found in Martin
Luther’s writings. Similar to the experiences of all the South African inter-
viewees, questions about the future revolve around survival, but reliance on
God, supported by normative theological voices, could offer hope regardless
of the negative scientific predictions. This is also suggested to be the role of
faith actors in relation to the wider climate movement and society at large: to
bring hope that there will be a future. Back again to Sthembiso:
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[Faith] brings hope. Once people say, “No, there will be a disaster. Oh no,
things will be destroyed!”, people will be devastated. Then faith says: But be
hopeful that something very hopeful can happen. [...] That hope, that’s faith.
That’s what we say as faith people: Don’t lose hope!

Thus, as observed, faith is described as a source of hope for the future, com-
plementing and contrasting with scientific perspectives. Furthermore, the in-
terviewees emphasise that spirituality offers advantages that transcend what
science can provide. In particular, indigenous spirituality is emphasised, illus-
trated in Betty’s words: “To reintroduce the connection between us and the
ecology that made us”. This reflects their previously discussed bridging of
diverse factors in activism, and reappears here in their future visions. The in-
terviewees stress that indigenous spirituality, with its holistic approach, has
the potential to enhance or broaden scientific understanding and so contribute
to creating a sustainable future by fostering a close and respectful human—
nature relationship.

An additional element of faith highlighted in the South African materials that
could aid in the future development is the concept of a faith language, which
the interviewees characterise by its ability to go beyond scientific discourse.
This language, rooted in faith, can act as a catalyst for transformation, bringing
lasting changes to the behaviour that leads to reduced fossil fuel emissions.
Dumisani refers to faith as a “moral mirror”, suggesting that, when individuals
reflect on their actions in the light of their religious faith, they may reconsider
their behaviour and become more compassionate towards what they perceive
as creation. Linda similarly highlights that this language goes beyond simple
“head knowledge”, and truly connects with people’s hearts, transforming their
values and morals. She states: “If you change my faith, my spiritual DNA
becomes part of who I am”. The transformative language of faith is also found
in normative theological voices in sacred texts, as stated by the interviewees.
For instance, the biblical creation story is said to foster compassion for and
stewardship of all creation, countering selfishness and a sense of domination.
Nevertheless, according to the interviewees, many faith communities may
need to reinterpret these texts to achieve this transformative perspective.

The interviewees also emphasise that faith language can bring about transfor-
mation in other ways — for example, by sharing the experiences of those in the
global faith community who are affected by the climate crisis. Being part of
the same faith community can foster a sense of belonging that encourages
people to be receptive to these shared stories.
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Examining how the South African interviewees discuss the varying roles of
science and faith reveals a crucial dimension of their future visions. They for-
mulate these visions not only in the light of the unique problems faced in South
Africa, its historical events, and their religious faith, but also from a perspec-
tive closely connected to religious institutions. Therefore, institutionalised re-
ligion and its organisations are presented as vital resources for creating a sus-
tainable future. For instance, the recognition of faith language as a means of
transformation is intertwined with their positive experiences of religious in-
stitutions, including the extensive reach of these religious networks. As Linda
points out, there lies an opportunity, in her words, to “mobilise a giant” for the
necessary behavioural changes. However, the religious institutions are also
stressed in the area of adaptation. Back to Linda again:

I say the whole reach. If you think about how you get environmental issues out
to a little village in South Sudan, or in the middle of a refugee camp. The faith
communities are there. So you can work with the pastors and the imams. You
can actually reach people that maybe NGOs or governments can’t reach with
this.

Specifically, individuals with strong ties to religious institutional networks
that connect the global and the local levels are encouraged by their beneficial
experiences of climate activism in religious organisations. They view these
organisations as vital resources for future initiatives. They argue that this
global framework allows faith actors to inspire both adaptation, which ad-
dresses the impacts of the climate crisis, and mitigation, which involves be-
havioural changes to reduce carbon emissions.

Faith communities are a significant theme when the interviewees envision
South Africa’s future. On one hand, while they criticise their local faith com-
munities in particular owing to their personal struggles to find environments
in which their holistic theologies could thrive, they also highlight the im-
portance of these communities in shaping the future. Specifically, they are
highlighted for their potential to serve as crucial spaces for initiating change,
fostering community connections, and providing resilience during difficult
times. Even Amir, who is not frequently engaged in any faith community, un-
derscores the important role that faith actors play in building strong commu-
nities. He states:

[I] can’t think of anything really that has that power to unite people to commu-
nity than religion does. ... if you wanna envision a future for Africa that is
resilient and prosperous and lively, then you know it is really based on com-
munity and community unity.
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In addition, while the South African interviewees express some criticism of
their faith leaders, they recognise their potential as unique and powerful fig-
ures. They argue that faith leaders, particularly bishops and youth, have the
ability to inspire and motivate behavioural change. Faith leaders are seen as
capable of encouraging people to act, and individuals of faith are perceived as
willing to engage in climate action, viewing it as a calling from God.

In conclusion, the interviewees rely on both divine and human actions to se-
cure the future and safeguard fundamental rights. Their theological voices re-
veal past divine interventions and sacred texts as reasons for hope. Human
agency, such as campaigns and awareness efforts, also plays a crucial role. As
seen throughout the South African material, history — here, particularly faith-
based events — plays a vital role, linking past, present, and future in a contin-
uous line.

The hope derived from faith contrasts with climate science’s negative predic-
tions, highlighting faith and science as complementary yet essential sources
of the interviewees’ future vision. Faith fosters enduring hope and a respectful
relationship with nature. Faith’s language influences moral values, with nor-
mative theological texts guiding the necessary transformation.

Despite their criticism of local faith communities for their inaction, the inter-
viewees still see them as vital for future development, capable of connecting
global and local efforts. Religious groups are valued for their outreach, com-
munity-building, behavioural change, and support for resilience during crises,
with faith leaders playing a significant role in shaping the future.

Pathfinding amid climate catastrophe in South Africa

This examination of faith-based activism in South Africa, as operant and es-
poused theological voices, delineates key characteristics of what I conceptual-
ise as the activists’ pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe. The met-
aphor of “pathfinding” is used to illustrate that [ understand faith-based activ-
ism as a contextually situated process of navigating a rapidly changing, uncer-
tain climate landscape, and that this process of navigation generates knowledge
through experience and practice. In what follows, I use the metaphor to com-
municate and summarise the findings derived from my analysis of the role of
religious faith in climate activism in South Africa, with a particular focus on
the activists’ theological reflection and practices. Guided by the rhetorical
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questions associated with the metaphor of pathfinding, I now draw conclusions
from the presentation of the South African empirical material.

Examining the South African interviewees’ situational awareness reveals a
characteristic feature of their pathfinding process: affinity with their context,
which means they have a strong connection to and draw inspiration and
strength from their context, while also being highly aware and engaged in
tackling the numerous problems it faces. This deep connection with their con-
text functions as a form of situational awareness that, I argue, most signifi-
cantly influences the activists’ pathfinding through the climate catastrophe,
including the paths they select, the landmarks they notice, how they check
their bearings, and the direction in which they are heading.

The interviewees’ connections to their context make drawing inspiration from
past struggles throughout their country’s and people’s history essential to their
situational awareness, and therefore to their pathfinding process. Their analy-
sis of the current situation, the climate crisis, is informed by past events in
history. The past appears to have equipped them with knowledge about crises,
thereby preparing them for new ones, which I argue could be understood as a
form of resilience. Using the pathfinding metaphor, this could be understood
as their not needing to pioneer new paths in the climate landscape; there are
already those who have trodden those paths before them, creating routes that
they can follow when heading towards the future. In the South African climate
landscape, the faith-based activists find paths that are already available,
stretching from the past into the future. The South African activists can also
leverage the organisational structures of their religious institutions, which
serve as established paths ready for use. Likewise, collaborating across faith
traditions is a path that has been paved by those who have come before and
that is supported by the organisational frameworks of existing faith-based or-
ganisations.

In their pathfinding, the activists also encounter new challenges that no one
before them has faced: the consequences of the climate crisis. Here, they rely
on climate knowledge as a landmark to guide them in their navigation. Their
understanding of the climate crisis is primarily based on what I have framed
as experience-based climate knowledge, meaning that the knowledge has
evolved into experiences that reach deeper than mere intellectual understand-
ing. This kind of knowledge can facilitate a transformative process with a dis-
tinct before-and-after phase, moving from limited or no awareness of the se-
verity of the climate crisis to a crucial moment that sparks their activism. Typ-
ically, these transformative experiences are not linked to spirituality, apart
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from those arising from personal encounters with the lived climate experi-
ences of indigenous groups. Other sources of experience-based climate
knowledge include learning from scientific films that are aimed at a wider
audience, meeting committed activists, and participating in training pro-
grammes. However, climate knowledge obtained from academic studies can
also serve as landmarks for the activists.

Those in the past who have been driven by faith to pursue justice and to defend
the land’s sanctity have not only created paths to use, as previously mentioned,
but have also influenced the activists’ spirituality, which I refer to as the col-
lective spiritual identities of the South African activists. I argue that these col-
lective spiritual identities function as a profound compass for the activists’
navigation amid the climate catastrophe.

These collective spiritual identities are not primarily a spirituality of individ-
ual activists, but their spirituality as members of a group. This can be the spir-
ituality of their people, as with indigenous activists, for whom the interview-
ees describe spirituality as inseparable from their identity. However, it can
also be a spirituality influenced by other faith leaders throughout history, such
as anti-apartheid leaders or key adults involved in the activists’ upbringing,
which, I argue — similarly to that of indigenous activists — shapes a profound
spiritual identity characterised as collective. These faith practitioners of the
past, who have faced other crises in history, serve as a kind of normative the-
ological voice that inspires and empowers activists to adhere to collective spir-
itual identities. However, it also moves beyond mere inspiration and empow-
erment; it appears as a spiritual experience of being interconnected with those
in the past. [ understand this as an example of the South African interviewees’
strong affinity with their context, which extends through time. For some in-
terviewees, those with an indigenous identity or inspired by indigenous spir-
ituality, there is even an experience of being interconnected with ancestors,
who are still with them in the present. Thus, these collective spiritual identities
are characterised by an interconnectedness throughout history. Particularly for
indigenous interviewees, this spirituality is also typically characterised by a
profound interconnectedness to the land and to nature.

This type of collective spiritual identity differs from that outlined in the theory
section, as it does not have the individual’s spiritual experience at the centre.
This means that the individual activists’ spiritual experiences are not at the
forefront of the South African pathfinding process, but rather their affinity
with their context. Yet, similar to the outline of spiritual experiences in the
theory section, this spirituality has a transcendent point of reference; it appears
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meaningful, valuable, and true; and it significantly influences the interview-
ees’ understanding of themselves and the world and of how it should be or-
ganised or managed. Analysing their espoused theological voices reveals that
the impact of spiritual experiences on the activists’ self-understanding mainly
involves perceiving themselves as part of a community and as connected to a
long line of others from the past who have also been motivated by their faith
to pursue justice and conserve nature. Therefore, this spirituality is character-
ised by a concern for the environment as a core element, alongside a commit-
ment to justice and advocacy for vulnerable communities. It also inspires ac-
tivists to engage in their local context and environment — for example, through
community and environmental projects. Thus, their interconnectedness with
others extends not only to those in the past but also to their local communities.
Moreover, it is linked to the interviewees’ respective religious traditions. Yet,
theological differences are not important; instead, collaboration across faith
boundaries for the well-being of society is common. In addition, the collective
spiritual identities can reinforce hope that is based on God’s intervention in
history as a reliable resource for the future. Similarly, human actions in the
past can serve as a basis for hope in the future. These collective spiritual iden-
tities serve as a compass that activists use to find their direction when navi-
gating the challenging climate landscape.

The South African activists’ pathfinding process is guided not only by the
compass of collective spiritual identities and the landmarks of climate
knowledge, but also by their situational awareness of local circumstances, in-
cluding significant issues such as food security and justice. Their activism in-
volves navigating a complex landscape that extends beyond climate issues
alone. Understanding and addressing the climate challenges alongside other
pressing issues reflects a pragmatic approach that is essential for navigating
this multifaceted landscape. It also serves as a vital strategy to inspire others
to participate in climate action. This approach also influences the direction in
which they are heading. The goal of their activism is to secure the future and
to ensure fundamental human rights, in particular for vulnerable communities
that have already been hit the worst by the consequences of the climate crisis.

Analysing their espoused theological voices reveals that their pathfinding pro-
cess involves revising their theological understandings. For instance, engag-
ing in climate activism and in dialogue with normative theological texts has
broadened their understanding of theological concepts such as salvation,
which now includes not only humans but the entire cosmos. And spiritual ex-
periences have led them to perceive God as the soil, and encounters with
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indigenous spirituality during activism have led activists to redefine their per-
ception of Christ as the cosmic Christ and as the first ancestor.

Having identified, sorted, and described different theological voices in the
South African material through the application of the four voices of theology
framework, I have posited that the espoused and operant theological voices in
the material can be characterised as holistic. These holistic theologies are ex-
pressed through activism that tackles various societal issues, connecting local
and global levels, collaborating between different faith traditions, while also
integrating faith as both a dimension and a practical resource. This incorpora-
tion is evident not only in their espoused theological voices, which reveal that
they view their activism as faith-based, understanding it as a response to a
divine calling, encountering God during activism, and linking justice issues to
faith, among other aspects; the incorporation of faith also becomes evident in
their operant theological voices, which involve tangible faith resources such
as normative texts as tools in practical community and environmental projects,
leveraging organisational structures of faith-based organisations for lobbying
and awareness-raising, aiming to mobilise faith leaders to engage with envi-
ronmental and climate issues, and using contemplative practices, such as med-
itative walks and welcoming of the land rituals, in their activism. These holis-
tic theologies create tensions, especially with local faith communities and
leaders whom activists see as not sufficiently committed to addressing the cli-
mate crisis, and therefore not linking their theologies to the challenges created
by the climate crisis. On a personal level, several South African activists in
their pathfinding process try to identify holistic faith communities where their
holistic theologies can thrive.

To conclude, the analysis indicates that responses to the theological questions
outlined in the section “Theological lens in analysis” in Chapter 2, such as
“Who is God? Who are we as humans? What is nature?”, are not central to the
interviewees’ pathfinding process. Instead, theological questions such as how
we are related to God, others, and nature through time and whom to trust in
times of crisis have a greater influence on the pathfinding processes of South
African activists than specific conceptualisations of God, humans, and nature.

Moreover, it is notable that theological understandings of God, humans, and
nature are not static; rather, they can develop dynamically throughout their
activism as activists re-evaluate and re-interpret foundational theological con-
cepts and their understandings of them. However, embedded in their collective
spiritual identities is a profound understanding of interconnectedness with
God, nature, and ancestors, a fundamental interconnectedness that guides their
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process of pathfinding. Historical struggles against apartheid and colonialism
serve as a source of hope for the future, reinforcing the belief that divine in-
tervention in human affairs will recur. Moreover, the legacy of collective hu-
man action in combating injustice at various points in South Africa’s history
sustains hope that such actions could once again influence the future and safe-
guard fundamental rights. Consequently, responses to the questions of how
we are related and whom to trust are deeply rooted in history. This perspective
also indicates that how to live as a person of faith is more about living in com-
munity in South African pathfinding than personal expressions of faith.

In addition, the motivation to confront the climate crisis does not originate

mainly from religious faith, but is primarily driven by the tangible and severe
consequences of the climate crisis.
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4. Faith-based climate activism in Sweden

This chapter addresses the study’s initial research question by examining how
faith-based climate activists in Sweden motivate and conduct their activism.
The structure of this chapter parallels that of the previous, organised into the-
matic sections in chronological order. It traces the progression from the initial
catalysts of activism to current efforts and future directions.

This chapter also explores the research question about theologies in faith-
based activism in Sweden. I continue to use my theological lens for analysis
at this first level to explore how faith-based climate activists reveal their per-
ceptions of the transcendent through words and actions. I continue to use the
four voices of theology framework to identify, sort, and describe different the-
ological voices in the material. During this process, the interviewees’ diverse
theological understandings of God, humans, and nature begin to emerge. A
more in-depth theological analysis, proceeding to the second level of analysis,
is conducted in Chapter 6.

From anxiety to activism

[I] got horrible climate anxiety, and the whole world was about to fall apart;
this is... we are on our way towards a catastrophe, and it hit me in some way.
And, in this process, | was trying... what do I do now? (Ove)

The statement from the grassroots activist I refer to as Ove highlights an im-
portant theme in the Swedish empirical material: climate activism initiated by
climate anxiety.?! According to the Swedish interviewees, their climate activ-
ism began or intensified when they encountered information that enhanced
their understanding of the severity of the climate crisis. Among the Swedish
interviewees, it was primarily when this new-found or deepened

201 Other activists express similar sentiments, stating, “[I] suffer quite a bit from climate anxiety”,

“One becomes overwhelmed by the situation”, “I was quite shaken after learning more about the
issue”, and “a sting of immense fear”. One interviewee, visibly upset that people were not taking
the crisis seriously enough, described the situation in almost tearful tones, stating that it risks “en-
dangering one’s own offspring”. Interviews with Vera, Karin, Maria, and Camilla.
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understanding of climate issues triggered varying levels of climate anxiety that
it spurred their activism.

I frame climate anxiety as a range of dark emotions caused by the perceived
threat of climate change, which can include feelings of anxiety, worry, stress,
fear, depression, anger, and more. It’s important to note that I regard climate
anxiety as a healthy and normal reaction to the consequences of the climate
crisis. 22

Ove’s journey from anxiety to activism illustrates how the Swedish interview-
ees transformed their concerns into action. After his “awakening”, he began
to change his lifestyle, such as switching to low-energy lightbulbs in his home.
However, he soon realised that these individual changes were not enough to
alleviate his climate anxiety. As he put it, he began to “search for my flock”.
After three years of searching, he eventually found a group of individuals in
his hometown who strike every Friday under the banner of Fridays For Future,
and he joined them. Ove shares that his anxiety diminished when he experi-
enced the feeling of “[I] am not alone anymore”. This sense of discovering a
community where he could share his anxiety and engage in collective action
is what he describes as a significant reduction in his anxiety. These experi-
ences resonate with those of other Swedish interviewees as well.

For Ove, it all began when he read a book that presents what I term science-
based climate knowledge to a broad audience. Other interviewees have also
gained an understanding of climate issues from books, others from television
documentaries or from training in the climate movement. What stands out
among the Swedish interviewees is that their sources of climate knowledge
are rarely academic. Instead, they often rely on information gained from out-
side academia and from personal encounters. This primarily involves interac-
tions with various climate activists, including younger activists in the secular

202 The relationship between climate anxiety and climate activism is supported by academic re-
search, particularly in psychosocial and sociological studies. These sources have influenced my
understanding and usage of the term “climate anxiety”. Since this study is grounded in the context
of global Christianity and uses a theological framework, I focus on analysing how faith-based
activism interacts with anxiety from a theological perspective, rather than exploring the emotions
in depth. It should be noted that Panu Pihkala has authored an article aimed at equipping pastoral-
care practitioners with resources to address eco-anxiety. Pihkala, “Eco-Anxiety and Pastoral
Care.” However, research in theological contexts on climate anxiety remains scarce. Discussions
on different definitions of the term climate anxiety and its relationship to climate activism can be
found in Pihkala, “Anxiety and the Ecological Crisis”; Ojala et al., “Anxiety, Worry, and Grief in
a Time of Environmental and Climate Crisis’; Ogunbode et al., “Climate Anxiety, Wellbeing and
pro-Environmental Action.”
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climate movement and faith-based activists. These encounters are believed to
have enriched their understanding and, in turn, strengthened their commitment
to address the climate crisis. Although they have not necessarily met the
world-famous Swedish climate activist Greta Thunberg, she is cited as a
source of inspiration by some of the interviewees.

There are also examples in the material that highlight transformative encoun-
ters with individuals from the Global South. These encounters have also deep-
ened the interviewees’ understanding of the seriousness of the climate crisis
and evoked strong emotions such as anxiety. One example is Vera, who lived
for a few months in a rural area of an economically disadvantaged African
country. Vera is involved now in youth activism in her church, and elaborates
on how these experiences have had an impact on her perspective:

It was devastating to see people living in the climate crisis. To see them not
having food on the table the next month due to drought. [...] I suffer pretty
much from climate anxiety ... it is very heavy.

Furthermore, the contrast with the consumerism and superabundance she ex-
periences in her home country, Sweden, worsens her heavy emotions. Simi-
larly to other interviewees, the emotions she experiences contribute to driving
her commitment to the climate cause.

Another closely related emotion stemming from a deeper understanding of the
seriousness of the climate crisis is anger. While the interviewees rarely reflect
on their climate emotions from a theological perspective, one of them, Jenny,
does so. Her interactions with individuals from the Global South have deep-
ened her understanding of the severe impact of the climate crisis on them,
which has ignited feelings of anger within her. She believes that God dwells
in her, and she links her own emotions to what she perceives as God’s holy
anger and passion for justice. As a result, both her own anger and God’s are
integrated into her motivation for activism. This serves as an example of how
being open to one’s emotions can also be a way to what Jenny in her espoused
theological voice describes as “being open to what God wants to do in the
world”, and that the activism can be regarded as “actively taking action to-
gether” with the divine.?®®

Taking action is the most visible consequence of, or way to handle, the climate
anxiety in the material, which is not unique to faith actors. However, as seen
in Jenny’s example, the climate actions being taken could be seen as a practice

203 ¢

29 99

vara Oppen for vad Gud vill gora i vdrlden”, ”aktivt handlar tillsammans”.

136



of faith or, as I choose to frame it, a demonstration of the interviewees’ operant
theological voices. In addition, trust in the divine seems comforting, as is an-
alysed further in the next section, as do faith practices such as prayers and
other contemplative practices, which, to the interviewees, are also a way to
take climate action. Furthermore, in addition to activist communities, faith
communities are also presented as sources of comfort or potential comfort in
times of climate crisis. Faith is portrayed as something that contrasts with the
dark emotions of climate anxiety. For example, descriptions of being a faith-
based activist are driven by joy and hope rather than by grief and anger.

In conclusion, the Swedish interviewees’ awareness of the severity of the cli-
mate crisis has motivated them to become climate activists or to deepen their
involvement, especially when experiencing climate anxiety. Their sources of
knowledge are science-based information aimed at a broader audience, such
as documentaries, books, films, and training, as well as personal interactions
with activists or individuals in the Global South who are affected by the crisis.
When climate knowledge becomes personally resonant, transforming into
what [ call experience-based climate knowledge, it often triggers anxiety,
which then spurs the Swedish interviewees into activism. Therefore, it is not
their religious faith that initiates their activism, but the anxiety caused by the
climate crisis. Faith could, however, be seen as contrasting with anxiety’; ul-
timately, though, activism is regarded as the primary way to alleviate anxiety.

Strengthened by spiritual interconnectedness

It is a spiritual experience, to experience oneself as part of a community that
does not end with me, and not exactly with the people I am with, but has its
foundation in God, who is the innermost of everything. It is a mystical experi-
ence, I think. (Karin)?*

The spiritual experience of what I frame as spiritual interconnectedness is a
significant theme in the Swedish material; here, Karin shares her experience
during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. Several interviewees participated in
this pilgrimage, which journeyed from Sweden to COP 26, the UN climate
negotiations in Glasgow in 2021.2%5 This pilgrimage combined contemplative

204 “Det dr en andlig erfarenhet att erfara sig sjilv som del av ett sammanhang som inte dr slut med
mig, och inte precis med de ménniskor jag &r tillsammans med utan faktiskt har sin grund i Gud
som dr det innersta av allt. Det dr en mystik erfarenhet, tror jag.”

205 The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future was initiated in 2021, stretching from Vadstena in Sweden to
Glasgow in Scotland, where COP 26, the UN climate negotiations, took place that year. In addition
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practices with political protest. The contemplative practices undertaken during
the pilgrimage included walking in silence, daily prayers, celebrating Mass,
and reflecting on a book specifically written for the occasion. The protest ac-
tions included campaign activities such as strikes and petitions, and the entire
pilgrimage was regarded as an act of political protest.

The Swedish interviewees primarily report spiritual experiences arising from
climate activism events, especially during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future or
during acts of civil disobedience. While anxiety caused by climate knowledge
sparks their activism, these spiritual experiences, along with the insights they
provide, strengthen and drive the ongoing commitment of the interviewees. I
characterise these experiences as spiritual experiences, regardless of whether
the participants view them as such. As outlined in Chapter 2, I use the term
“spiritual experiences” for experiences that reference the transcendent and that
have significance and authenticity for the interviewee. They are not confined
to other-worldly matters; rather, they offer insights that shape their perspec-
tives on how society should be organised, subsequently having an impact on
their activism. Here I term these insights “spiritual insights”.

The reported spiritual experiences of interconnectedness can be categorised
into three different and often overlapping aspects: relation to God, to nature,
and to other humans. These experiences can manifest in various ways, such as
feeling a sense of interconnectedness with nature, or with fellow activists dur-
ing climate action events, or with people encountered along the pilgrimage.
This interconnectedness stems from the experience and understanding of
God’s presence in both humans and nature. As some of them put it: “God in
everything”, “God’s presence in everything”, and “God exists in all of us”.2%

to the longer pilgrimage, shorter ones were organised, largely because of COVID pandemic re-
strictions that limited large gatherings. (These shorter pilgrimages have continued beyond 2021
and into 2025. People are also invited to create their own shorter Pilgrim’s Walk for Future.) For
this study, some participants were selected from those involved in the original longer pilgrimage,
although they may not have travelled the entire distance but joined for a shorter duration. Other
Swedish interviewees did not take part in the Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, but were engaged in
different settings elsewhere in Sweden. The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future was arranged by the dio-
ceses of Linkoping, Vixjo and Lund, as part of the Church of Sweden’s Climate Roadmap. The
coordinators of the pilgrimage were based at Vadstena Pilgrimscentrum in the diocese of Linkd-
ping. The pilgrimage was arranged in cooperation with other church-related organisations, such
as a youth organisation, associations for voluntary adult education, and publishers, as well as sec-
ular environmental organisations. The following actors were collaborating: Act Church of Swe-
den, Fridays for Future Sweden, Pilgrimage in Sweden, Church of Sweden Youth, Swedish Soci-
ety for Nature and Conservation, Christian Council of Sweden, Naturkartan.se, Sensus Studiefor-
bund, Bilda, Gron Kyrka, God Jord, Vérldsnaturfonden WWF, Verbum, Phosworks, and Votum.
Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future.”

206 Interviews with Karin, Camilla, and Jenny.
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The significance of nature as a setting for spiritual encounters and its impact
on activists can be illustrated through the example of Nils. He recounts walk-
ing along a beautiful path during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future and passing
by some old trees, which he felt “received the voice of God”.?” Nils describes
how this experience profoundly influenced him:

[I]t became so apparent to me that our lives were so short. It sounds obvious,
but it was such an enormously powerful experience. ... I was reminded of the
necessity of humility if we are to save the planet.2%

This example also illustrates that spiritual experiences often seem to create
insights, which I refer to as spiritual insights, meaning an insight the inter-
viewees receive through a spiritual experience that deepens and guides their
climate commitment and, thus, their navigation in the climate catastrophe
landscape. The spiritual insights are not necessarily new to the interviewees,
but they are reinforced through spiritual experiences gained during climate
activism. The above example led the activist to a deepened insight into humil-
ity as a crucial approach to saving the world’s future.

A more dominant theme in the material is the spiritual insight of dependence.
This insight follows the spiritual experience of being interconnected with oth-
ers, nature, and God. This can be seen, for example, in Jenny’s experience of
dependence on nature during the pilgrimage:

[O]ne gets closer and feels more that this is what we are dependent on. Yes, it
is the earth, the light, the ground, and the rains that are what actually uphold
our lives. I could feel that. It became a more lived reality that we belong to
nature and depend on it. 2%

The interviewees’ experiences of interconnectedness and dependence are not
merely abstract ideas; instead, they are recognised as significant and authentic
aspects of their lived experiences that shape their operant and espoused theo-
logical voices. This realisation seems to provide them with a sense of libera-
tion, as they find strength in relying on God. Although they do not explicitly
discuss trusting in divine intervention about the climate crisis, their espoused
theological reflections on spiritual experiences and insights suggest a deep

207 “de fick gudsrost”.

208 «“[D]et blev s& uppenbart for mig hur vi #r s kortlivade. Det later sjdlvklart, men for mig var
det en s&n ddr enormt stark upplevelse. ... Jag blev pdmind om den 6dmjukhet som maste till for
att vi ska kunna rddda planeten.”

209 «'M]an kommer nirmare och kinner in mer att det #r det hir vi ir beroende av. Ja, det ir ju
jorden, ljuset och marken och regnet, det ar ju det som upprétthaller véra liv liksom. Ja sa kunde
jag kénna. Det blev mer levande verklighet att vi tillhor naturen och 4r beroende av den.”
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trust in God’s presence and God’s willingness to engage in a relationship with
them. As a result, reliance on God emerges as a central theme in the Swedish
interview material, serving as a foundational aspect of their climate activism.

The interviewees’ reliance on God also seems to help to alleviate their climate
anxiety and to provide comfort during stressful activist situations. This is par-
ticularly evident among those who actively engage in civil disobedience. Ca-
milla describes her experiences:

I am totally dependent on God, and that is freedom; I can just let go of control,
or [ have to... It is difficult and humiliating, but it is probably good. 2!

When faced with the challenges and stress of being confronted by the police,
detained, or prosecuted for activism, surrendering to God seems extra crucial
and liberating. In addition, personal vulnerabilities such as health conditions
and/or difficulties in personal life can deepen this experience and insight into
a total dependence on God even more.

While a strong tendency in the material is for spiritual experiences to be re-
ported as happening at activism events, some interviewees also highlight spir-
itual experiences in other contexts that still strengthen and drive their activism.
For instance, Vera describes feeling God’s presence most profoundly when
she shared her daily life with individuals suffering the severe consequences of
the climate crisis in the Global South. These encounters not only provided her
with insights into the gravity of the climate emergency, but also created an
experience of what she describes as God’s presence amid the crisis. This sense
of presence offers her something to cling to during difficult times and feelings
of climate anxiety.

As has been shown, various spiritual experiences illustrate the activists’ de-
picted interconnectedness with God, with other humans, and with nature.
These experiences often lead to spiritual insights for the interviewees. How-
ever, they are not limited to personal relevance. Interviewees emphasise the
importance of these insights on a systemic level, particularly for addressing
environmental crises. As we explore later, these spiritual experiences and in-
sights serve as valuable resources in shaping activism and formulating the
necessary steps to create a sustainable future.

210 “Jag &r totalt beroende av Gud, och det ir en frihet, jag kan bara slippa kontrollen, det méste
jag gora... Det &r jattesvart och forodmjukande, men sékert bra.”
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Occasionally, interviewees make explicit, though often loose, references to
religious teachings or texts, which I frame as normative theological voices,
when reflecting on their spiritual experiences and insights. These references
serve as a resource for deepening their understanding of their spiritual experi-
ences and situating themselves and those experiences in the Christian tradi-
tion. For instance, Camilla reflects on her dependence on God in the light of
the foundational Christian teaching on the fall of humanity, which describes
how humans failed by breaking their original relationship with God:

That we shouldn’t be dependent on God, that’s the whole fall of humanity, that
we don’t belong and should take care of ourselves.?!!

Thus, her spiritual experience attests to what she understands as humanity’s
original relationship with and dependence on God. In the same vein, Nils elab-
orates on spiritual experiences in the light of Christian teachings:

[I] argue that there is in the Christian faith at least a possibility to realise that I
am totally dependent, totally limited as a human through my senses and my
tiny brain and so on. Because even if we are created in God’s image, we are
limited.?!2

His reflections illustrate how normative conceptualisations of God and hu-
mans deepen and underscore his spiritual experiences during the pilgrimage
and deepen his spiritual insights, such as his understanding of dependence.

Biblical stories are also explicitly referenced in the interviewees’ espoused
theological voices. For instance, Karin, who, like Nils, is a trained theologian,
uses the narrative of Jesus’ disciples to interpret her spiritual experiences and
her insights into dependence on God. Her example emphasises that depend-
ence on and surrender to the divine do not imply passivity. On the contrary,
they are portrayed as liberating experiences that inspire and strengthen activ-
ism. Throughout the interview, Karin repeatedly underscores her relationship
with Jesus. To her, The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future produced an experience of
walking with Jesus similar to that of the disciples back then, who also left
everything behind. She comments:

I think what we did when we were walking, more like anything I'd done before
in my life, this simple act of just leaving everything behind and “follow me”.

211 “Aftt vi inte skulle vara beroende av Gud, det ér ju hela syndafallet, att vi inte hor till och ska
klara oss sjélva egentligen.”

212 “[T]lag menar att det I den kristna tron finns det i alla fall en méjlighet att inse att jag &r totalt
beroende, totalt begransad som ménniska genom mina sinnen och min lilla hjdrna och sant dar.
Dérfor att vi, d&ven om vi dr skapade till Guds avbilder sé &r vi begrdnsade.”
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It kind of grabbed me. That somehow it was do-able. I thought I got some kind
of taste of what it might have been like then.?'?

The biblical narrative is used here not only to deepen the interviewee’s anal-
ysis and understanding of spiritual experiences and insights. The biblical nar-
rative also creates what I have previously labelled “interconnectedness’; how-
ever, here it is not limited to relationships with nature, others, and God, but is
also linked to their faith tradition and its people — here, Jesus’ disciples. The
concept of dependence, as seen also in other examples above, encompasses
here a surrender to God, made possible by a perceived interconnectedness to
God, which is also characterised as a personal relationship with Jesus.

In the Swedish material, spiritual experiences take centre stage, while norma-
tive theological voices play a secondary role. However, these normative the-
ological voices are valuable tools for reflecting on spiritual experiences and
insights. Formal theological voices (academic theologies) can also aid the in-
terviewees in interpreting these experiences. One significant source of inspi-
ration is the German theologian Dorothee Solle. Her teachings were refer-
enced in the book Pilgrim’s Walk for Future: En resa mot klimatrdttvisa och
mot hjdrtats grund by Annika Spalde, which was created for and used during
The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. Interviewees in this context specifically refer-
ence Solle’s writings and the Pilgrim’s Walk for Future book while reflecting
on their spiritual experiences of dependence and reliance — for example, when
Karin, Jenny, and Kristina use expressions such as “wonderment”, “letting
g0”, “reliance”, “trust”, and “resistance”. Thus, this book emphasises the spir-
itual experiences and insights gained during the pilgrimage, highlighting their
relevance and significance in the context of the climate crisis. Consequently,
it serves as a framework for interpreting the interviewees’ spiritual experi-
ences and insights, thereby enhancing their commitment to activism.

In conclusion, a defining characteristic of the spiritual experiences and subse-
quent spiritual insights in the Swedish material is the perception of intercon-
nectedness with God, nature, and others. Such experiences strengthen and
drive the interviewees’ climate activism. While these spiritual experiences are
deeply personal and tied to individual practices, the interviewees’ espoused
theological voices suggest that they cultivate a profound sense of belonging
in a larger, interconnected whole, which is essential for sustaining their activ-
ist engagement. The spiritual insights gained from these experiences,

213 “Jag tycker det vi gjorde nir vi vandrade, liknade mer #n nét annat jag gjort tidigare i mitt liv,
detta enkla att bara ldmna allt och *f6]j mig’. Det grep liksom tag i mig, att det pa nat sdtt var
gorbart. Jag tinkte att jag fick nagon slags smak av vad det kan ha varit da.”
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especially those emphasising dependence, reliance, and surrender to God, are
not seen as leading to passivity but as empowering for activism. Moreover,
this sense of interconnectedness extends to figures in the religious tradition,
such as feeling interconnected with the disciples of Jesus. Repeatedly, nature
and activism-related contexts emerge as fertile grounds for these spiritual ex-
periences and insights.

Living an authentic Christian life

[W]e associate with God in the activist group or on the pilgrimage for the cli-
mate... God walks with us. It is not as if you associate with God in peace and
then you go out in the world as if God is not there. Sometimes, I think it sounds
like that when people talk about this. (Jenny)?'4

After examining what initiates and drives the Swedish interviewees’ activism,
I now explore how they enact it. The above quote demonstrates that, for these
activists, spiritual life and climate practices are inseparable; climate activism
is viewed as a way of living an authentic Christian faith. This understanding
is evident throughout the material, not only in their espoused theological
voices but also in their operant theological voices. It is especially noticeable
in how they combine protest actions with contemplative practices. This can be
observed, for example, in prayers during protests such as civil disobedience,
as well as in their theological reflections on how they see contemplative prac-
tices such as pilgrimages, celebrating Mass, and prayers as part of their Chris-
tian commitment to climate and environmental issues.

The combination of protest actions and contemplative practices, which I refer
to as ContemplActions, is most clearly demonstrated by the materials collected
from The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. The organisers, with the Church of Swe-
den as the leading entity, articulated the event as “a walk for protest and inner
pilgrimage”, emphasising its dual purpose of political protest and spiritual re-
flection, and framing it as a source of hope for the future.?'* This unique blend
is what the interviewees found especially appealing about the pilgrimage, as
evidenced by a quote from Nils, one of the participants:

[T]he beauty is the combination; that this is both a pilgrimage and a political
action, that is what made me sign up. I thought it was incredibly clever. [...]

214 “[V]i umgés med Gud i aktionsgruppen eller pa pilgrimsvandring for klimatet. Gud gér med
oss. Det dr ju inte sa att man umgés med Gud i stillhet och sen gar man ut i virlden som att Gud
inte &r dér. Ibland tycker jag det later som det nér folk pratar om det har.”

215 Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future - Nyhetsbrev nr 1.”
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[Sluddenly you start to reclaim an old tradition in all religions to walk where
something special is happening, something holy, or what to say, that is hap-
pening, and this political marching is also a tradition that many times has ap-
peared separately. I think it is, in that way, a fantastic picture of what, to me,
is a living faith, actually.?!¢

By combining contemplation with political protest actions, the pilgrimage of-
fered a way for the interviewees to practise what they see as an authentic
Christian life. It acted as a “context where you can put these pieces together”
(Kristina), which Nils described as holy.

The campaigning practices targeted political leaders and took various forms.
The most prominent aspect of the campaign was the march to the United Na-
tions climate negotiations in Glasgow. This event aimed to persuade interna-
tional leaders to take action to prevent the worsening of the climate crisis. The
campaigning approach was also evident through a petition, for which partici-
pants collected signatures along the way, serving as a tangible campaign tool
during the pilgrimage. On reaching Glasgow, they delivered the petition to the
praesidium of the COP 26. Another campaign tool was a message relay aimed
at reminding those who participated and those they encountered along the way
about the purpose of the pilgrimage. They also occasionally joined Fridays
For Future demonstrators when the pilgrimage route and schedule allowed —
for example, in Malmé and in Hamburg. But most often they organised their
own Friday climate strikes as part of their pilgrimage.?'”

The message relay was periodically read along the route, particularly in Swe-
den. The petition was formulated by the Act Church of Sweden and deliber-
ately aligned with the demands of the global youth movement Fridays For
Future.?'® In the first newsletter sent by the organisers during the participant
recruitment process and the formation of the movement, the demands were
outlined as follows:

216 “[S]kdnheten #r att det var bade en pilgrimsvandring och en politisk auktion; det var det som
fick mig att anméla mig. Jag tyckte det var sd otroligt smart. [...] [P]l6tsligt reclaimar man en
gammal tradition i alla religioner att g& dér det &r nagot speciellt, ndgot heligt, eller vad man ska
sdga, som hénder, och det hér politiska marscherandet som ocksé ar en tradition, som manga
génger har skett separat. Jag tycker det pa sa sétt dr en fantastisk bild av vad, for mig, levande tro
ar egentligen.”

217 Email correspondence with Annika Spalde, the pilgrimage leader, dated July 2, 2025.

213 The Church of Sweden was one of the organisers of The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. Act Church
of Sweden is described by the organisation as “the branch for international mission and diaconia
of the Church of Sweden and thus constitutes its international aid and development work. Act
Church of Sweden is a faith-based development and aid actor and an integral part of the Church
of Sweden”. Act Church of Sweden, “Act Church of Sweden.”
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[T]o keep global temperature increase below 1.5 °C, adhere to the Paris Agree-
ment, ensure climate justice, and listen to the best joint science currently avail-
able.

The group emphasised strict political demands that align with current interna-
tional climate science. However, during my observations at the pilgrimage, |
was surprised to find that these political demands were less visible than I had
anticipated. Throughout the week during which I participated, the message
relay was neither read out loud in public nor mentioned by the participants. I
learnt about it later from a social media post by the organisers, which indicated
that the message relay had been read out loud at the beginning of the pilgrim-
age, a part [ did not attend. In addition, the group only collected signatures for
the petition once during my observations, while briefly stopping in a church
to learn about its history.

I conclude that the pilgrimage itself, with its goal of reaching the UN climate
negotiations, was the primary means of political advocacy. The organisers
successfully garnered some media attention in Sweden, aiming to raise aware-
ness about the climate crisis and the negotiations while supporting political
protest.?20

The contemplative practices during the pilgrimage included walking in si-
lence, daily prayers, celebrating Mass, and reflecting on the book specifically
written for the occasion, as previously highlighted. These practices focused
on the participants themselves rather than on political leaders. The organisers
described these practices as “an inner pilgrimage in our own lives”.??! This
specifically sought to offer participants the chance for active reflection on
their lives and lifestyle choices, aimed at contributing to “climate justice and
sustainability”. The organisers also communicated this to inspire hope for the
future.??

The contemplative practices were more frequent when the group was in Swe-
den, but they became less regular when they joined pilgrims from Germany
and the Netherlands on their way to Glasgow. Some Swedish interviewees

219 <[ A]tt hélla den globala temperaturdkningen under 1,5 °C, folja Parisavtalet, sékerstill klimat-
rittvisa och lyssna pé den bista forenade vetenskapen som for nirvarande finns” Pilgrim’s Walk
for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future - Nyhetsbrev nr 1.”

220 See, for example: Sveriges Radio, “Pilgrimsvandring for klimatet - Studio Ett”; SVT Nyheter,
“Pilgrimsvandring for klimatet passerar lanet — pa vég till Glasgow”; Sveriges Radio, “Det beh6vs
en profetisk rost om vi ska fatta allvaret - Ménniskor och tro.”

221 Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future.”

222 Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future - Nyhetsbrev nr 1.”
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noted this during their interviews, emphasising how much they had valued the
contemplative practices performed earlier in the pilgrimage. However, the
contemplative practices are not seen as contrasting with the campaigning ac-
tivities with their political demands; instead, they are viewed as inseparable
components of living a Christian life.

A closer examination of the interviewees’ espoused theological voices reveals,
furthermore, the central role that personal relationships with and experiences
of the divine play in their climate activism. The interviewees, Karin, Nils, and
Jenny, are all, to varying degrees, trained theologians who have reflected
deeply on their activism as an expression of their Christian faith. Their theo-
logical reflections underline that climate activism is not viewed as an ancillary
aspect of their faith but is, in fact, at the core of their Christian lives.

While “God” is the most commonly used term for the divine, references to
Jesus are also prevalent, with occasional mentions of the Holy Spirit. Karin,
who describes having a close relationship with Jesus throughout her life, ex-
plicitly views her activism as a calling. She articulates her desire to “express
faith in the resurrection”, explaining that her religiously rooted hope in Jesus’
resurrection motivates her to take action and to find meaning in striving “to
live according to the Gospel”.?> At times, she has faced criticism for discuss-
ing climate issues instead of focusing on Jesus, which upsets her.

[Flaith in Jesus is sort of that little rock outcrop I stand. [...] don’t step on that;
that is important to me.?>*

Likewise, Nils emphasises his connection to Jesus in his climate activism.
When asked what motivates him to remain engaged, Nils responds:

I have to because I am who [ am [...], but I can’t blame Jesus for everything,
but I believe that it is part of Jesus’ way, in a way.??’

Therefore, Nils considers his activism a way to follow what he describes as
“Jesus’ way”. In addition, like Karin, he refers to the Gospel when describing
his calling as “the evangelical way of life”. He contends that it involves both
spirituality and activism, as for him these are intertwined. He explains:

223 <

29 9,

gestalta tron pa uppstandelsen”. “att leva i enlighet med Evangeliet”.

224 “[J]esustron dr liksom det dér lilla klipputspranget dér jag stdr. [...] trampa inte pa det, det dr
det viktiga for mig.”

225 “Jag méste for jag &r den jag ir [...], men jag kan inte beskylla Jesus for allting, men jag tror
att det ingér i Jesus-végen pa nét stt.”
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[[nstead of getting into this inner life, which is also wonderful and needed,
you can decide to follow Jesus, which could be to enter a way of life based on
the care of the planet, of creation, of everything living, ourselves. Then, it be-
comes open for everyone who follows that road to express themselves.?2¢

Jenny, for her part, argues that taking action for a better world means cooper-
ating with the Holy Spirit in bringing life to creation and opposing destructive
forces.

The theological reflections of Karin, Nils, and Jenny on their climate practices
emphasise the significance of personal relationships with various aspects of
the divine in their climate activism. This relationship not only strengthens and
drives their activism, as previously elaborated on, but also lies at the heart of
their theological reflections on climate activism.

When interviewees reflect on their climate practices and stress them as being
at the core of their faith, they often reference normative theological voices
such as “the Gospel”, “the Evangelium”, or the teachings about Jesus’ resur-
rection. Occasionally, they also mention specific normative theological texts,
though often in an implicit manner. To illustrate this, I use examples from
Vera. She emphasises that “We humans are caretakers of the garden”, which
implicitly references Genesis 2:15 and normative teachings on this theme, in
which God entrusts humans with the responsibility of caring for the Garden
of Eden, thereby presenting this as a divinely appointed task to engage with
the environment.???

Moreover, she recounts an emotional experience at the UN climate negotia-
tions in Glasgow. When she was questioning what these political negotiations
meant, which appeared rather technical, and whether the activists’ contribu-
tions could actually make a difference, she saw a fellow climate activist hold-
ing a sign that read, “This is love”. Overcome with emotion, she began to cry
when she saw the sign, as it reminded her of the core of her faith: “Faith, hope,
and love”, implicitly referencing 1 Corinthians 13:13.® In my view, this
serves as another illustration of how the Swedish activists view their climate
activism as a way to express their Christian faith; the political campaigning

226 «“[T]stillet for att hamna i det dér inre, som ocksé &r underbart och behdvs, s kan man tinka
sig att folja Jesus, som skulle kunna vara att g in i en livsform som bygger pa en omsorg om
planeten, om skapelsen, om alltings levande levande, oss sjélva. Da blir det &ppet for var och en
som foljer den vdgen hur de ska gestalta sig sjélva.”

227 “Vi ménniskor blir caretakers av tridgérden”.

228 “Tro, hopp och kirlek”.
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and the activists’ presence at the UN climate negotiations become an expres-
sion of what Vera describes with the biblical terms of faith, hope, and love.

I conclude that the Swedish interviewees perceive their activism as a way of
living an authentic Christian life, exemplified through their blending of con-
templative and protest practices, which I have termed ContemplActions. This
is most evident in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, but also among interviewees
who did not participate in the pilgrimage, whose espoused theological voices
hold that this combination of contemplation and protest embodies the essence
of their faith, even describing it as holy. Their interpretations highlight activ-
ism as a manifestation of faith in Jesus’ resurrection and as a way of authentic
Christian living. The use of normative theological voices, such as the Gospel
or Evangelium, to describe their activism further underscores this perspective.
Analysing their activism as operant and espoused theological voices reveals
what I refer to as holistic theologies, in which activism embodies an authentic
Christian life, integrating protest and contemplation, conceptualised as Con-
templActions, and reconciling the boundaries between transcendent realities
and worldly matters.

Disconnect and reconnect

You bear witness to something different. (Karin)??°

The Swedish interviewees align themselves with current climate research,
which indicates that significant societal transformation aimed at reducing a
reliance on fossil fuels is essential to prevent escalating climate disasters. Con-
sequently, they openly critique the social norms that shape their society.
Through various forms of climate activism, including protests, campaigns,
nonviolent civil disobedience, and through lifestyle modifications, they advo-
cate these changes. As a result, their climate activism includes both protest
activities and lifestyle adjustments. Using the four voices of theology frame-
work, both elements could be interpreted as expressions of the interviewees’
operant theological voices.

When examining the Swedish interviewees’ focus on lifestyle more deeply, a
central theme emerges: the process of disconnecting from a consumer-driven,
individualistic, and carbon-dependent society and reconnecting with their un-
derstanding of divine presence, thereby striving to embody an authentic Chris-
tian life.

229 “Man bir vittne om nigonting annat”.
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The degree to which the interviewees explicitly criticise the current society
from which they strive to disconnect themselves varies. The criticism ranges,
as in the case of Nils, from labelling the current culture as ‘“neo-vulgar-liber-
alism-globalisation-capitalism”, described as “Anti-Christ”, to a less explicit
and harsh but still strong criticism.?° Regardless of how strong their criticism
is, their way to change the culture does not take on a revolutionary character,
but rather proposes to reconsider values and to change practices. For example,
Nils, who labels the current culture Anti-Christ, is arguing for new approaches
to life inspired by Christian mysticism, such as “non-doing” and slowness, in
contrast to a society where speed is something that is prioritised and highly
valued. Another example is Ove, for whom growing a large amount of his own
food has become an essential part of his lifestyle change, integrated into his
overall activism that also includes regular protest actions.

Lifestyle changes such as choosing vegetarian or vegan food, growing their
own food, selecting fossil-fuel-free or low-carbon transportation modes, buy-
ing second-hand items, and switching energy sources in their homes could
furthermore be seen as the interviewees’ efforts to demonstrate their trustwor-
thiness. It appeared unthinkable to criticise consumerist society without at
least attempting to change one’s own lifestyle. Hence, lifestyle alterations can
be seen as a way of empowering themselves to contribute to the societal
change they believe is urgently needed, rather than merely urging political
leaders to take responsibility. The following quote by Jenny illustrates this:

The word “protest”, I am not very fond of it. ... if you interpret the word and
the phenomenon, there is a lot to tell someone else to do things differently.
Rather than directly on your own trying to change what you think is wrong.?!

This does not imply that their lifestyle focus opposes their protest practices;
rather, these activities are viewed as complementary; but the quote above un-
derscores the dignity of the lifestyle aspect of their activism. Together, protest
actions and lifestyle alteration shape the Swedish interviewees’ activism, re-
flecting what they perceive as a commitment to live an authentic Christian life.

The focus on lifestyle could be understood as personal and individualistic and
as an act of self-reflection and identity formation in the context of the climate
crisis. However, it is important to note that the interviewees perceived the

230 “nyvulgir-liberalism-globaliserings-kapitalism”.
21 “Ordet protest, jag dr inte sd fortjust i det. ... om man tolkar ordet och fenomenet s ir det
mycket att séga till ndgon annan att gora pa ett annat sétt. Snarare &n att sjélv direkt forsoka for-

dndra det man tycker &r fel.”
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individual’s well-being as interconnected with the well-being of society and
of the planet. In addition, the distinction between political protest and reflec-
tion on lifestyle was not always clear; the lifestyle focus could also be viewed
as part of their political protest. They not only emphasised political actions for
societal change, but also explored and demonstrate alternative ways of living
that potentially influence others, their community, and ultimately larger soci-
ety. In this sense, adopting a particular lifestyle is also a political act, suggest-
ing that the interviewees see the personal aspects of life as inherently political.

The shift towards lifestyles that signify a deliberate disconnection from main-
stream society is frequently coupled with contemplative practice. These aim
to reconnect with transcendent realities. Such practices are conceptualised as
integral components of a sustainable lifestyle, a trend observed among all the
Swedish interviewees. Contemplative practices geared to reconnect with God
include traditional forms, such as prayer, pilgrimage, meditation, and Bible
reading, and contemporary adaptations. For instance, some individuals who
did not participate in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future organised pilgrimages as
a form of contemplative practice and online gatherings in which participants
start with meditation and prayers and then talk together about the climate cri-
sis. In addition, practices that interviewees characterise as contemplative, de-
spite not being rooted in established Christian traditions, demonstrate the
broad applicability of reconnecting practices within lifestyle frameworks.
Magdalena’s depiction of winter swimming as a form of worship exemplifies
this intersection, illustrating a dual purpose of disengagement from consum-
erist influences and fostering a reconnection with nature and with God. These
observations highlight the recurring theme of disconnection and reconnection
that underpins the lifestyle practices of the Swedish interviewees, as an inte-
gration of transcendent realities and worldly matters.

It is crucial to highlight that, although the focus on lifestyle is viewed as a way
to contribute to necessary societal change, the interviewees are not merely
protesting against something. Their faith practices also help them to explore
positive alternatives. This view was evident in a public speech delivered by
one of the participants in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future during a church event
that I observed while participating in the pilgrimage. The participant described
the pilgrimage and the commitment to climate action as a way of saying “yes”
to something, rather than simply saying “no”.

150



Similarly, this is reflected in the expression of climate activism, manifested as
an authentic Christian life, as a way to “bear witness to something else”.?*
Karin, who participated in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, elaborates:

My latest analysis is that we stopped being pilgrims. Because I’'m trying to
understand what it was that I was involved in when I was walking. And the
alienation I felt when I came home. Pilgrim means stranger, there’s a point in
that. You’re like a stranger in the current culture. You bear witness to some-
thing different, something bigger, and therefore don’t feel completely at home
in what is mainstream or prevailing. And I remember, when I grew up, I grew
up in a church and there were a lot of these so-called homeland songs that were
about heaven, or we sang “Soon and very soon we are going to see the King”.
Jesus is going to come back and then there was a lot of that that wasn’t healthy.
But then it quieted down. Well, not everywhere, I’d say. But I think we stopped
being pilgrims. That too many of the church’s representatives and members
instead became very settled in the prevailing culture, and then it rubbed off
more and more. “Why should I long, or why should I sing these songs?’233

The quote highlights the theme of disconnecting and reconnecting as also be-
ing evident in the interviewees’ espoused theological voices. The interviewee
quoted above describes a significant disconnect from mainstream culture dur-
ing her childhood and youth, a theme that later faded in the normative theology
of her church. Now, she is working to reclaim a version of that earlier theol-
ogy, applying it to the climate crisis and contemporary culture. She integrates
these ideas into her espoused theology to advocate cultural criticism and to
explore new lifestyles through the lens of her Christian faith. It illustrates how
the Swedish interviewees, in their espoused theological voices, put forward
faith as a resource for disconnecting from current society and also as a re-
source for reconnecting to a transcendent reality and living a Christian life,
which includes exploring more sustainable ways of living.

To the interviewees who took part in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, this
event, despite also presenting hardships, offered a liberating chance to step

232 “bira vittne om nigonting annat.”

233 “Min senaste analys ér att vi slutade vara pilgrimer. For jag forsoker forstd vad det var jag var
med om nér jag vandrade. Och det frimlingskap jag kénde nér jag kom hem. Pilgrim betyder
framling, det finns en podng i det. Man ér liksom en framling i den rddande kulturen. Man bar
vittne om ndgonting annat, nagot stérre och blir dérfor inte helt hemma i det som &r mainstrem
eller rddande. Och jag minns ju att nér jag véxte upp, jag &r uppvuxen i en kyrka och dé fanns ju
mycket av det hir man kallade hemslandssénger som handlade om himlen, eller vi sjéng ‘Soon
and very soon we are going to see the King’. Jesus ska komma tillbaka och sen sa fanns det ju en
hel del i det som inte var sunt. Men sen tystnade det. Ja inte dverallt ska jag sdga. Men jag tror att
vi slutade vara pilgrimer. Att for ménga av kyrkans foretradare och medlemmar istéllet blev vél-
digt bofasta i den rddande kulturen och dé skavde det mer och mer. ‘Varfor ska jag langta bort,
eller varfor ska jag sjunga det hér sangerna?’”
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away from their daily routines and from a society that often centres on con-
sumerism, speed, and individualism, according to the interviewees. This dis-
connection from society offered a tangible opportunity to consider ways to
lower their carbon emissions, aligning with their daily life efforts and the ef-
forts of other interviewees in this study. For instance, only vegan or vegetarian
meals were served throughout the pilgrimage. The theme of walking, rather
than relying on fossil fuel transportation, emerged frequently in interviews,
serving as a transformative experience that heightened awareness of how
speed defines their society. Moreover, through my participant observation, |
noted that discussions of daily lifestyle choices frequently occurred among the
participants.

Disconnecting from society during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future also created
space for deeper reflection on lifestyle choices beyond mere reductions in fos-
sil fuel emissions, which aligned with the interviewees’ willingness to discon-
nect and reconnect. This was also the intention with the setup of The Pilgrim’s
Walk for Future, as it highlighted the participants’ lifestyle changes and their
reflections on living sustainably in a holistic way, which, as previously men-
tioned, the organisers described as “an inner pilgrimage in our own lives”.?*
In addition, the book produced for and used during the pilgrimage promoted
the exploration of new lifestyles and the contemplative practices it used, which
aimed to deepen the reflection upon lifestyle.?*

Using contemplative practices enabled the pilgrimage participants to recon-
nect with what they perceive as God and to explore how to live an authentic
Christian life. Through active reconnection, the interviewees reported having
spiritual experiences. As previously mentioned, a common spiritual experi-
ence among the participants was a sense of interconnectedness with God, oth-
ers, and nature. Therefore, active reconnection fostered the experience of spir-
itual interconnectedness and a deeper spiritual insight into dependence. The
pilgrimage’s location in nature encouraged powerful spiritual experiences of
interconnectedness with and reliance on the environment.

It became increasingly evident through my participant observation that, for the
pilgrimage participants and for other individuals I encountered, the spiritual
experiences of interconnectedness and the subsequent insights of dependence
became deeply intertwined with other lived experiences such as embracing a

234 “en inre pilgrimsresa i vra egna liv”; Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, “Pilgrim’s Walk for Future

- Nyhetsbrev nr 1.”
235 Spalde, Pilgrim’s walk for future.
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slower pace of life, perceiving time differently, reducing consumption, and fos-
tering a heightened sense of community. These lived experiences during the
activism practices contribute to the exploration of new lifestyles in which con-
crete carbon emission reduction and spirituality are intertwined, and both are
seen as a way to live an authentic Christian life. Thus, the contemplative prac-
tices, previously highlighted as strengthening and driving the interviewees’
activism, also contribute to exploring new ways of living.

Even though the combination of lifestyle and protest dimensions was at the
core of The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, during my observations I found that
discussions about changing personal lifestyles were more prominent than the
political protest dimension in campaigning practices. For instance, the organ-
isers facilitated activities such as introducing participants to organic farming
and encouraging reflection on lifestyle choices via social media discussion
groups. These findings suggest that the emphasis on lifestyle and personal re-
connecting was more visible than the protest dimension, which involved ad-
dressing political leaders. This focus on individual lifestyle changes offers a
more tangible approach than symbolic protests aimed at influencing climate
policies. Nonetheless, it is plausible that the protest aspect gained increased
attention during the Glasgow conference and the UN climate negotiations.

Another illustrative example of the theme of disconnecting and reconnecting
in the Swedish material, although not manifested during activism, is Vera’s
experience of sharing daily life with people and being dependent on nature in
a rural village in an African country. She says:

It was the first time I lived a life without the materialistic buzz. [...] so fragile
and stripped down that other values can find space.?3

She describes a stark contrast between these experiences and what she encoun-
tered on her return to Sweden at Christmas time, marked by rampant consum-
erism and lavish dinner tables. In addition, she notes that her relationship with
God was strengthened and deepened during her time in the African country.
This illustrates her experience as a process of disconnecting from the main-
stream consumeristic and individualistic society while reconnecting with al-
ternative values and with God. Interestingly, she observes that this experience
was similar to what she felt during her participation in The Pilgrim’s Walk for
Future, which she also attended.

236 “Det var forsta gangen jag levde utan det materialistiska surret. [...] s& sarbart och nedskalat
att andra varden som kan fa rum.”
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Temporary communities, such as Vera’s experience of living among people
in a rural village in an African country and of the community of pilgrims par-
ticipating in The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, or other pilgrimages that inter-
viewees have organised or participated in elsewhere, are reported as essential
for individuals in their aim to what I describe as disconnecting and reconnect-
ing. However, these communities are temporary, and few participants report
having found other faith-based communities where they can continue explor-
ing alternative lifestyles.

Moreover, while changing lifestyles could be seen as a way to instigate soci-
etal change, the Swedish interviewees’ activism is not practised as part of
community building aimed at societal change. Instead, their lifestyle changes
commonly appear to focus more on identity formation in response to the cli-
mate crisis, personal empowerment during difficult times, and establishing a
sense of trustworthiness. However, the interviewees emphasise that it is cru-
cial to find a community where lifestyle changes and other climate activism
practices can be enacted. Jenny, for example, describes this:

[Wihether [there will be strong political decisions in Glasgow], we need to
change our lives... and it’s hard, and that’s why we need to support each other,
and walking is a really good way to support each other, because it builds com-
munity.?¥’

They argue that transformation should be pursued on an individual level, but
that it is is more effectively achieved in a community, which is essential for
transforming society. In this regard, the practices of the Swedish interviewees
resemble those promoted by the transition movement.?*® For the interviewees,
temporary faith communities and their spirituality act as important resources
in this transformation process, particularly on a personal level.

The Swedish materials also indicate an effort to create opportunities for others
to join a process of disconnection and reconnection. This is achieved through
activities such as running workshops, giving lectures, and organising pilgrim-
ages. In addition, acts of civil disobedience are described as a way to encour-
age others to reflect on mainstream society, thereby fostering a space for re-
flection that aligns with the concept of disconnecting and reconnecting.

237 “[OJavsett [om det blir starka politiska beslut i Glasgow] s& behdver vi stilla om véra liv ...
och det ar svart, och darfor behdver vi stotta varandra, och vandringar ar ett véldigt bra sitt att
stotta varandra, for det bygger gemenskap.”

238 See, for example: Transition Network International, “About - Transition Network.”
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In conclusion, analysing the focus on lifestyle as an aspect of activism among
the Swedish interviewees reveals a key theme: a disconnection from a con-
sumerist, individualist, and carbon-dependent society, and a desire to recon-
nect with a transcendent reality. Contemplative practices serve as tools for the
reconnection. This theme further emphasises activism as a way of living an
authentic Christian life, as perceived by the Swedish interviewees. Exploring
new lifestyles includes re-evaluating core values and faith foundations, along-
side actively reducing carbon emissions. Thus, the lifestyle integrates a trans-
cendent reality with tangible lifestyle changes. This aligns with their Contem-
plActions, positioning lifestyle as another facet of their holistic theologies that
challenge a separation of transcendent realities and worldly matters. While the
interviewees underscore that community plays a significant role in lifestyle
changes, it is primarily approached as a personal responsibility linked to iden-
tity formation amid the climate crisis, rather than as a community-building
project. However, the interviewees perceive their lifestyle alterations as aimed
at the well-being of society and the planet. Overall, the recurring themes of
disconnect and reconnect are prominent in both their operant and their es-
poused theological voices, emphasising lifestyle change. The lifestyle focus
thus reflects an effort to align espoused and operant theologies, both charac-
terised as holistic.

Countering the separation between the taught and the lived

[O]n a very high level [...] some bishops have good thoughts and so...but how
will it trickle down...how will everything be soaked by this...? (Thomas)>*

The Swedish material reveals words of appreciation for some church leaders
at regional and national levels, including bishops, and especially for the then-
current Archbishop of the Church of Sweden, Antje Jackelén. Her efforts to
engage publicly with climate issues have been particularly recognised. A nor-
mative theological text that the interviewees mentioned with appreciation is
the Church of Sweden Bishops’ letter on climate.?* Thus, the normative the-
ological voice put forth by their institutional churches is acknowledged. How-
ever, the criticism is that these normative theological voices do not, as Thomas
puts it, “trickle down” in the church structure.

239 «[P]a viildigt hog niva [...] ndgon biskop som har bra tankar och sé dir...men hur ska det sippra
ner...hur ska hela alltet bli fuktat av det hér...?”
240 Church of Sweden, “A Bishops’ Letter About the Climate.”
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This perceived disconnect between normative theological texts, such as the
bishops’ letter promoted by the religious institution, the interviewees’ obser-
vation of a deficiency in normative theological voices, and the lack of practical
application in local contexts generates considerable frustration. This sentiment
can be summarised by Magdalena’s phrase: “We don’t live as we teach”. This
stands in stark contrast to how the interviewees perceive their climate activism
as a way to live an authentic Christian life, in which spiritual life and climate
practices are intertwined. Thus, in both actions and words, they firmly counter
what they see as their institutionalised churches’ separation of the taught and
the lived.

While the Swedish interviewees typically appreciate the normative theologi-
cal texts and the commitment of certain bishops to climate issues, others crit-
icise the bishops for not being, as Jenny puts it, “willing to change their lives”.
This contrasts with the “eco-bishops” found in other European countries, who
are seen as more actively engaged. The criticism also extends beyond a per-
ceived lack of action according to what is taught; there are also concerns about
perceived concrete wrongdoings by their churches. An example of this is the
criticism directed at the Church of Sweden’s forest management practices,
which interviewees argue are not sustainable. Maria’s arguments illustrate
this:

[TThe official documents and Antje Jackelén’s statements and so on are good.
But it is worse in practical terms with the forests, for example. Much, much
worse. Because it is such a very concrete issue that we can do something about.
[...][T]here are extreme discrepancies between different administrations in the
church. That you have purely financial administrations that are just doing that,
and then purely theological ones, and that they do not cooperate with each
other.?*!

The gap between the theology taught by the institution and its actual practices
has come under criticism once again. This gap is particularly evident, accord-
ing to the interviewees, in the difference between the church’s theological
teachings and its economic interests. Biblical texts are occasionally cited to
highlight this discrepancy, such as Camilla citing the verse stating, “The Earth
is the Lord’s”, which emphasises divine ownership and suggests that humans
are merely guests on Earth. This particular Bible passage is also referenced by

241 «[D]et dr bra med de officiella dokumenten och Antje Jackeléns uttalanden och s& déir. Men
det &r ju sdmre rent praktiskt med skogen till exempel. Mycket mycket simre. For det &r en san
véldigt konkret fraga som vi kan gora négot &t. [...] [D]et finns en extrem diskrepans mellan olika
forvaltingar i kyrkan. Att man har rent ekonomiska forvaltningar som bara héller pa med det och
sa sen rent teologiska, och att de inte samarbetar med varandra.”
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the Church of Sweden’s bishops in their statement addressed to the COP26,
the UN climate negotiations held in Glasgow.>*? However, to the interviewee,
the church is not living up to its teachings. Thus, for her, this biblical verse is
cited to underline that the church is not living according to biblical teachings,
which indicate that the Earth belongs to God and should not be exploited by
humans.

Although criticism is aimed at national and regional levels, the harshest criti-
cism is typically directed at the local congregational level. Here, the criticism
not only concerns a failure to live in accordance with the religious teachings
found in the normative theological texts produced at regional and national lev-
els, but also addresses a perceived restricting of normative theological voices
so that they deal merely with other-worldly matters, detached from real-life
implications and worldly challenges. This can be demonstrated through Mag-
dalena’s reasoning:

We [the church] can’t just kind of get into some kind of holiness, we have to
move, we have to do it, and we have to react when [climate crisis] happens.
There’s no excuse to assert things when people are suffering and say: ‘No,
you’re wrong’. Then you have to change your theology.?*

The understanding of climate activism as a way to live an authentic Christian
life, in which they understand climate practices as a manifestation of their
faith, brings to light the tensions that individuals experience in relation to their
religious institutions and faith communities. Magdalena criticises her church
for clinging to “some kind of holiness” that is reduced to spiritual matters that
are detached from the world. This perspective, according to her, results in
overlooking the external realities of the world, particularly people’s suffering
caused by the consequences of the climate crisis. The expression “holiness”
in the quote represents what the interviewees regard as the institutionalised
church’s interpretation of “holy”. This contrasts with that of the interviewees,
as previously shown, who see the merging of spirituality and climate practices
as holy.

The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future provided a rare opportunity to express Chris-
tian faith in this way, and to live out fully what the activists perceive as an
authentic Christian life. However, it remained primarily a one-time event ra-
ther than establishing a local faith community in which participants could fully

242 Church of Sweden, Statement from the Bishops of the Church of Sweden.

243 «“yj [kyrkan] kan inte bara liksom gott in oss i ndgon slags helighet, vi méste rora oss, vi méste
gora det liksom, och vi maste reagera nér [klimatkrisen] hénder. Det finns inte ndgon ursdkt att
hévda saker niar ménniskor lider och sédga: ‘Nej du &r fel ute’. D4 maste man fordndra sin teologi.”
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live their Christian lives.2* On returning home, the interviewees found it dif-
ficult to maintain their climate commitments in their local churches. The fact
that the pilgrimage was not explicitly associated in the interviews with a
church, the Church of Sweden, which was the leading organiser, highlights
that the event was viewed as an exception and that it did not fulfil their desire
for a faith community that aligned with their espoused and operant theological
voices. Moreover, the material indicates that those who did not attend the pil-
grimage express harsher criticisms than those who did participate. This may
suggest that those who attended were influenced by their positive experience
of a church-related space in which they could genuinely express their Chris-
tian lives.

The interviewees indicate that, by separating the theology imparted by the re-
ligious institution from its actual practices, the church is neglecting the climate
emergency — a concern they view as the ultimate concern in our time: the cli-
mate crisis. Ove’s remarks exemplify the depth of this critique. His voice
trembles as he describes this separation. When I inquire about what upsets
him, he replies, “That we [the church] turn away from what is our true task”.2*
That true task could be said to describe the whole purpose of the church, its
mission, meaning what the church is sent to do, even expressed in the theo-
logical words of Nils as the “manifestation of the body of Christ”**¢ — an ex-
pression commonly used to describe the church as it is manifested on Earth.
Instead, those interviewed suggest that the church places a higher value on
saving souls than on addressing the pressing issue of the climate crisis and
saving lives, including the preservation of the whole creation.

A significant part of the criticism points out that separating what is taught from
what is lived limits the meaning of “holiness” to the church’s domain or phys-
ical spaces. As Thomas suggests, this implies that faith should only be ex-
pressed “in the church pew”.>*” This critique can be quite severe, especially
when compared with urgent climate issues like climate refugees, vanishing
Pacific islands, water shortages, and melting glaciers. Interviewees contend
that their churches seem to disregard these critical global problems, as con-
gregants pray inside the church on Sundays without translating their faith into
action during the rest of the week. For example, Thomas and Camilla find it
odd that church activities are similar to other social gatherings, and believe

244 Refer to footnote number 205.

245 «“Att man [kyrkan] véinder sig bort frin det som #r vért egentliga uppdrag.”
246 “gegtaltande av Kristi kropp”.

247 “pa kyrkbinken”.
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that church-goers should actively participate in climate movements such as
Fridays For Future.

Another instance of severe criticism about viewing the church domain as the
exclusive space for faith expression is reflected in Camilla’s remark:

How can the church look away and be in denial? Yes, we sit a bit on our pew
in the church and pray a small prayer that the politicians should do something
about this. What is that other than to declare oneself incapacitated? Are we still
captured in some sort of authoritarianism, or that we should project on to the
cosy pastor who is supposed to know everything? Or that we don’t have the
capacity ourselves? Or is it the alcoholic culture to pity myself so that I cannot
hold a [strike] sign on Fridays? It is so shameful, everything, that I cannot
grasp...2*

Thus, Camilla even accuses the church of alcoholism and being addicted to
consumerism, just like anyone else. Her quote illustrates the harsh criticism,
as well as the many expressions of frustration and sadness, found in the Swe-
dish material.

Despite their stern criticism, the Swedish interviewees show a strong connec-
tion to their church, evident in their frequent use of “we”. This criticism targets
a nebulous concept referred to as “the church”, with which they identify and
feel a profound sense of belonging. As a result, this criticism takes on a self-
critical nature, likely contributing to intense feelings of disappointment in
their own churches.

The interviewees focus their criticism primarily on local religious institutions,
their faith communities, and their leaders. This sentiment comes from individ-
uals, regardless of their formal or informal leadership status in these congre-
gations. Interestingly, having a formal role that bestows power over the con-
gregation’s life and priorities does not always result in a more favourable per-
spective. For example, a Lutheran priest stands out among the interviewees as
one of the most vocal critics of the church.

248 “Hur kan kyrkan titta bort och frinsiga sig? Ja vi sitter lite i var kyrkbiink och ber en liten bén
om att politikerna ska gora nagot at det hiir. Vad 4r det annat 4n att omyndigforklara sig sjalv? Ar
vi kvar 1 nagon slags dverhetstinkande, eller att vi ska projicera pa att goa pastorn ska kunna
allting? Eller att vi inte har kapacitet sjdlva? Eller ar det alkoholistkulturen att det r sa synd om
mig att jag inte kan hélla en [strejk] skylt pa fredagar? Det 4r sa skamligt alltihop s jag fattar inte
det...”
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Interviewees also argue that, by distancing normative and practised theologies
from real-world challenges, churches are forgoing a crucial opportunity to
confront the existential aspects of the climate crisis. As stated by Karin:

[Clrisis asks such sharp questions about what it means to be human, the human
place on Earth, and what is human responsibility and guilt? But also about the
end. Is this all? Or does humanity have such a clear end, and how do you live
with it if so? And that is something where I think the church has, perhaps has
had, more of a language than what is used now.?*

According to the Swedish interviewees, addressing existential dimensions is
essential to make the church relevant in contemporary society, extending even
to the secular people of Sweden. They also emphasise a desire for the church
to discuss openly the losses caused by the climate crisis and to acknowledge
the grief that individuals are experiencing.

The interviewees indicate that the churches’ separation of teaching and prac-
tice leads to resistance against their own efforts to live what they view as an
authentic Christian life. A story from the interviewee Ove illustrates this situ-
ation. He shares that some debaters criticised the church with which he is af-
filiated for launching a Lenten climate fasting campaign, which made a clear
connection between faith and climate action. This campaign offered resources
for reflection and action during the Christian Lenten season. Ove holds a deep
appreciation for this initiative at the national level, and stands against the de-
baters’ critique. He begins by quoting their remarks:

“[T1his is not something we should do, we should do faith, we should not lose
Jesus.”

This whole discussion exists in the church, and personally, I just get so tired.
[...]Ifind it so incredibly narrow, limited [...] The church, certain parts of the
church, look mostly inward at their own navel.?*°

The quote indicates his criticism of debaters who isolate faith in Jesus from
climate activism, suggesting that these attitudes exist in other areas of his
church as well. In his opposing arguments, he highlights his understanding of
Christian faith, using creation care as a theological point to support his stance:

249 «“[K]risen stller si skarpa frigor om vad det innebér att vara ménniska, minniskans plats pa

jorden, och vad &r ménniskans ansvar och skuld? Men ocksi om slutet. Ar det hér allt? Eller har
manskligheten ett sa tydligt slut, och hur lever man med det i sa fall? Och det &r ju ndgonting dér
jag tycker att kyrkan har, kanske har haft, mer ett sprak &n vad som anvinds nu.”

250 «“ID]det hir ska vi inte halla pA med, vi ska hilla p4 med tro, vi ska inte tappa bort Jesus.” Hela
den hér diskussionen finns ju i kyrkan, och personligen blir jag bara trétt. [...] Jag tycker det dr s&
fruktansvért snavt, inskrénkt [...] Kyrkan, vissa delar av kyrkan, tittar mest inat sin egen navel.”
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Speaking from a faith perspective, my interpretation is that we have been given
a completely different mission than to keep doing this navel-gazing. We are
meant to care for the creation we are a part of. ... that’s the core of faith”.>!

Similarly, Camilla, who feels God’s presence and support in her civil diso-
bedience actions, expresses sadness when she reads a text by another Chris-
tian person. This man is involved in a Christian environmental network in
Sweden that, at that time, did not use activism as a method, and, according to
Camilla, he:

...wrote something about how activists should be challenged to receive the
Holy Spirit. It feels so presumptuous. What is that... does he think we
shouldn’t be driven by the Holy Spirit??5

The examples illustrate the resistance that Swedish interviewees encounter
from other Christians. This conflict results in feelings of being outsiders in
their own faith community, as their commitment to climate action, viewed as
a way to live authentically as Christians, is called into question. In addition,
this issue becomes deeply personal, as their individual relationship with the
divine is also questioned.

In conclusion, Swedish interviewees express frustration over what they per-
ceive as a gap between theological teachings on the climate crisis and the lim-
ited practical application. While they value the normative texts produced by
their religious institutions, they are disappointed that these teachings are not
applied in practice in their local faith communities. This reflects what is per-
ceived as normative theological voices in local faith communities that empha-
sise otherworldly concerns at the expense of the climate crisis, contrary to the
holistic theologies of the interviewees. Events such as The Pilgrim’s Walk for
the Future have offered temporary opportunities for expressions that aligned
with the interviewees’ holistic theologies. Yet, the participants struggle to find
space in their local faith communities to maintain climate commitments on
returning home. Some also criticise their churches for concrete wrongdoings,
such as poor forest management. Despite these critiques, they retain a strong
sense of belonging to their churches.

251 “Om man talar utifrdn tron, s &r min tolkning att vi har fétt ett helt annat uppdrag én att hilla
pé med detta navelskaderi. Vi &r satta att ha omsorg om den skapelse vi 4r en del av. ... det ar
trons kérna.”

252« skrev ndgot om att aktivister skulle utmanas och ta mot helig ande. Det kéinns sd formiitet.
Vad ér det...tror han att vi inte skulle vara drivna av den helige Ande?”
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Manifesting Christian faith outside the realm of the church

The perceived institutional resistance and limited capacity for implementing
climate practices in church settings significantly constrict activists’ ability to
articulate and embody their Christian faith through environmental commit-
ment at the local faith community level. This structural constraint prevents
them from expressing their operant theological voice through climate actions
in their congregations, which leads them to explore alternative avenues for
climate activism. Consequently, a considerable portion of their activism takes
place outside the formal religious institutional frameworks, often in secular
climate organisations such as Fridays For Future and Extinction Rebellion.
Thus, despite their strong affiliation with their religious institutions, their cli-
mate activism manifests mainly outside the institutional boundaries of the
church.

As previously mentioned, The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future is an exception, but
it was mainly a one-off event for the interviewees who took part in this study.
Some interviewees also hold formal roles in their churches, giving them a duty
to address climate issues in their congregations; however, they often also seek
community with activists in secular climate movements. Engaging in activism
outside their churches can increase the distance these individuals feel from
their congregations, leading to frustration, sadness, and a sense of isolation
about their climate commitments. There are also voices urging church leaders
to offer support and blessings for their climate efforts.

Acting outside the church’s institutional and formal sphere does not neces-
sarily arise from feelings of marginalisation or a lack of space for activism in
the church; it can also be a deliberate choice. However, interviewees still ex-
press a desire for encouragement and support from the church for their exter-
nal climate activism. They also wish for the church to collaborate with them
and extend its efforts beyond its own boundaries, working alongside secular
organisations on climate issues.

Contrasting their experiences with church criticism, interviewees feel wel-
come in secular climate movements, which can be illustrated by Karin’s ex-
perience at a climate strike, where her priestly collar was met with enthusiasm:
“Now the church is coming!”?%* Karin notes that activists were previously un-
aware of the church’s involvement in climate issues, and she embraces her
role as a representative of the church, eager to increase its visibility in climate
efforts.

253 “Nu kommer kyrkan!”
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To the interviewees, it is not only about being more positively supported in
secular climate movement networks than in their churches; they also view the
secular climate movement as a space that aligns with their spirituality. This is
exemplified by my conversation with Thomas:

Me: “You described how your spirituality was actually better met in the cli-
mate movement than in the church”.

Thomas: “Yes, because you take action. You have a picture, a vision, a long-
ing, an expression of what is right and wrong, and then you take action and it
is [done] accordingly”.2%*

The place where climate action can be taken appears to be where the inter-
viewees’ spirituality can fully flourish. Similarly, Ove argues for his faith and
relationship with God: “Get more space [at climate strikes] than at the church
pew”.2s He contrasts what he experiences during worship with his experiences
at climate strikes:

In the church pew it can, not always, but sometimes, tend to be “Now we lock
ourselves in here so we don't have to see the misery”.?%

Consequently, in Sweden, interviewees look for spaces to express their oper-
ant theological voices and to live authentic Christian lives that integrate faith
and climate activism. They often find these communities outside their
churches. Although the interviewees value the community in secular climate
movement organisations, it does not always satisfy their desire for a faith com-
munity. When they cannot find this in their congregations, connecting with
other people of faith involved in climate issues is viewed as positive and up-
lifting. For instance, Thomas shares that he greatly valued meeting fellow
Christian activists at an Extinction Rebellion demonstration, and invited them
to pray briefly at a nearby church. This meeting held significant meaning for
him, since they could connect through what he calls the language of faith. He
elaborates:

254 Jag: “Du beskrev att din andlighet méttes upp bittre i klimatrorelsen én i kyrkan egentligen.”
Thomas: “Ja, for dar gar man till handling. Man har en bild, en vision, en ldngtan, ett uttryck av
vad som 4r rétt och fel, och sen gar man till handling, och sa &verensstammer det.”

255 “F&r mer utrymme [pé klimatstrejker] dn pé kyrkbinken”.

236 «“pg kyrkbinken kan det, men inte alltid, men ibland, tendera att vara ‘Nu stinger vi in oss hir

LT

sa vi slipper se elidndet’.
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I have searched for that connection strongly. I think something is missing when
I only meet activists. ... I want to continue to talk, but it stops because you
don’t have the language.?®’

Therefore, the community and other activists of faith are valued. However,
during the interviews and during participant observations in Sweden, no for-
mal gatherings had been established. Some interviewees also attempted to cre-
ate an interfaith network, but were unsuccessful for reasons that remain un-
clear to me.>

The desire to connect with fellow faith-based activists drives the interviewees
to look beyond Sweden. Several of the Swedish participants engage with the
Christian Climate Action group in the UK, where they regularly take part in
Zoom prayers that involve prayers, Bible reflections, and discussions about
their climate activism experiences, including civil disobedience. These online
gatherings appear to align more closely with the interviewees’ espoused and
operant theological voices, thereby providing a supportive environment where
they feel at home. For the same reasons, the Swedish interviewees often ex-
plore the teachings of American Franciscan Richard Rohr, founder of the Cen-
ter for Action and Contemplation in the US.?® Here too, Swedish activists
value the combination of contemplation and action for a better world.

One interviewee from Sweden notes a significant exception, stating that she
can fully express her activism through her church. Actively engaged with the
Church of Sweden Youth network Agera, she has reached out and advocated
for climate efforts at various levels of the church and climate policymaking,
from local to regional, national, and international. In addition, she has advo-
cated for the Church of Sweden’s bishops to support an ecocide law.2® She
champions what she regards as her church’s robust potential for climate ac-
tion, and has personally experienced and valued this involvement. She asserts,
“It is thanks to the church that my commitment exists and has flourished”.>!

257 “Jag har sokt den kopplingen sa starkt. Jag tycker det saknas nigonting nir jag bara méter
aktivister. ... Jag vill prata vidare, men det tar stopp for man har inte spraket.”

258 It is worth noting that, although none of the Swedish interviewees at the time of the interviews
were involved in interreligious climate initiatives, such initiatives do exist within the Swedish
context. In a forthcoming article titled: ““We wanted to show that faith and religion are a resource
in society’ - Interreligious climate initiatives in Sweden”, I present a minor study of this topic in
the Swedish context, based on a review of web pages and social media. The article is currently
under review for publication in the anthology Decolonizing Climate and Religion in the Nordics.
The publication is edited by Marion Grau, Michael Nausner, and Lovisa Mienna Sjéberg.

259 The Center for Action and Contemplation, “About The Center for Action and Contemplation.”
260 Further details about the Faith for Ecocide Law initiative can be found here: Faith for Ecocide
Law, “Faith for Ecocide Law.”

261 “Det dr tack vare kyrkan som mitt engagemang finns och har blommat.”
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This case highlights the frustration that others face because of limited options
for activism in their churches, contrasting with Vera’s experience of having a
supportive space for activism through her church’s youth network.

I conclude that the perceived resistance and lack of space for climate practices
in their churches lead Swedish interviewees to seek activism outside the insti-
tutional church, in secular networks such as Fridays For Future and Extinction
Rebellion. They find a stronger sense of community in secular activism, and
see it as better aligned with their way of expressing faith. Consequently, their
operant theological voices are often expressed outside their churches. Here is
where they can live out their authentic Christian lives. However, this can also
create feelings of isolation from their congregations, prompting calls for sup-
port from church leaders. While secular spaces are welcoming, they do not
fully satisty the desire for a faith-based community, leading them to seek faith
communities that align with their holistic theologies, often found online out-
side Sweden. An exception to the general experience is a Swedish interviewee
involved with the Church of Sweden Youth network Agera, who successfully
channels her activism through her church.

Reorienting through faith in practice

[Y]ou see a glimpse of that story that you long for. (Karin)?*

After examining the main characteristics of the Swedish interviewees’ climate
practice, I now explore the direction in which these activists are steering their
efforts by investigating their visions for the future. Interestingly, the most
striking aspect of the Swedish material is not the content of the visions them-
selves but rather the process by which they were developed.

The Swedish interviewees are literally discovering the goal they pursue while
walking the paths. As the reader might note, The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future
emerges again as a significant experience for these activists. This can be illus-
trated by the quote above and by the following reflections of Karin, who par-
ticipated in the pilgrimage. She explicitly presents the pilgrimage as an occa-
sion when she got a glimpse of a possible future, and reflects on this in her
espoused theology. She illustrates the experience by referencing a normative
theological text, a biblical story mentioned in all the synoptic gospels.?* The

262 “[M]an ser en glimt av den dér berittelsen som man lingtar efter.”
263 Matt. 17:1-9; Mark 9:2—13; Luke 9:28-36.
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biblical story is about when Jesus takes three disciples up a mountain, and he
is described as being transformed into a heavenly appearance. Consequently,
the occasion is usually referred to in the Christian context as Jesus’ transfig-
uration, since he revealed his divinity to the disciples, thus bridging the trans-
cendent and the worldly. The mountain has been referred to as the Mount of
Transfiguration throughout the history of Christianity.?** Furthermore, Jesus is
pictured conversing with the prophets Moses and Elijah in this heavenly state.
One of the disciples offers to build shelters for Jesus, Moses, and Elijah on the
mountain. However, the story says that Jesus does not take up the offer to stay;
instead, he and the disciples descend the mountain. Karin refers to this story
as follows:

You can’t build your hut up there, you can’t stay... Maybe that’s the case, but
you shouldn’t forget that you were there... I think you see a glimpse of that
story that you long for, and that it is... That it is possible and that it is real, that
humans are something more than what we are here, and that God cares for all
of creation.?%

Her description emphasises that the pilgrimage offers an experience of “the
story you long for”. This is typical in the Swedish material: the interviewees
discover and explore future visions during climate activism, in particular dur-
ing The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. Thus, they incorporate their experiences
during their activism, including spiritual ones, when envisioning the future.
Using the terminology of the four voices of theology, it is evident that their
operant theological voices and spiritual experiences shape their visions for the
future, which are commonly expressed in their espoused theological voices,
as illustrated by the example of Karin.

Karin’s vision also illustrates a typical theme in the Swedish future visions,
namely reorientation, here manifested in the reflection on humanity’s poten-
tial to move beyond our current state, as being “something more” .26 Just as
Jesus demonstrated the connection between transcendent reality and the
worldly on the mountain, this vision focuses on humanity’s potential to rise
above our present limitations. This includes recognising humans’ spiritual ex-
istence, as well as the capacity to move beyond being mere consumers who
depend on fossil fuels and as creators and creatures of cultures dominated by

264 For an in-depth examination of the historical and contextual origins of the narrative, please
consult, for example: Sybrowsky, “The Mount of Transfiguration.”

265 “Man kan inte bygga sin hydda déruppe, man kan inte vara kvar... Kanske &r s&, men man ska
inte glomma att man var dér... Jag tinker att man ser en glimt av den dér beréttelsen som man
langtar efter, och att den ar... Att det 4r mdjligt och att det ar verkligt, att ménniskor &r ndgot mer
&n det vi &r hér och att Gud har omsorg om hela skapelsen.”

266 “pagot mer”.
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individualism and materialism. This aligns with the visions of the future de-
scribed in the Swedish material.

Importantly, the Swedish material also presents visions of a fossil-fuel-free
society, and offers concrete ideas for achieving this goal. Initially, the inter-
viewees seemed to have a clearer vision of how to transform society for a
fossil-fuel-free future. They have drawn on sources of climate knowledge and
made suggestions that any secular climate movement organisation could
make. For instance, they have recommended a reformed economic system and
the electrification of transportation, advocating less travel and increased bicy-
cle use. In addition, they have proposed changes in food production, such as
developing local farming communities in urban areas to minimise transporta-
tion distances and to strengthen local communities. They have also suggested
modifications in food consumption, promoting a vegetarian or vegan diet. Fur-
thermore, they have recommended alterations in heating and housing, along
with a general reduction in consumption, in their visions for the future. It
should be noted that the fossil-fuel-free society they envision is described in
positive terms, such as having more time for relationships, creativity, spending
time in nature, and having a calmer life in general.

However, drawing on their experiences of disconnecting and reconnecting,
they envision concrete lifestyle changes intertwined with a deeper existential
transformation and a shift in values. They see these different aspects as inter-
connected and mutually reinforcing. Nils describes the phenomenon as “an
inner conversion process supported by an outer conversion process”.26?

The theme of reorientation found in the Swedish material could be understood
as a direct outcome of the practices of disconnecting from society and recon-
necting with the transcendent. Their practices help them to find paths forwards
for reorientation. The theme of reorientation can also be found among inter-
viewees who did not participate in the pilgrimage; one is most poignantly for-
mulated by Thomas, who argues that the world has come to the “end of the
road”.?®® And by referring to the needed change of direction, to head upwards
and downwards instead of straight ahead, Thomas implicitly argues that faith
is a resource for exploring new paths:

267 »
268 <

en inre omvéandelseporcess som far hjélp av den yttre omvéandelseprocessen.”
végs dnde”
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We can no longer believe in any human-made paths, but must face the fact...
We must surrender. ... When it is not passable straight ahead, then it is passa-
ble up and down, so, like, we change ... orientation. [It's] a journey of faith.2®

Therefore, shifting direction away from the current consumerist culture means
living one’s life guided by God rather than “forwards”, which I interpret in the
context of the interview as being part of society’s exploitation of nature. It is
through this change of direction that their visions for the future are explored
and developed, including the discovery of new answers to fundamental exis-
tential questions. This is described by Jenny as exploring:

...what kind of people we want to be, what is truly human, what is good (...) |
want to strive for and connect this with the [concrete] transition.?”

Here, the question of what it means to be human recurs, as is also highlighted
in Karin’s quote above. Karin’s perspective on being human in the context of
the current climate crisis suggests that we are more than just physical beings
who live in a consumer-driven society, which aligns with the overarching
themes in the Swedish material. The interviewees argue that we must recon-
sider fundamental questions about what it means to be human, the kind of
humans we aspire to be, and what constitutes goodness, in order to enable
humanity to reorient itself towards a sustainable future.

Inspired by David Attenborough’s teachings on rewilding, which emphasise
the need for humans to retreat and allow nature to reclaim its space, Jenny
argues that this could serve as a fitting parallel for humanity. She suggests that
we should “humanising ourselves™. ?”! In this context, faith in practice is em-
phasised as a valuable resource. However, the quest for new insights is seen
as more important than seeking concrete, definitive answers. In essence, the
journey itself is deemed more crucial than a specific fixed goal.

The participants are not only addressing what it means to be human in today’s
world: they are also exploring answers to the question of what constitutes
goodness. They are searching for values that could serve as the foundation for
future sustainable societies. The Swedish interviewees frequently reference
their experiences in activism, particularly The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future,

269 »Vj kan inte tro p4 nigra minniskofabricerade vigar lingre, utan méste inse faktum ... Vi
maéste kapitulera. ... Nér det inte &r framkomligt rakt fram, da &r det framkomligt upp och ner,
alltsé liksom vi byter ... orientering. [Det &r] en trosresa.”

270> vilka manniskor vi vill vara, vad dr sant ménskligt, vad dr gott (...) jag vill striva efter och
koppla ihop detta med [den faktiska] omstdllningen.”

271 »f5rménskliga oss sjélva.”
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which Kristina describes as a space for “discovering new values”.?”> Although
the foundational value often cited as the goal of their activism is climate jus-
tice, it is not explicitly framed in the interviews as a key element in building
the future. Instead, they emphasise values that have emerged from their per-
sonal experiences during climate activism as essential for creating a sustaina-
ble future.

The values often highlighted in the Swedish material, as previously men-
tioned, include simplicity, slowness, community, and sharing. For instance,
the experience of living more simply and at a slower pace during a pilgrimage,
carrying only what you need in a backpack, consuming less, and walking, is
described as liberating. This experience stands in stark contrast to the con-
sumer-driven, materialistic, and accelerating culture that the interviewees cri-
tique. As a result, the importance of simplicity and slowness is emphasised as
a fundamental aspect of building future societies. In addition, participating in
the pilgrimage provides individuals with the opportunity to engage in commu-
nity living, where they share meals, difficulties, and goals with one another.
Consequently, the value of sharing is underscored as essential for the future.

The values highlighted in the interviews arise primarily from the experiences
of the interviewees. However, some interviewees also explicitly mention be-
ing inspired by normative theological voices. One such interviewee, Kristina,
while discussing important values, specifically references the book created for
and used during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. She talks about the seven
keywords that summarise the central values of the pilgrim tradition, which
were originally formulated by a Lutheran priest in the 1990s. These keywords
have since been used as tools for reflection during pilgrimages in Sweden.
These keywords have been developed in the book designed for The Pilgrim’s
Walk for Future, with the aim of incorporating concepts that are important for
an ecological world view. These include, for example, “simplicity and respon-
sibility”, “slowness and sustainability”, “serenity and trust”, “sharing and in-
clusion”.?”> When Kristina explains the values she considers essential for fu-
ture development, she draws explicitly not only from her lived experiences
during the pilgrimage but also from these keywords. This can also be seen
among other Swedish interviewees who participated in the pilgrimage, alt-
hough in a more implicit way.

272 »yppticka andra virden.”
273 Spalde, Pilgrim’s walk for future, 22-23.
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Although the interviewees draw heavily on their personal experiences when
discussing the overall visions they aim to promote through their activism, their
visions extend beyond just personal pursuits. They integrate both individual
and societal levels, often emphasising the individual’s capacity to foster social
change. This reorientation involves redefining what it means to be human and
what is considered good, as well as exploring new values. Vera illustrates this
by stating that the definition of “welfare” must be re-examined, which would
entail critiquing economic growth and considering alternative values. Vera ar-
gues that this re-examination:

...redefines what prosperity is, thus reconsiders the concept of welfare and
finds other values that are important. [...] that you find community, and good
health, and that you are out in nature and that you do whatever it may be that
is not connected to growth. So it’s about growth criticism.?™

In conclusion, the most striking aspect of the Swedish material is the process
of developing visions rather than the visions themselves, the emphasis on the
importance of lived experiences, including spiritual ones, not least those en-
countered during The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. These experiences shape in-
terviewees’ ideas for future societies, often discovered during the walking and
then integrated into their spiritual insights. Using the four voices of theology
framework, it is evident that their operant theological voices, along with spir-
itual experiences, influence their visions. Thus, their espoused theological
voices formulated in their future visions are developed while expressing their
operant theological voices.

A central theme in their future visions is reorientation: recognising a trans-
cendent reality and the human potential to transcend consumerism and indi-
vidualism. Initially, interviewees envisioned a transformation towards a fos-
sil-fuel-free society and concrete actions that align with what I frame as sci-
ence-based climate knowledge, also promoted by secular climate movement
organisations. However, the disconnection and reconnection process, includ-
ing spiritual experiences and insights, leads to lifestyle changes and a shift in
values, prompting a redefinition of what it means to be human, grounded in a
reorientation towards God. Values such as simplicity, slowness, community,
and sharing emerge, often influenced by personal and spiritual experiences,
alongside normative theological voices. Their activism ultimately fosters

274« omdefinerar vad vilstind ir, alltsd omprovar vilfirdsbegreppet och hittar andra véirden som

dr viktiga. [...] att man hittar gemenskap, och god hilsa, och att man &r ute i naturen och att man
vad det nu kan vara som inte dr kopplat till tillvixt. Sa det handlar om tillvéxtkritik.”

170



individual and societal change, redefining concepts of humanity and concepts
of good living.

Reliance on God

Trust in Christ. (Nils)?*”

The Swedish material indicates that the reorientation process is fundamentally
based on reliance on God. As previously mentioned, Swedish interviewees
described having spiritual experiences during their climate activism, in which
they felt a deep interconnection with God, others, and nature. These spiritual
experiences have resulted in what I term spiritual insights, highlighting the
sense of interconnectedness. Consequently, this has also fostered understand-
ings of dependence, reliance, and the need to surrender to God. These ele-
ments are integrated into the interviewees’ visions for the future. They contend
that relying on, and even surrendering to, God is crucial for building future
societies. This viewpoint suggests that humans cannot hold fixed ideas about
the future. Rather, they express through their espoused theological voices that
leaning on the relationship with the divine is necessary. This represents what
Thomas describes as “faith in its true sense, not just a collection of living rules,
but a relationship with God” .27

Living in relationship with God makes up the foundation of the interviewees’
reliance. Then, as Karin expresses it, you can “cultivate your trust” and be
open to where God may lead you.?”” This relationship with God can involve
aspects of surrender, a process described as not necessarily easy, but as con-
nected to the narrative of the cross. Thomas mentions that we need to “capit-
ulate”, which means letting go of “human-made roads” and instead trusting in
God. Meanwhile, Nils emphasises that reliance on Christ is essential, likening
it to daring to be naked in relation to life:

...trust in Christ [...] For me, it has meant a lot to connect this to the cross of
Jesus, to dare to be in life in an almost naked way, without preconceived ideas
about how I should behave or what I should do.?”®

275 “Tilliten till Kristus”.

276 “Tro i sin egentliga bemérkelse, inte en massa levnadsregler, utan gudsrelation ...”.

277 “odla sin tillit”.

278 «__ tilliten till Kristus [...] Fér mig har det betytt mycket att koppla det hir till Jesu kors, att
véga vara i livet pa ett ndstan naket sitt, utan forutfattade meningar om hur jag ska bete mig eller
hur jag ska gora.”
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While it might seem that relying on God could lead to passivity, this reliance
is actually emphasised as the foundation for an active reorientation process.
In this process, building the future involves what Karin describes as gradually
discovering the reign of the divine, which is understood also to be present in
humans.?”

Reliance on the divine is presented as a unique contribution of faith in building
the future, bringing something beyond mere climate science. Maria’s es-
poused theological reflections illustrate this point well:

[I] don’t have all the answers; for me, it’s important to live with that. And that,
yes, science is a lot about having a lot of answers, and that’s... that’s why it’s
so important that a movement that I’m part of is also spiritual. Not just scien-
tific.280

The interviewees argue that not having all the answers for building a sustain-
able future, while relying on a transcendent power beyond oneself, feels lib-
erating. This perspective contrasts with relying solely on science. However,
faith is not described as opposed to science; rather, it is presented as a way to
deepen our understanding of scientific knowledge. This belief can lead to a
reorientation that extends beyond purely scientific answers in determining
how to build a sustainable future. Nils expresses this in the following way:

Faith encourages us to take what comes to us through science and decompose
it. In a way, through faith... that we take it in and decompose it and bring it to
life in some way.?®!

To the Swedish interviewees, reliance on the divine does not necessarily mean
trust in a direct divine intervention in the catastrophic climate situation, even
though voices are raised in favour of this as well, such as in the following
reflection by Maria, based on normative theological voices:

[The] prophets that [Jesus] lived with, or the stories he lived with and the whole
of Jewish history are partly about God intervening, and that we need to take
responsibility for one another, our world, and our societies. 282

27 Informal interview with Karin, participant observation, 17 August 2021.

280 “[T]ag inte har alla svar, for mig ér det viktig att leva med det. Och det, ja det vetenskapen
handlar ju mycket i det att man har mycket svar, och det &r...déarfor det dr sé viktigt att en rorelse
som jag dr med i ocksa &r andlig. Inte bara vetenskaplig.”

281 “Trons roll &r att liksom vaga ta till oss det som kommer till oss genom vetenskapen och kom-
postera det. P& nat sétt i tro...vi tar det till oss och komposterar och gor det till liv pa nat sétt.”

282 “[PJrofeterna som [Jesus] levde med, eller de berittelser han levde med och hela den judiska
historien handlar ju om dels om att Gud griper in, och att vi behdver ta ansvar for varandra, var
virld och véara samhéllen.”
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When there are explicit statements of trust in divine direct intervention, as in
the example above, it is not presented as conflicting with or as a replacement
for human actions. Primarily, however, the reliance on the divine is more im-
plicit in the material, expressed as a sense of relief that the future is in the
hands of a divine power who has a plan not necessarily revealed to the activ-
ists. This reliance is also represented as hope that God has a plan, as expressed
by Vera:

Hope to me personally is that there is always a plan, ... that I am never alone,
so it is something strengthening.?®

However, a concrete divine plan does not generally seem to be necessary or
even longed for; it is, above all, the reliance on the divine based on a personal
relationship that brings hope. As Karin expresses it: “[I] must base my hope
in a relationship with God”. 2

When the interviewees elaborate on hope and visualise the future, biblical nar-
ratives, particularly the account of Jesus’s death and resurrection, become es-
sential resources. These narratives are explicitly described as “keys for inter-
pretation” (Magdalena) and the “ultimate hope narrative” (Ove).28 Ove argues
that it is:

...stories that change people. The Bible is actually stories that create change.
[...] These stories carry people, can give people hope, fighting spirit, commit-
ment, it is in these stories.?8¢

Religious narratives serve as essential resources for building the future, but
rather than providing concrete plans to follow, they bring something essential,
namely hope. To illustrate how these narratives can be a source of strength in
times of climate crisis, we could consider Karin’s narrative. For her, the con-
cept of resurrection embodies “the promise that makes [her] not give up”.?
This statement reflects her personal understanding of Christian hope. She in-
terprets the Easter narrative in a deeply personal way, imagining herself at the
foot of the cross alongside the women who accompanied Jesus during his

283 “Hoppet for mig personligen &r att det alltid finns en plan, ... att jag ir aldrig ensam, sé det dr
néagot stirkande.”

284 “[J]ag méaste grunda mitt hopp i en gudsrelation.”

285 “tolkningsnycklar” (Magdalena); “den ultimate hopp-berittelsen” (Ove).

286« berittelser som forindrar ménniskor. Bibeln 4r ju egentligen berittelser som foridndrar. [...]
De hir beréttelserna bar manniskor, kan ge ménniskor hopp, kamplust, engagemang, det finns i
de hér berittelserna.”

287 “Ioftet som gor att [hon] inte ger upp.”
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crucifixion, sharing in their grief. The following morning, these women made
their way to the tomb; Karin elaborates:

[The women] who go to the grave in the morning, there and do... you don’t
give up. You stay there until the last. And it is the love and the relationship that
keep them there.?®®

For the Swedish interviewees, hope is described as perseverance and reliance
on the divine. They tend to emphasise this aspect of hope more when reflecting
on the future, rather than proposing specific solutions or plans. However, this
does not mean that they dismiss the idea of concrete visions. As Ove puts it:

[W]e stand in the square with our signs saying “no”. But we need to articulate
where we are heading because that's the only way to get people on the road.?’

Thus, the Swedish interviewees do propose practical changes to lifestyles and
systems, as well as a shift in values and existential perspectives on life. How-
ever, their espoused theological voices reveal that the spiritual experiences
gained through climate activism, along with a reliance on the divine and a
sense of hope, play a more significant role and appear to hold greater im-
portance for them.

Hope is not something placed in a distant future, but is something that makes
the interviewees active and engaged in climate activism. Or, as Thomas de-
scribes this when he refers to Jesus’ cross, suffering, and resurrection, he
warns of the risk that we might be “running into some Christian idea of some
beyond-realm”.>° Hope in the resurrection, in contrast, is present in the inter-
viewees’ everyday lives and climate activism. To be a climate activist can
even be explicitly described as follows:

The hope makes me active. I find it meaningful to think that I want to live
according to the gospel. That I want to manifest faith in the resurrection.
(Karin)®!

Jesus is at the centre of the resurrection narrative, as highlighted by the Swe-
dish interviewees. However, there are voices among the interviewees who

288 “IKvinnorna] gér till graven morgonen dér och gor...man ger inte upp. Man stér kvar in i det

sista. Och det &r ju kérleken och relationen som haller dem kvar.”

289 “[V]i stdr pd torget med véra skyltar som séger *nej’. Men vi behdver formulera var vi dr pa
vég for det dr enda sittet att fA med méanniskor pé vigen.”

290 “springer in i nigon kristen idé om négot bortom-rike.”

21 “Hoppet gor mig aktiv. Jag finner det d&r meningsfullt att tinka att jag vill leva i enlighet med
evangeliet. Att jag vill gestalta tron pa uppstandelsen.”
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argue, such as Magdalena, that the narrative of resurrection “does not neces-
sarily have to be owned by the church, it still exists” (Magdalena).?> She hints
that it could bring hope and life beyond the institutionalised church. Similarly,
Karin stresses that “the whole creation is a resurrection story, not least in our
part of the world”.?* There, Karin directs our attention to the different seasons
of the year in which winter, with its cold temperatures and darkness, symbol-
ises death, whereas the seasons when light and warmth return symbolise the
resurrection.

Finally, hope is also repeatedly highlighted as a calling for people of religious
faith, as shown, for example, in a quote by Maria:

[Flor me, it feels very important to contribute with hope as a religious person.
Even though it is very dark and looks very difficult. I think it is our task.?**

It should be noted that this calling to hope, by Maria, is not regarded as exclu-
sive to Christians: it applies to individuals of any religious faith.

In conclusion, this section demonstrates that reliance on God is a fundamental
basis for the reorientation process among the Swedish interviewees. The rela-
tionship these individuals maintain with God, along with the spiritual experi-
ences and insights they have obtained through their engagement in climate
activism, strengthens this reliance. Although the Swedish interviewees incor-
porate concrete lifestyle changes into their visions of the future, there is a pro-
nounced emphasis on the spiritual and existential aspects of life, highlighting
a trust in God that transcends reliance on scientific methods alone to construct
a fossil-fuel-free society. Analysing their espoused theological voices, it be-
comes evident that hope, trust, and surrender to God are deeply interconnected
facets of their reliance on the divine. Such reliance enables reorientation even
in the absence of definitive guidelines for the future, as it is conceptualised as
being in God’s hands. Furthermore, faith-based hope is not directed towards
a distant or otherworldly future, but instead is concretely oriented towards ad-
dressing the climate crisis. Religious narratives, particularly the resurrection
of Christ, serve as significant sources of hope. This hope is rooted in the tan-
gible world, is expressed through climate activism, and facilitates individual
reorientation to foster broader societal change.

292 “det behgver inte vara kyrkan som behover dga det, det finns 4nda.”

293 “hela skapelsen dr ju en uppsténdelseberittelse, inte minst i vér del av vérlden.”

294 «[F]6r mig kénns det vildigt viktigt att bidra med hopp som religiés ménniska. Aven fast det
ar véldigt morkt och ser vildigt svart ut. Jag tycker det ar var uppgift.”
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Holistic (faith) communities

If reliance on God is the foundation for the reorientation process, then com-
munities are emphasised as essential for facilitating this process. Therefore, a
dominant theme in the Swedish material is that building a sustainable future
requires the establishment of what, drawing on the interviewees’ operant and
espoused theological voices, I frame as holistic communities.

These holistic communities could serve as spaces for a joint exploration of
new values and reflection on existential questions, such as what it means to be
human in these challenging times. Magdalena, for example, expresses this as
follows:

[What] it means to be human, how to handle these important things that are
about life, democracy, human rights, equality, those values, they need to be
shaped, take up space, be practised. Now, when we are in a stage where much
is changing, that we are forced in to in some way. Transformation, new ways
to be society. ... to find each other in this moment. To be able to meet.?*

Some interviewees argue that communities can exist in a secular form, using
tools for reorientation that do not rely solely on religion, such as art, music,
poetry, film, and meditation. Others contend that such communities could
transcend religious boundaries, forming interfaith groups. For instance, Maria
emphasises collaboration between diverse religious affiliations or traditions.
She asserts that all religions, irrespective of their specific beliefs, foster tradi-
tions, practices, and communities rooted in solidarity, love, peace, and justice,
thus being equipped to address difficult issues such as “grief, loss, hope, and
desperation” in our times.>

However, it is mainly Christian faith communities that the interviewees em-
phasise as essential for the necessary reorientation to build a sustainable fu-
ture, reflecting their own process of reconnecting with God. Therefore, they
envision communities rooted in God, as can be illustrated by Karin’s state-
ment:

...has its source in a loving creator and life-giver, and sustainer, and that one
gets a direction in one’s life and meaning [by] keeping that commitment to

295 “IVad] det &r att vara ménniska, hur det 4r att klara av séna hir viktiga saker som handlar om
livet, demokrati, ménskliga réttigheter, jaimstélldhet, sdna varden, de behover fa gestaltas, ta plats,
praktiseras. Nu nér vi &r i ett ldge dar mycket foréndras, som vi tvingas in i pa nat sétt. Omstillning,
nytt sitt att vara samhélle pa. ... att hitta varandra i det laget. Att kunna métas.”

296 “sorg, forlust, hopp och desperation.”
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one’s fellow human being and one’s relationship with God and spirituality. It
never ends well when we divide it completely.?’

The Christian communities envisioned by the Swedish interviewees embody
a holistic approach that integrates transcendent realities with engagement in
worldly crises. This reflects their holistic theologies, which is why I charac-
terise these communities as holistic. Furthermore, their imagined communities
exemplify the theme of disconnect and reconnect, evident in their focus on
altered lifestyles. Thus, they draw on their positive experiences of withdraw-
ing from mainstream society and reconnecting with God during their activism.
The Swedish interviewees assert that fostering this disconnect—reconnect pro-
cess requires support from a community.

They argue that strong communities for sharing and joint reflection are easily
formed in churches, which could play a significant role in the churches’ ability
to help build future societies. Karin’s reflections illustrate this point as she
argues that the church:

...has a tradition and an experience of sound communities, of doing things for
others, of understanding that happiness does not lie in building one’s own but
in sharing with others. We have it, we could share it much more freely.??

They envision their churches as vibrant communities where the process of re-
orientation can take place. Nonetheless, they notice that the institutional
church largely overlooks this potential and fails to actualise it. To illustrate
better the vision of these holistic communities shared by the Swedish inter-
viewees, we consider Nils’ detailed descriptions as he reflects theologically
on the subject.

Nils draws from his experiences on The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future. He also
presents concepts of a faith-based community aimed at reorienting, inspired
by his interactions with a faith group encountered in a congregation they vis-
ited during the pilgrimage. This community lived in the same building where
the regular congregation held worship services. They engaged in communal
prayers and shared meals, aiming to live sustainably and holistically. Their
approach included not just spiritual elements but also various aspects of

297 <. har sin killa i en kérleksfull skapare och livgivare, och uppritthillare, och att man fir en

riktning i sitt liv och mening [genom)] att halla det dir med engagemanget for medmaénniskan och
gudsrelationen och andligheten. Det blir aldrig bra nér vi delar pa det helt.”

298 «__har en tradition och en erfarenhet av goda gemenskaper, av att gora saker for andra, att
forsta att lyckan inte ligger i att bygga sitt eget utan att dela med andra. Vi har ju det, vi skulle
kunna dela det mycket mer frimodigt.”
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sustainability, such as eco-friendly living. For Nils, this represented a more
developed form of community, echoing the insights he gained from his pil-
grimage. He visualises how Christian congregations could function similarly
in the future. He imagines that they could:

...be beacons of hope [...] [That] remind us about our dependence on social
relations, contacts with nature and contacts with the universe and God in some
way. That we are reminded of the existential in a far more concrete way than
we possibly have before. And really dare to take the threat seriously. Climate
threat or any threat that it may be.?*

In this vision, he imagines communities that facilitate both disconnection and
reconnection, encouraging others to embark on similarly transformative jour-
neys. Consequently, these communities become “beacons of hope” for a reor-
ientation process. Through a lifestyle rooted in prayer and humility, they cre-
ate what he refers to as “an opening, that we turn to God, something that is
greater than us”.3%

His comprehensive vision for congregations reflects the concept of holistic,
faith communities as venues for reorientation that is highlighted in the Swe-
dish material. These holistic communities prioritise the blend of spirituality
and practical transformation. In addition, normative theological voices can
support the development of the interviewees’ perspectives on holistic commu-
nities. In Nils’ case, he draws on Christian mysticism and thinkers such as
Giorgio Agamben, also referencing a biblical example to emphasise that these
communities can radiate the “fragrance of Christ”.’*! This parallels how the
Swedish material portrays these communities as being implicitly but firmly
rooted in Christ while adopting an inclusive and open stance towards the sec-
ular and other faith traditions. Some interviewees envision these communities
as influenced by elements of monastic life and mysticism, as illustrated by
Nils’ case.

In conclusion, the Swedish interviewees envision holistic communities as ef-
fective settings for fostering a reorientation towards sustainability. This in-
cludes reevaluating values, adopting environmentally friendly lifestyles, rede-
fining human identity, and reconnecting with God, mirroring their process of

299« vara hérdar av hopp [...] [Som] pidminner oss om vért beroende av sociala kontakter, kon-

takter med naturen och kontakter med universum och Gud pa nagot sétt. Att vi pAminner om det
existentiella pa ett mycket mer konkret sétt dn vi har gjort kanske tidigare. Och verkligen vagar ta
hotet pé allvar. Klimathotet eller vilket hot det nu kan vara.”

300 “en $ppning att vi viinder oss till Gud, nigonting som r storre &n 0ss.”

301 “Kristus-doften.”
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disconnecting and reconnecting through lifestyle change as one form of their
activism. Drawing on personal experiences, they imagine faith communities
in which sustainable practices are integrated with transcendent realities. These
envisioned communities reflect their holistic theologies discussed earlier, em-
phasising that transcendent realities are not opposed to addressing worldly
challenges such as the climate crisis, but that, on the contrary, they are inter-
twined. This integration is evident in both the espoused and the operant theo-
logical voices. They also incorporate normative theological voices to enhance
their envisioned communities.

Pathfinding amid climate catastrophe in Sweden

This examination of faith-based activism in Sweden as operant and espoused
theological voices delineates key characteristics of what I conceptualise as the
activists’ pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe. The metaphor of
pathfinding is used to illustrate that I view faith-based activism as a navigation
shaped by the context, generating knowledge through experience and practice.
In what follows, I use the metaphor to communicate and summarise the find-
ings derived from my analysis of the role of religious faith in climate activism
in Sweden, with a particular focus on the activists’ theological reflection and
practices. Guided by the rhetorical questions associated with the metaphor of
pathfinding, | now draw conclusions from the presentation of the Swedish em-
pirical material.

The Swedish interviewees’ pathfinding process is guided by their situational
awareness, which is characterised by distancing themselves from mainstream
society. This society is blamed for being the root cause of the climate catas-
trophe; thus, the activists aim to explore alternative ways of living and build-
ing sustainable societies. Because of this situational awareness, their activism
is focused entirely on advocating reduced fossil fuel emissions and mitigating
them. This situational awareness significantly influences their pathfinding
process amid the climate catastrophe, including the paths they select, the land-
marks they spot, how they check their bearings, and the direction in which
they are heading.

The Swedish interviewees’ situational awareness and their wish to disconnect
themselves from mainstream society open up the possibility of reconnecting
with God and living what they perceive as an authentic Christian life, which
to them means engaging in climate activism. Their climate activism aims both
to advocate the reduction of fossil fuel emissions through political protest and
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to incorporate lifestyle changes as a key part of their activism. They use nor-
mative theological voices, such as the concepts of Gospel or Evangelium, to
emphasise that the paths they choose should be understood as ways to live an
authentic Christian life.

As the Swedish interviewees aim to distance themselves from mainstream so-
ciety, and the climate catastrophe being a new landscape to navigate, they have
few existing paths to tread; instead, they need to blaze trails in a rather pathless
landscape. However, to some degree they can draw on contemplative practices
from their faith traditions, such as pilgrimage, prayer, and worship. Still, these
practices serve as meaningful paths in the climate landscape only when they
are expressed in a setting that also stresses the urgency of the climate crisis.
This was the case of The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future, of which one of their
religious institutions was the main organiser. This (at least temporarily) exist-
ing path included what I have framed as ContemplActions, in which contem-
plative practices were combined with protest actions — in this case, campaign-
ing for the UN climate negotiations to make strong statements. However, gen-
erally, their religious institutions do not provide paths for navigating the cli-
mate catastrophe that align with the interviewees’ holistic theologies.
ContemplActions as a path in the climate landscape can occasionally also be
created by activists themselves, such as when combining prayers and civil dis-
obedience. Yet, the most common paths for the Swedish activists to follow are
those created by secular climate movement organisations, as they provide
space for climate activism. Here, the interviewees express their operant theo-
logical voices. However, these paths lack the dimension of faith that is so es-
sential for the faith-based activists; consequently, they still search for faith
communities where their holistic theologies can flourish.

In their pathfinding process through often pathless landscapes, the activists
depend on landmarks. The primary landmark is climate knowledge, which has
touched the interviewees on a personal level, transforming science-based cli-
mate knowledge into what I have termed experience-based climate
knowledge. The main sources of climate knowledge among the Swedish in-
terviewees include popular scientific sources such as television documen-
taries, books, educational courses, or personal encounters with individuals in
the Global South who are suffering severely the consequences of the climate
crisis. It is particularly when climate knowledge triggers climate anxiety that
the activists begin or deepen their climate commitment.

The compass used for pathfinding is the interviewees’ spiritual experiences
and subsequent spiritual insights. These involve a feeling of being
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interconnected with others, nature, God, and a larger whole. These spiritual
experiences and insights often occur in nature, and include the belief that God
resides in it. Experiences of interconnectedness lead to further insights into
dependence, reliance, and a need to surrender to God. However, these spiritual
experiences and insights do not pacify the activists; instead, they strengthen
their activism.

These spiritual experiences correspond with what I outlined in Chapter 2, as
they reference the transcendent, which can be heard in the activists’ espoused
theological voices. Moreover, the interviewees regard these experiences as
meaningful, valuable, and true, and they influence their activism, as seen in
the operant and espoused theological voices. For example, their climate prac-
tices aim to reconnect with a transcendent reality, and their espoused theolog-
ical voices include references to experiencing being interconnected with God,
nature, and others. In addition, these spiritual experiences significantly shape
the activists’ understanding of the world and of themselves, as well as their
view of how the world should be organised. This is particularly evident in the
interviewees’ future visions, in which reconnecting to and being intercon-
nected with God is presented as essential in the reorientation process they pro-
pose as a way to address the climate crisis. Typically, in the Swedish material,
although their spiritual experiences are connected to their faith traditions, as
shown in their espoused theological voices, they are reported to have occurred
outside their religious institutions and regular faith communities. Most often,
these experiences are said to take place outdoors, in nature.

Normative theological voices, such as biblical narratives, are used to interpret
their spiritual experiences and to ground them in their Christian theological
tradition. These narratives can also create a sense of interconnectedness with
figures in the religious tradition, such as Jesus’ disciples.

As the Swedish activists’ pathfinding process is guided by their situational
awareness of seeing mainstream society as a root cause of the climate catas-
trophe, this also influences their direction. Their activism focuses on exploring
alternative lifestyles and advocating for fossil-fuel-free societies. Thus, it is
the reorientation of societies and lifestyles that is central to their navigation.
The Swedish interviewees’ future visions are explored and developed through
their climate activism and, in this process, spiritual experiences and insights
play a key role. Thus, faith is understood and experienced as a vital resource
for formulating one’s direction. Alongside concrete lifestyle changes aimed at
reducing one’s fossil fuel emissions, the reorientation can also involve a shift
in values, redefining what it means to be human, and reconnecting with God,
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especially by recognising and experiencing one’s interconnectedness with
and, consequently, dependence on God, others, and nature. Faith communities
are considered potentially vital spaces for this reorientation process. I have
framed these as holistic faith communities. However, the Swedish interview-
ees also highlight secular communities as potential places for reorientation.
On a personal level, the interviewees are seeking faith communities where this
reorientation could occur.

The Swedish interviewees’ perceptions of a transcendent reality are revised
during their activism, not least through spiritual experiences and insights
gained while disconnecting from mainstream society and reconnecting with
God, others, and nature. These spiritual experiences have been shown to have
broadened their theological understanding of human identity, emphasising hu-
manity’s dependence on God, others, and nature. That their theological under-
standings have changed, during and as a consequence of their activism, be-
comes particularly evident in their future visions. These are explored during
their activism and, thus, they influence their espoused theological voices on
the necessity of reconnecting to God in a reorientation process.

Having identified, sorted, and described different theological voices in the
Swedish empirical material, using the four voices of theology framework, I
have argued that the espoused and operant theological voices in the material
could be characterised as holistic. As is elaborated in the chapters that follow,
these holistic theologies take a different shape from those found in the South
African material.

The characteristics of the Swedish interviewees’ holistic theologies are that
they dissolve the boundaries between transcendent realities and worldly mat-
ters, as manifested in their operant and espoused theologies, which are most
evident in their operant theological voices, when expressed as ContemplAc-
tions, a combination of contemplative and political protest actions. But this
dissolving is also seen in how their lifestyle focus includes both transcendent
dimensions and practical lifestyle changes. The holistic theologies are also re-
vealed in their espoused theological voices, in which, I argue, climate activism
is seen as a way of living an authentic Christian life.

The interviewees’ holistic theologies create tensions in relation to their reli-
gious institutions, particularly at the local congregation level. The interview-
ees see a tension between the normative theological voices taught at national
and regional levels, which emphasise the importance of faith-based climate
action, and the perceived lack of such commitment in local faith communities.
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The lack of space to express holistic theologies in the local faith communities
prompts the interviewees to express their operant theological voices outside
the realm of their churches, in secular climate movement organisations.

This analysis demonstrates that theological understandings of God, humans,
or nature do not predominantly inform the activists’ pathfinding processes.
Instead, their theological understandings appear to evolve dynamically in re-
sponse to their climate commitments and activism practices, particularly in
shaping their self-perceptions in relation to God, other humans, and nature.
Notably, their spiritual experiences, often occurring during activism and in
nature, prompt ongoing revisions and reinterpretations of these relational dy-
namics, underscoring humans’ spiritual relationality and dependence on God,
others, and nature. Consequently, an examination of the key theological ques-
tions outlined in Chapter 2 reveals that the primary theological concerns are
not centred on specific concepts of God, humans, and nature. Rather, they fo-
cus on how we are related to God, one another, and nature, and how to coexist.
Furthermore, both their espoused and their operant theological voices respond
to fundamental questions about how we should live in this world, seeing ac-
tivism as a way to live an authentic Christian life.

The reasons highlighted by the interviewees for addressing the climate crisis
are rooted primarily in experience-based climate knowledge rather than in re-
ligious faith. However, when reflecting on hope for the future, trust in God
surpasses a reliance on scientific understanding, facilitating a reorientation of
ways of living, despite the lack of definitive solutions for a sustainable future.
Consequently, the theological question of whom to trust in times of crisis have
a great influence on their pathfinding process.

A more in-depth analysis of the theologies is presented in Chapter 6, where
I also advance to the second level of theological analysis by constructing the
dominant theological themes that emerge in the activists’ process of path-
finding.

183



5. Resources in faith-based climate activism

This chapter aims to address the research question of which resources could
be found in faith-based activism and which established resources are being
used. Building on the analysis conducted in the preceding two chapters, this
chapter advances the discussion by parallel analysis of the material collected
from South Africa and Sweden, thereby providing a more comprehensive un-
derstanding. By exploring similarities and differences between these two dis-
tinct contexts, the chapter aims to deepen the analysis, highlighting the vary-
ing significance of these resources and their potential to engender transform-
ative change and climate action beyond purely scientific frameworks, as in-
troduced in the initial chapter. To enhance analytical depth, the findings are
discussed alongside relevant studies in multiple disciplines, contributing to a
nuanced understanding of the diverse contextual characterisations of faith-
based climate activism and situating the findings within a broader academic
discourse.

The chapter examines resources related to history, community, and context,
organisations, and the individual. It is organised as follows: it begins with an
exploration of history, community and context as resources for faith-based
climate activism, particularly evident in the South African material. It then
assesses organisational resources, focusing on those that are accessible or
lacking in specific contexts. Finally, it considers resources related to the inner
transformation of the individual, most prominent in the Swedish material.

The examination of resources requires a critical assessment and the establish-
ment of central concepts in relation to the two distinct contexts that have
emerged from my empirical investigation. This assessment deals with Aolistic
theologies, spiritual experiences and insights, collective spiritual identities,
and ContemplActions. 1 also introduce the term relational spirituality as an
overarching concept that unites the collective spiritual identities that I have
identified in the South African context with the more individually oriented
spiritual experiences and insights that predominate in the Swedish context.
Moreover, I introduce a concept I term beyond material values.
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In the empirical Chapters 3 and 4 I have used my theological lens for analysis,
including my understanding of theology as various understandings of trans-
cendent realities, implicitly using the theological questions about God, hu-
mans, and nature, and using the four voices of theology framework.?*? In this
chapter, I continue to use my theological lens of analysis to establish and crit-
ically evaluate the six concepts derived from my empirical material, thereby
identifying resources in faith-based activism. The concepts are Aolistic theol-
ogies, relational spirituality, spiritual experiences and insights, collective
spiritual identities, ContemplActions, and beyond material values.

Characteristics of faith-based climate activism practices

Before examining the resources in faith-based activism, it would be crucial to
emphasise the unique traits of activism practices in the two contexts analysed
in the earlier chapters. Grasping these characteristics would be essential, be-
cause they affect the resources that are used and developed in faith-based cli-
mate activism in these contexts. The various characteristics of faith-based ac-
tivism practices in the two contexts are illustrated in the figures below.

Figure 1: Characteristics of faith-based activism practices in the South African mate-
rial.

302 The four voices are operant, espoused, normative, and formal voices. Given that academic
theology, represented as formal theological voices, generally does not influence resources in faith-
based activism, this theological voice is not explicitly addressed in this chapter.
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Figure 2: Characteristics of faith-based activism practices in the Swedish material.

In the South African material, the operant theological voices are distinguished
by protest actions aimed at politicians and policymakers on one side, and com-
munity and environmental care initiatives focused on local communities on
the other. The protest actions encompass lobbying efforts targeting politicians
and policymakers at local, regional, national, and international levels, as well
as campaign activities aimed both at the general public and at politicians and
policymakers. The community and environmental initiatives comprise food
gardens, tree planting, and clean-up projects.

In comparison, the operant theological voices in the Swedish material empha-
sise protest actions as well, but they also focus on lifestyle adjustments, in-
cluding both mitigating fossil fuel emissions and changes in values and in per-
sonal and spiritual reflection. Whereas the protest practices in the South Afri-
can material include both lobbying and campaigning, the Swedish material
mainly involves campaigning. Campaign activities in both contexts include
strikes and acts of civil disobedience. In the Swedish context, campaign activ-
ities also include the characteristic ContemplActions, in which protest actions,
typically expressed as campaign practices, are combined with contemplative
practices. Furthermore, interviewees in both settings conduct awareness-rais-
ing efforts directed towards faith communities and the general public, such as
running workshops and writing blogs and other texts. However, this practice
is more dominant in the South Africa material owing to the activists’ closer
partnerships with religious institutions as employees or volunteers.
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I further conclude that the disparate impacts of the climate crisis in the two
distinct contexts, articulated in the section headed “The two contexts — South
Africa and Sweden” in Chapter 1, significantly influence the expressed modes
of activism. Recognising and understanding these contextual differences
would therefore be crucial in accurately interpreting the resources and priori-
ties highlighted in the empirical material, and in comprehending the broader
implications of activist strategies in varying climate landscapes. These differ-
ing strategies are illustrated in the diagrams by circles representing mitigation
and adaptation, serving as visual depictions. The analysis of the material re-
veals that these contextual disparities shape both the operant and the espoused
theological voices. Specifically, South African activists use a dual focus, ad-
dressing both the mitigation of fossil fuel emissions and adaptation to the rap-
idly evolving climate landscape. The impacts of the climate crisis are increas-
ingly apparent, posing significant threats to the fundamental rights and liveli-
hoods of people in South Africa. The activists there incorporate these perspec-
tives in their advocacy efforts, exemplified by initiatives designed to assist
vulnerable communities in adapting to climate change, while simultaneously
advocating reduced fossil fuel emissions. In contrast, Swedish activists pre-
dominantly focus on mitigation strategies aimed at decreasing fossil fuel emis-
sions, reflecting the prevailing public discourse, which, at the time of conduct-
ing my interviews, did not emphasise adaptation. Furthermore, the need for
adaptation is perceived as less urgent in Swedish society, which could be at-
tributed to its relatively stable and socio-economically equitable structure.

Highlighting both the similarities and the differences between the practices in
the two contexts means identifying diverse examples of operant theological
voices in faith-based climate activism. These varied practices also shape the
activists’ espoused theological voices. The South African material shows a
greater emphasis on collective, community, and organisational elements,
whereas the Swedish material reflects a faith-based activism that is more adept
at fostering spiritual and personal transformation. The analysis below of re-
sources used in and generated by faith-based activism further highlights the
differences in the characteristics of activism in the two contexts. This includes
examining the effects of diverse climate landscapes, as well as cultural and
religious settings.

As highlighted in the section headed “Purpose and research questions” in
Chapter 1, I intentionally sought out activists whose pragmatic approaches
extend beyond private actions to encompass public strategies aimed at influ-
encing political policies and measures. This is part of a critical examination of
the interplay between personal faith and the systemic challenges posed by the
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climate crisis. Thus, the research has focused primarily on faith-based activists
who publicly advocate immediate, necessary political interventions. However,
I can conclude that the faith-based climate activism in the two contexts ex-
tends beyond efforts aimed solely at influencing politics and policy; it encom-
passes a broader range of practices. Analysing the core characteristics of these
activism efforts revealed that these additional practices significantly inform
and reshape our understanding of faith-based climate engagement. Conse-
quently, a more complex, diverse, and holistic depiction of faith-based climate
activism has emerged, which is particularly evident in the analysis of the re-
sources used and generated in this activism.

History, community, and context as resources

History, community, and context serve as vital resources in faith-based cli-
mate and environmental activism in South Africa. This becomes evident in
their espoused theological voices in which they describe what I frame as co/-
lective spiritual identities, which in turn strengthen and sustain their activism,
providing enduring resilience. But it is also evident in their operant theological
voices, which emphasise caring for their communities and environment, pri-
oritising justice, and empowering marginalised groups. Moreover, their refer-
ences to normative theological voices also show that history, community, and
context serve as essential resources in their activism.

I begin with a comprehensive analysis of what I characterise as the collective
spiritual identities of South African activists, which are fundamentally shaped
by their deep-rooted connections to their historical, social, cultural, and envi-
ronmental context. The collective spiritual identities evident in the South Af-
rican material are characterised by a deep sense of belonging to specific com-
munities or groups, such as long-standing faith-based activist traditions, the
indigenous Khoisan, or familial and local communities. Those in the past and
those in one’s community play a crucial role in shaping collective spiritual
identities. Furthermore, activists who own indigenous identities often articu-
late their spirituality as deeply rooted, embodying a spiritual relationship with
the land that fundamentally motivates their participation in environmental and
climate activism. This sense of interconnectedness with the land is also evi-
dent in the South African material among activists belonging to other faith
traditions.

These identities also reflect a sense of interconnectedness with a transcendent
reality that transcends temporal boundaries. They embody a profound spiritual
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connection with ancestors and past generations. Such intergenerational inter-
connectedness is especially salient among indigenous activists, with a partic-
ular reverence for the ancestors who are believed to be present now. However,
this belief in this ongoing ancestral presence provides a potent source of in-
spiration that extends beyond Khoisan activists to other activists as well. Thus,
this theme of time-transcendent spiritual interconnectedness is pervasive in
the South African material, regardless of specific group affiliation, emphasis-
ing a collective understanding of identity rooted in history, community, and
context. To conclude, the spirituality of South African activists is primarily
anchored in their affiliation with established groups, rather than arising from
personal momentary and localised spiritual experiences. Nonetheless, it could
also be understood as ongoing spiritual experiences that involve notions of
being related to the divine, community, and nature, both in the past and ex-
tending into the future.

The activists’ references to normative theological voices underscore the sig-
nificance of historical, communal, and contextual resources in their activism.
Key figures in these communities, including indigenous elders, faith leaders,
anti-apartheid activists, and ancestors, serve as authoritative normative voices
that uphold and influence the activists’ collective spiritual identities. Such fig-
ures exemplify a tradition of faith expressed through tangible actions that pro-
mote social justice, notably resistance to colonialism, apartheid, and violations
of indigenous rights concerning land, spirituality, and cultural integrity. Im-
portantly, these leaders frequently demonstrate cross-religious collaboration,
embodying a shared commitment to justice and social cohesion. Moreover,
interviewees emphasise the pivotal role of family members and educators in
fostering an understanding of community interconnectedness and environ-
mental stewardship. These normative theological voices, whether situated in
formal religious institutions or beyond, are essential sources of inspiration,
and are fundamental to the development of collective spiritual identities.
While figures such as Archbishop Desmond Tutu embody formal religious
authority, it is often the non-institutional voices — those of parents, community
elders, and ancestors — that exert a more profound influence on activists’ spir-
itual identities. Consequently, South African activists tend to draw on a
shared, culturally embedded narrative of faith-driven social justice that criti-
cally shapes their collective spiritual identities.

By emphasising the role of historical figures and collective memory, particu-
larly those associated with divine intervention during pivotal struggles such
as resistance to colonisation and apartheid, the identities not only bolster cur-
rent activism but also create hope in divine intervention in the future. Such a
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theological understanding provides a solid basis for resilience among the
South African activists in tackling the crisis situation.

Ubuntu and ukama shaping collective spiritual identities

This form of collective spiritual identity could be understood as being shaped
by cultural frameworks; notably, although not explicitly mentioned by the ac-
tivists themselves, it closely aligns with the concept of ubuntu.’® Ubuntu has
been emphasised as an essential resource in the context of the global climate
crisis by the Zimbabwean professor of history and phenomenology of religion,
Ezra Chitando, among others. In the introduction to African Perspectives on
Religion and Climate Change, Chitando asserts that ubuntu and indigenous
knowledge are fundamental to formulating effective responses to climate
change across the continent.’* Ubuntu, an African concept that underscores
community and interconnectedness, is succinctly captured by John Mbiti’s
aphorism, “I am because we are”.?> However, during a visit to Soweto, I en-
countered elderly women who remarked that “ubuntu is dead” during a meet-
ing to which they had invited me to discuss the intersection of the climate
crisis and religion. These women perceived that solidarity in their community
was more prominent during the struggle against apartheid, but that it had de-
clined since then; they attributed this to the disruptive effects of modernity on
social bonds. While respecting their viewpoint, my observations suggest that
South African activists maintain a strong affinity for and interconnectedness
with their communities that is associated with the concept of ubuntu, which is
manifested in what I term collective spiritual identities.*

The alignment between my South African material and the concept of ubuntu
extends beyond mere community and human interconnectedness. While South
African activists primarily focus on addressing social issues, such as promot-
ing community solidarity, their initiatives inherently reflect a broader under-
standing of interdependence that includes the natural environment and trans-
cendent realities. This perspective aligns with the African ontological

303 During a participant observation at a climate strike in South Africa, I observed an activist who
was not among my interviewees holding a placard displaying the word “ubuntu”. I interpreted this
as the activist using ubuntu to emphasise a contrast with the factors that contribute negatively to
the climate crisis. This suggests that ubuntu can be explicitly used as a symbol in climate activism
in the South African context, which emphasises that it does not necessarily have to be limited to
academic discourse, but could be referenced in practical climate responses.

304 Chitando et al., Afiican Perspectives on Religion and Climate Change.

305 Mbiti, Afiican Religions & Philosophy, 338.

306 Etieyibo, “Ubuntu and the Environment,” 636.
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framework of ubuntu, which encompasses not only human beings and the di-
vine but also spirits such as ancestors, animals, and inanimate objects.

While some scholars have critiqued ubuntu as predominantly anthropocentric,
nuanced analyses, such as that by Chitando, emphasise that ubuntu intrinsi-
cally encompasses all facets of nature, thereby offering a compelling philo-
sophical resource for contemporary environmental problems. He contends that
ubuntu constitutes a fundamental dimension of indigenous knowledge sys-
tems, serving as a longstanding resource “since time immemorial” for envi-
ronmental care.’” He underscores that African spirituality perceives all crea-
tion as sacred, fostering a profound reverence for nature. Importantly, refer-
ences to indigenous knowledge, which is deeply intertwined with spiritual
practices, are prominent throughout the South African material. This emphasis
is not limited to those with indigenous identities, but is also prevalent among
the other interviewees; however, the indigenous interviewees frequently high-
light these concepts as a critical counter-narrative to colonial and Christian
missionary ideologies that historically legitimised environmental exploitation.

Others, such as Aida C. Terblanché-Greeff, who conduct research on social
transformation in South Africa, align themselves with Chitando in arguing that
ubuntu serves as a resource for climate response. However, Terblanché-Greeff
has expanded this conceptual framework by incorporating the notion of
ukama, which is described as an extension of ubuntu. She posits that, while
ubuntu emphasises the fundamental aspect of humanness, ukama embodies
the interconnectedness that permeates the cosmos. According to her perspec-
tive, the formation of a genuine person necessitates a relationship with both
nature and the cosmos, highlighting the broader significance of interconnect-
edness in shaping personal and social identity.*

Given the references in the South African material to solidarity and interde-
pendence beyond humanity, enduring through time and encompassing the nat-
ural environment and transcendent realities, perspectives derived from ukama
can be identified as a cultural and contextual resource influencing their col-
lective spiritual identities and activism. Consequently, the South African ac-
tivists’ strong ties to their history, community, and social and environmental
context, for which ubuntu and ukama serve as vital resources, are shaping their
responses to climate challenges.

307 Chitando et al., African Perspectives on Religion and Climate Change, 7.

308 Terblanché-Greeff, “Ubuntu and Environmental Ethics: The West Can Learn from Africa
When Faced with Climate Change.”
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Community and environmental care

The affinity with history, community, and context as a resource is evident,
moreover, in the manifestation of operant theological voices that emphasise
justice and the nurturing of local communities, especially those in the South
African context who are vulnerable. This concern for justice, community, and
environmental care is demonstrated in strategic activism efforts such as lob-
bying, campaigning, and raising awareness, as well as in community-based
and environmental initiatives at the grassroots level.

Aligning with the concepts of ubuntu and ukama, the activists’ community
and environmental care projects, including eco-friendly farming practices, ur-
ban clean-up campaigns, and tree-planting activities, could be understood as
serving a dual purpose: they support vulnerable populations while embodying
principles of ecological interconnectedness. They can be understood, further-
more, as a manifestation of their holistic theologies, as they intertwine worldly
matters with transcendent realities, such as spiritual interconnectedness and
also use tangible faith resources in the projects, such as normative theological
texts.

These projects also exemplify another characteristic of the South African ac-
tivists’ holistic theologies: they simultaneously address immediate climate
issues and broader social and economic problems in their communities. For
instance, the discussion of job opportunities as a potential benefit of greening
the energy sector highlights a pragmatic approach to mitigating high unem-
ployment rates. Similarly, training programmes for faith leaders on disaster
and crisis preparedness encompass both the risks associated with climate-in-
duced disasters and those stemming from criminality, violence, or terrorism.
Such manifestations of holistic theology and the activists’ steadfast commit-
ment to their local contexts are deeply rooted in their social, cultural, envi-
ronmental, and spiritual affinities. This integrated approach contributes to the
development of climate-resilient communities, demonstrating a comprehen-
sive understanding of interconnected problems and fostering sustainable re-
silience.

Community and environmental care initiatives serve, moreover, as vital plat-
forms for the exploration and application of indigenous knowledge, especially
in the context of environmental care, where spirituality is integral. The inter-
viewees emphasise that a profound connection to nature and spirituality is in-
trinsically linked to the indigenous knowledge underpinning these projects. In
addition, indigenous knowledge is increasingly recognised as a valuable asset
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in various dimensions of environmental and climate activism, including advo-
cacy, awareness-raising, and campaigning. This is a topic I revisit later.

Lifestyle adjustments as cultural expression

In contrast to the South African context, where history, community, and local
context serve as vital resources for activism, Swedish activism appears to op-
erate under different conditions. Specifically, Swedish activists tend to with-
draw from mainstream society, perceiving it as overly consumeristic, individ-
ualistic, and reliant on fossil fuels — factors they seek to reject. This with-
drawal may implicitly explain the absence of a reliance on contextual histori-
cal narratives, as the development of Swedish society has contributed to the
climate crisis through fossil fuel emissions. The Swedish activists’ operant
theological voices predominantly emphasise mitigation strategies. These strat-
egies aim to influence policymakers and political leaders to implement urgent
environmental measures, while also reflecting on and adjusting one’s own
lifestyle towards greater sustainability.

That Swedish faith-based climate activism emphasises individual lifestyle
changes alongside political protest actions could be considered in a broader
European cultural framework. Studies suggest that over half of the population
in a number of Western European nations base their consumer decisions on
political, ethical, or environmental factors.?® This suggests that such lifestyle
choices extend beyond just environmental activists. A closer examination of
climate activists’ focus on lifestyle reveals a trend in Europe where lifestyle
changes, previously considered separate from political protest, are now inter-
twined with political action among youth climate activists.’'° This aligns with
my findings: the Swedish activists’ lifestyle practices are seen as integral to
their broader political activism, in which personal responsibility and a demand
for political accountability are interlinked. However, a distinctive aspect of
the Swedish material is that lifestyle changes include spiritual self-reflection
and spiritual experiences, which are integrated with tangible lifestyle modifi-
cations aimed at reducing fossil fuel emissions.

The emphasis of Swedish activists on the individual’s lifestyle modifications
and self-reflection could be interpreted within the broader cultural emphasis
on individualism that is characteristic of Swedish society. The interviewees’
operant and espoused theological voices suggest that their activism responds

309 De Moor and Balsiger, “Political Consumerism in Northwestern Europe.”
310 Zamponi et al., “(Water) Bottles and (Street) Barricades.”
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to the fundamental question: “Who am I, and what is my responsibility as a
Christian in times of climate crisis?” Although similar self-reflection among
activists has been documented in scholarship in the South African context, it
focuses primarily on identity formation related to race, gender, and class dur-
ing the societal transition to democracy following the fall of apartheid.’'' The
type of self-reflection observed among Swedish activists concerning the cli-
mate crisis appears to be absent in the South African material. I conclude that
the lifestyle and self-reflection focuses that characterise Swedish activism are
rooted in cultural and contextual origins. However, these sources are not ex-
plicitly articulated by the activists as resources for their activism, which con-
trasts with the South African material, in which history, context, and commu-
nity are prominent themes and fundamental resources.

Organisational resources

Although this study primarily examines the individual practitioners’ contex-
tual, experience-based, and practised theologies, the analysis reveals critical
interactions between activists and organisational structures.>'2 It demonstrates
how organisational resources facilitate faith-based climate action and how ac-
cess to these resources fundamentally influences both the operant and the es-
poused theological voices expressed in activism. Access to organisational re-
sources among activists is especially strong in the South African context. Fur-
thermore, the material indicates that access to these resources depends on indi-
viduals’ formal positions in their religious institutions, but also on networks
such as SAFCEI. Significant barriers that are identified are the limited access
to local organisational resources, alongside theological constraints, which sub-
stantially impede faith-based climate activism in both studied contexts. Conse-
quently, this research underscores that, alongside diverse religious settings and
climate change crises, organisational resources — and their absence — are pivotal
in shaping faith-based activism and the theologies expressed in it.

Religious organisational structures provide the South African activists with
critical platforms for lobbying, campaigning, and awareness-raising in multi-
ple levels of governance and society. These structures, spanning local, na-
tional, and international arenas, facilitate vital connections between South

311 Kelly, “Constructing Activist Identities in Post-Apartheid South Africa.”

312 The relationship between the individual and the structure should be understood as a bidirec-
tional interaction, in which the structure influences the individual’s capacity to act, while, con-
versely, individuals also shape and modify the structures through their use of them and their en-
gagement. Leis-Peters et al., “Religiésa Organisationer Och Civilsamhallet,” 23.
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African activists and key stakeholders, including political leaders, policymak-
ers, religious leaders, and faith communities. Such organisational structures
enable the South African activists to connect different levels; they can bring
climate knowledge from the international sphere down to local faith commu-
nities, while the lived experiences of vulnerable populations affected by cli-
mate change can be communicated to national and international decision-mak-
ers. Moreover, these organisational structures provide the opportunity for
cross-faith collaborations, which enhance activism in diverse religious con-
texts.

There is a substantial correlation between holding formal positions in religious
organisations and access to organisational resources. Evidence from the Swe-
dish material underscores this association, as individuals there generally ex-
perience limited access to faith-based organisational resources compared with
their South African counterparts. This disparity could be largely attributed to
the general absence of formal positions among the Swedish interviewees,
whereas such positions are more prevalent among the South African inter-
viewees. Although similar roles exist in Swedish religious institutions, the in-
terviewees do not generally occupy positions comparable with those of the
South African activists. This discrepancy underscores the importance of for-
mal positions in religious institutional structures in facilitating access to such
resources.

The South African material indicates, however, that this is not the sole factor
influencing access to organisational resources. One reason that South African
activists are able to leverage religious organisational resources effectively, in
addition to occupying formal positions, is the existence of SAFCEI. An ex-
amination of the operant theological voices among faith-based activists shows
that SAFCEI has successfully created platforms that are accessible even to
those without formal organisational roles, thereby encouraging broader par-
ticipation in environmental advocacy at local, national, and international lev-
els. While my South African material reveals similar efforts among the Angli-
can and Lutheran churches, as well as in Extinction Rebellion, all of which
provide comparable organisational resources for climate and environmental
activism, SAFCEI appears to excel in enhancing the capacity of activists who
lack formal positions in religious institutions. In addition, SAFCEI provides a
platform for activism that promotes collaboration among diverse faith tradi-
tions. SAFCEI diverges significantly from traditional religious institutions by
functioning as a faith-based organisation that operates outside conventional
religious structures. Its primary purpose of environmental advocacy or cam-
paigning positions it as a facilitator of enhanced networking opportunities and
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platforms for faith-based environmental and climate activism, potentially sur-
passing the capacities of conventional faith communities or religious organi-
sations.

Access to organisational resources significantly influences both the espoused
and the operant theological voices of South African activists, thereby shaping
what I conceptualised and previously mentioned as holistic theologies. Spe-
cifically, these organisational resources facilitate several context-specific fea-
tures of holistic theologies in the South African context, such as bridging local
and global levels in climate initiatives and promoting interdisciplinary collab-
oration among diverse faith traditions.

Nonetheless, my analysis demonstrates that these holistic theologies are not
merely contingent upon access to specific organisational structures; rather,
they transcend such structures, being evident throughout the South African
material regardless of individual activists’ access to specific organisational
resources. In particular, contextual elements such as the multi-religious envi-
ronment and the climate crisis landscape, as outlined in Chapter 1, play a piv-
otal role. These contexts, for example, require that climate issues be integrated
with broader social and environmental problems — a key characteristic that
distinctly defines South African holistic theologies.

Furthermore, as is elucidated later in the tensions that these theologies gener-
ate in relation to their local faith communities, it becomes apparent that these
religious expressions are deeply internalised by the activists, reflecting their
personal convictions and intentions independent of organisational influence.
Here, the fundamental principle underlying both South African and Swedish
holistic theologies — the theological imperative to recognise the inseparable
and equally significant nature of transcendent reality and worldly matters —
comes to the fore. Moreover, these theologies incorporate faith not only as a
transcendent dimension but also as a practical tool embedded in their activism.
This significantly emphasises the central theological imperative that drives
their activism, rendering activism an inevitable outcome of their holistic the-
ologies.

While Swedish activists generally lack access to the organisational resources
available to their South African counterparts, they do have access to a singular
platform that allows them to manifest fully their operant and espoused theo-
logical voices: The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future. However, for most activists,
this platform functions predominantly as a one-time event rather than as a sus-
tained organisational resource that offers ongoing opportunities for faith-
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based activism.’”® This platform, akin to the SAFCEI network that supports
South African activists, significantly influences the holistic theologies of Swe-
dish activists. A defining trait of the Swedish holistic theologies is the inte-
gration of campaigning practices that are aimed at influencing political leaders
and contemplative practices that are focused on spiritual self-reflection. Given
their combination of contemplative practices (outlined in Chapter 2) and po-
litical protest actions, I term these combined practices ContemplActions. This
integration is most clearly illustrated by The Pilgrim’s Walk for Future pil-
grimage, in which several Swedish interviewees took part. In this event, the
traditional practice of pilgrimage was combined with a political demonstration
aimed at addressing leaders during the United Nations climate negotiations
(COP26) held in Glasgow, Scotland, in 2021. Furthermore, this integrative
approach extends to their focus on lifestyle changes, which encompasses both
transcendent realities and practical modifications. However, such patterns are
consistently observed in the Swedish material, irrespective of involvement in
initiatives such as The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future. This consistency under-
scores the notion that their holistic theologies are not dependent on, yet to
some extent are influenced by, organisational resources.

Among the organisational platforms discussed in the Swedish materials, only
Agera, managed by the Church of Sweden Youth, appears to provide more
sustained organisational resources, thereby creating a more stable and com-
prehensive platform for Swedish interviewees than do other faith-based ave-
nues. Access to this platform, however, is not a distinct theme in my material,
and therefore it cannot be said to influence the holistic theologies of the Swe-
dish activists.

The scarcity of dedicated and stable platforms for faith-based activism in the
Swedish context has led to the predominance of secular organisations, such as
Fridays for Future and Extinction Rebellion, as the primary avenues for cli-
mate activism. The material provides evidence that these serve as avenues for
expressing operant theological voices publicly through strikes or acts of civil
disobedience, particularly at the local levels.’'* However, their reliance on sec-
ular platforms is not attributable solely to the shortage of faith-based avenues
for climate activism. It could also be understood within the broader Swedish
context of secularisation, which, as discussed in more detail in Chapter 1,

313 Refer to footnote 205.
314 Occasionally, Swedish activists also participate in disruptive actions abroad through involve-
ment in Extinction Rebellion, enabling them to access arenas beyond Sweden.
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constrains the influence of faith-based groups in civil society compared with
that in the South African context.’!'s

Organisational tensions and shortage of local platforms

The shared theological imperative inherent in the activists’ holistic theologies
underscores a critical characteristic observed in both examined contexts: their
holistic theologies frequently engender tensions with established religious in-
stitutional structures. My study reveals that activists often encounter re-
sistance, particularly in their local faith communities. This phenomenon cor-
roborates prior scholarly assertions of “intradenominational tensions” in a spe-
cific religious denomination or group, which pose significant obstacles to the
greening of religious traditions. While prior research has identified barriers
such as the bureaucracy of religious organisations, my study reveals intrade-
nominational tensions that have theological roots.’'¢ Specifically, the activists
report encountering theological resistance to theologies, and a lack of theolo-
gies, that integrate transcendent reality and worldly matters. Thus, the organ-
isational space to manifest such holistic theologies at the local congregational
level remains limited, highlighting a dissonance between the activists’ theo-
logical convictions and their organisational contexts.

Notably, the tensions observed in my empirical material mainly relate to the
activists’ own religious denominations’ organisations, rather than to interfaith
relations, denominational conflicts, or their relationship with society at large.
Conversely, cross-faith collaboration and collaboration with secular move-
ment organisations are reported as both positive and essential to the activists
in my study.?”

While SAFCEI is acknowledged for supplying organisational resources at in-
ternational, national, and local levels, it nonetheless falls short of satisfying
South African activists’ aspirations for a localised faith community that would
permit them to express their holistic theologies comprehensively. Similarly,
in the Swedish context, despite the provisions offered by initiatives such as
The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future and the Church of Sweden Youth’s net-
work, Agera, which facilitate various forms of holistic theological

315 See the section headed “The two contexts — South Africa and Sweden” in Chapter 1.

316 Monnot, “The Slow Greening of Established Churches in Switzerland: Tensions Between Lo-
cal Parishes and Church Head Organizations.”

317 This contrasts with the tensions highlighted in the anthology Religious Environmental Activ-
ism, which, in addition to intradenominational tensions, also identify three other arenas of tension:
interdenominational, interreligious, and religious-societal tensions: Kohrsen et al., Religious En-
vironmental Activism.
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expressions, these platforms do not adequately address activists’ fundamental
need for a local faith community. Although these platforms offer organisa-
tional resources and allow for holistic theologies to be expressed, they fall
short, either because they are temporary, like The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Fu-
ture, or because, in the eyes of the activists, they do not truly represent a local
faith community. The expressed desire pertains to communities that facilitate
the active manifestation of what I have framed as holistic theologies in tradi-
tional faith congregations, such as Christian or Muslim communities. Conse-
quently, both settings reveal an aspirational desire for localised, holistic theo-
logical communities, in the sense of providing a space to manifest holistic
theologies. This desire is evident among individuals occupying positions in
religious institutions that provide them access to organisational resources, as
previously highlighted, as well as among those who do not have such access.

The issue extends beyond the mere lack of space and local resistance to holis-
tic theologies in faith communities. According to the activists, there is an ad-
ditional lack of normative theological voices that resonate with the activists’
own theological perspective. This disconnection leaves activists feeling un-
supported and unheard. Furthermore, particularly in the Swedish context, a
significant gap exists, according to the activists, between the normative theo-
logical expressions articulated in official documents and statements at the na-
tional level and the manifestation of these expressions at the local level. While
such official voices are valued on the national stage, activists contend that
these perspectives are notably absent in local contexts, thereby highlighting a
critical disconnection between policy and practice.

Another prominent theme, especially in the Swedish material, pertains to the
perceived organisational constraints related to climate commitment. I contend
that these constraints are linked to the lack of access to available organisa-
tional resources in the institutions with which the Swedish activists are affili-
ated. A significant aspect of this critique involves the activists’ critical assess-
ments of their religious institutions and faith communities, particularly in the
Swedish context, for their perceived insufficient response to the climate emer-
gency. This critique appears especially striking, given the substantial efforts
of these religious organisations to engage with climate issues in recent dec-
ades. For example, the Church of Sweden has demonstrated a proactive stance,
most recently in 2019 with the adoption of the Climate Roadmap, which sets
specific impact goals: to achieve climate neutrality by 2030, to foster a value
shift centred on spiritual and existential dimensions of the crisis, and to
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increase aid to the most vulnerable populations affected by climate change.’'s
Similarly, the Uniting Church in Sweden (Equmeniakyrkan) has articulated
its commitment to climate action, notably declaring a climate emergency in
2021 and outlining strategic roadmaps to bolster its efforts.’'° Both churches,
moreover, base their climate commitments on foundational theological prin-
ciples and are members of the WCC, an organisation that declared a climate
emergency in 2019 and that has played a pivotal role in the development of
eco-theology. This commitment was first concretely exemplified in 1983 with
the launch of the ecological programme known as Justice, Peace, and the In-
tegrity of Creation (JPIC).>

In the light of this context, I argue that the intense criticism that Swedish ac-
tivists direct at their religious institutions and faith communities could be at-
tributed, at least in part, to the shortage of local platforms on which they could
live out their holistic theologies. But also, given the relative distance of these
activists from their religious institutions, at least when it comes to formal po-
sitions in climate work, compared with their South African counterparts, there
is a possibility that their understanding of the churches’ climate commitments
is incomplete or is influenced by their positions in their organisations. None-
theless, it is equally plausible that such criticism stems from a perception that,
despite documented commitments, the visibility and perceived effectiveness
of these efforts remain inadequate, and that they are perceived as not effec-
tively implemented at the local levels in their institutions, thus prompting a
sense of frustration among activists.

The level of criticism directed at their organisations seems significantly higher
in the Swedish context than in South Africa. The South African activists adopt
a more conciliatory stance towards their faith communities, which could be
attributed to the multifaceted problems that these communities face. This atti-
tude is supported further by the organisational access that South African ac-
tivists have, as well as the fact that they shape their own local initiatives, such
as environmental and community care projects, often regardless of organisa-
tional resources. Conversely, Swedish activists rely mainly on their religious
institutions to allocate space for and openness to faith-based climate activism.

318 Church of Sweden, Church of Sweden’s Climate Roadmap.

319 A declaration of climate emergency signifies an urgent situation resulting from climate change,
emphasising its devastating impact on humanity. Although it lacks a formal standard, it recognises
that existing actions are inadequate and commits to prioritising initiatives aimed at addressing
climate change. Equmeniakyrkan, “Klimatnodlage.”

320 Monnot, “The Slow Greening of Established Churches in Switzerland: Tensions Between
Local Parishes and Church Head Organizations,” 68.
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This divergence underscores differing contextual approaches to faith-based
climate activism, highlighting the importance of organisational resources in
shaping activists’ manifestation of theologies.

Resources for inner (and outer) transformation

The Swedish activists mainly adopt a stance of social withdrawal, emphasis-
ing self-reflection and individual lifestyle modifications as integral compo-
nents of their activism. This tactic diverges significantly from the approaches
observed in South African activism. The Swedish activists deliberately dis-
connect from society, which they critique as marked by materialism, individ-
ualism, and carbon dependence. This withdrawal not only facilitates intro-
spection but also fosters a spiritual reconnection with God, others, and nature,
thereby contributing to what I refer to as spiritual insights, such as dependence
on God, others, and nature. Centred on faith as a foundational element, this
process allows activists to cultivate a lifestyle that synergises spiritual recon-
nection with tangible actions aimed at mitigating fossil fuel emissions, thus
offering a nuanced approach to environmental activism rooted in personal
transformation and spiritual anchoring.

This emphasis on lifestyle and self-reflection, including the exploration of
new values, largely aligns with the concept of inner—outer transformation dis-
cussed in current scholarship, in which the inner dimensions, which comprise
mindsets, values, beliefs, world views, and cognitive, emotional, and rela-
tional skills, interact dynamically with outer structures, including socio-eco-
nomic systems, governance, technology, and economic structures.’?! How-
ever, adopting a theological perspective, I expand the traditional conceptuali-
sation of inner transformation by integrating spirituality as a core element,
thereby enhancing the understanding of how inner transformation could serve
as a catalyst for broader social and structural transformations.

A significant theme in the Swedish materials is the frequent occurrence of
spiritual experiences during activism, which contribute substantially to what
could be described as a transformation of mindsets, values, beliefs, world
views, and relational skills, thus underscoring the role of spiritual dimensions
in facilitating what could be framed as inner transformation. I contend that
faith-based climate activism, especially in the Swedish context, functions as a
crucial arena for inner transformation that integrates spiritual experiences and

321 Wamsler et al., “Enabling New Mindsets and Transformative Skills for Negotiating and Acti-
vating Climate Action,” 227; Ives et al., “IMAGINE Sustainability,” 2778.
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insights. This could be partly attributed to the distinctive nature of Swedish
activism, characterised by a disconnect from society and a reconnection to the
spiritual. Such activities foster an environment that is conducive to reconnect-
ing with transcendent realities and changing values. This underscores the in-
tegral role of spiritual experiences in understanding forms of activism that in-
corporate inner transformation.

A significant consequence of the Swedish activists’ spiritual experiences and
insights is that they contribute substantially to the exploration and develop-
ment of new values, which in turn influence the activists’ lifestyle choices and
ways of living. I refer to these new values as beyond material values.’?* During
activism, these Swedish activists navigate and co-construct values that trans-
cend material concerns, integrating spiritual experiences, insights, and values
associated with their religious faith. These include a greater allocation of time,
slowing down life’s pace, living more simply by reducing consumption, and
perceiving oneself as being deeply related to God, others, and nature. Such
developments suggest that activism serves not only as a form of political en-
gagement but also as a catalyst for significant shifts in values, embodying a
shift towards a spiritually rooted, relational dimension of existence.

The analysis of the Swedish material also demonstrates that the inner trans-
formation undertaken by activists is not limited to the inner dimension; on the
contrary, they are also oriented towards changing outer societal structures. A
close examination of both the operant and the espoused theological voices
among Swedish activists reveals parallels with Henrik Ohlsson’s conceptual-
isation of subjective activism, which he characterises as a form of engagement
that functions predominantly on a personal, internal level, influencing the in-
dividual’s inner experience.??* Nevertheless, he maintains that, despite its in-
ward focus, subjective activism inherently aspires to bring about societal
change, albeit through more indirect mechanisms than does objective activ-
ism. This delineation aligns with the Swedish activists’ emphasis on lifestyle

322 These findings align with those of Maria Nita, who conducted research in the United King-
dom on faith-based climate activism. She argues that the Green Christian environmental move-
ment in the UK, as part of a larger green movement, contributes to examining post-material
values. I concur with her viewpoint that lifestyle practices contribute to post-material values,
transcending individualism. Nevertheless, I prefer to label these as beyond material values in-
stead of post-material values. The phrase “post-material” suggests a linear timeline, indicating
that material values are newly discovered and created. In contrast, I suggest that the values
explored and developed by faith-based climate activists in Sweden reconnect with enduring
religious values that have remained relevant, regardless of the eras of industrialisation or post-
industrialisation. Nita, Praying and Campaigning with Environmental Christians, 242.

323 Ohlsson, “Nature Connection as Spirituality, Wellbeing Practice, and Subjective Activism,”
156.
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alterations and self-reflection, which, despite their emphasis on individual
agency, ultimately aim to contribute to societal transformation.

The most compelling evidence for the integration of inner and outer transfor-
mation among Swedish activists is found in The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future
as a profound manifestation of ContemplActions. This event showcases the
integration of contemplative practices, such as pilgrimages, prayer, silent
walking, spiritual self-reflection, and worship, with political protest and activ-
ism. While the pilgrimage, which involved a significant long-distance walk
from Sweden to Scotland, served as a potent form of protest and political ex-
pression, the contemplative practices used did not primarily target political
leaders. Instead, they functioned as resources for personal and spiritual devel-
opment, facilitating a sustainable lifestyle grounded in the transformation of
the individual. While previous research has established that contemplative
practices serve as examples of activities that are capable of fostering inner
transformative capacities, my work broadens this view by incorporating Con-
templActions that combine contemplation with political protest.>** This syn-
thesis highlights the argument that Swedish activists’ approaches embody a
form of activism that includes inner transformation, integrates spiritual dimen-
sions, and is aimed at fostering broader societal transformation.

The self-reflection and lifestyle practices, alongside the ContemplActions, ex-
hibited by Swedish activists could be interpreted as practiced expressions of
their holistic theologies. These practices function as manifestations of the the-
ological imperative that is inherent in these theologies, emphasising the fun-
damental inseparability of transcendent reality and worldly matters. Analysing
their espoused theological voices reveals a deeply rooted conviction that en-
gaging in such practices is essential for living an authentic Christian life. Con-
sequently, this conviction underpins their unwavering commitment to the in-
tegrated pursuit of faith and activism, suggesting that activism that is rooted
in inner transformation and is aimed at societal change in the Swedish context
has a substantive theological basis.

324 Practices observed in the South African material share similarities with the Swedish Contem-
plActions. However, such practices are less prevalent, and manifest differently in South Africa.
Furthermore, they cannot be described as resources for personal and spiritual development. In-
stead, they are mainly used to promote environmental awareness and community spiritual reflec-
tion, and are seldom combined with direct political protest. Examples include tree-planting as part
of Christian confirmation, integrating climate demonstrations into church services, indigenous
blessing rituals at public events, or using communal biblical reading to initiate community pro-
jects, such as food gardens.
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In addition, my research demonstrates faith-based activism, in which the
boundaries between spirituality and organised religion are not sharply deline-
ated. This contrasts with Ohlson’s empirical studies of what he categorises as
a “nature connection movement”, in which he identifies subjective activism
that emphasises spiritual experiences as somewhat opposed to institutional
and dogmatic religious structures.’? In the faith-based activism examined in
my study, spiritual experiences, although playing a more dominant role than
the institutional and dogmatic elements, are not positioned by the activists as
being in opposition to religious institutional frameworks. For instance, partic-
ipants draw on religious traditions such as contemplative practices and pil-
grimage, exemplified by The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future, which was organ-
ised by a religious institution, and use normative theological voices to inter-
pret and contextualise their spiritual experiences.

Reconnecting to the relational

The spiritual experiences expressed in the espoused theological voices of the
Swedish activists are often characterised by a profound sense of inter-connect-
edness with God, other humans, and nature. This transforms the activists’ un-
derstanding of themselves as part of a larger whole. Furthermore, as previ-
ously highlighted, these spiritual experiences engender spiritual insights, with
the realisation of dependence on these relationships emerging as the most sa-
lient among them. Consequently, these spiritual experiences and subsequent
insights help to reshape their self-perception in relation to the divine, humans,
and nature. This could be understood as the development of one’s relational
competencies in relation to self, others, and the natural environment, as em-
phasised in the concept of inner—outer transformation as a fundamental com-
ponent of inner transformation, such as reshaping values, mindsets, and world
views.*?¢ However, my research shows that spiritual experiences and insights
not only enhance but are also critical in developing such relational compe-
tence; furthermore, these capacities can be explored and developed during
faith-based activism.

The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future emerges in Swedish activism as a distinc-
tive space that offers participants the opportunity to withdraw from society,
thus creating an explorative space for activating inner transformation outside
mainstream society. This detachment creates an environment that is conducive

325 Ohlsson, “Nature Connection as Spirituality, Wellbeing Practice, and Subjective Activism,”
156.
326 Tves et al., “IMAGINE Sustainability,” 2779.
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both to critical self-reflection on one’s relationship with the climate crisis and
individual responsibility, and to profound spiritual self-reflection. The partic-
ipants describe spiritual experiences and insights during their engagement,
which are particularly facilitated by contemplative practices embedded in their
ContemplActions, which in turn are intentionally designed to promote spir-
itual reconnection. Importantly, this phenomenon of spiritual experiences dur-
ing activism is not confined to these specific practices. Instead, it is also com-
monly observed among activists engaged in civil disobedience, both in Swe-
den and in South Africa. Such spiritual experiences are not exclusive to faith-
based organisational contexts; rather, they also occur in secular activist en-
deavours, indicating a broader, intrinsic relationship between activist engage-
ment and spirituality.

Furthermore, there is an observed trend of societal withdrawal and spiritual
reconnection among Swedish activists, regardless of their participation in The
Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future; it is exemplified in various practices, such as
organising and participating in other pilgrimages and contemplative practices,
exploring alternative lifestyles, and swimming in winter. These activities ap-
pear to function as alternative modalities for spiritual reconnection beyond
organised activism. Notably, similar to The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future,
these practices occur outdoors, underscoring the integral role of nature as a
vital space for fostering profound spiritual experiences. Such experiences are
instrumental in enhancing the activists’ reconnection with God, humans, and
nature.’?’

This pattern of societal withdrawal is not observed in the South African mate-
rial. Although meditative walks in nature, resembling The Pilgrim’s Walk for
the Future, are briefly mentioned by one of the South African interviewees,
they are emphasised as collective spiritual experiences involving diverse
faiths, rather than personal self-reflection and individual spiritual experiences.
This reflects the differing characteristics of spirituality in the two contexts.
However, it also illustrates a similarity: nature as a space for spiritual experi-
ences.

327 Personal experiences of interconnectedness with nature that are regarded as spiritual expe-

riences are not new empirical findings in research. The concept of spiritual encounters in nature
can, for example, be found in Ohlson’s findings. In Sweden, this theme is particularly pertinent,
given the context of rising secularism. Nonetheless, studies exploring nature as a source of
inspiration for environmental and climate activism are less frequent, as highlighted in Ohlsson’s
research. Ohlsson, “Facing Nature”; Ohlsson, “Nature Connection as Spirituality, Wellbeing
Practice, and Subjective Activism.”
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The Swedish activists describe spiritual experiences that are predominantly
characterised as individual, momentary, and situated in specific settings.
While South African activists also report similar experiences, they do not pre-
dominate to the same extent as in the Swedish context. Instead, South African
activists tend to describe a form of spirituality that is deeply rooted in history,
community, and context that transcends singular moments, thereby emphasis-
ing what I have termed (and previously mentioned as) collective spiritual iden-
tities. Nonetheless, an analysis of how these activists articulate and reflect on
their spiritual experiences reveals a remarkable similarity between the two
contexts, despite evident differences.

Notably, in both settings, the relationship to the divine or transcendent extends
beyond individualistic notions of salvation or the individual’s connection; this
holds true even in the Swedish context, where subjective experiences are
prominent. Instead, these reported spiritual experiences, in both contexts, con-
sistently highlight a profound sense of interconnectedness and dependence on
God, others, and nature. Such relational orientations serve to reinforce the ac-
tivists’ commitments to social and environmental engagement, illustrating that
spirituality functions as a driving force that transcends individualism and fos-
ters broader communal and ecological responsibilities.

The spiritual experiences reported by the activists and their evoked deep sense
of interconnectedness in both contexts could be understood as forms of rela-
tional spirituality. This concept is derived from Cathrine A. Faver’s research
on women'’s spirituality in activism during the 1990s in the United States, in
which she illustrates that these activists’ spiritual practices are fundamentally
relational. According to Faver, this evidence lends empirical support to Carol
Ochs’s theoretical proposition that the fundamental purpose of religion is to
cultivate an awareness of the interconnectedness of all existence, with spirit-
uality defined as “the process of coming into relationship with reality”.?> Fa-
ver’s findings further suggest that such a connection to reality entails a pro-
found bond with the divine or transcendent, as well as with other individuals
and the natural world. This aligns with my observations of the activists in my
study.

Faver also shows that activists engage in spiritual practices that serve to reaf-
firm the fundamental interconnectedness of all beings. This thematic focus is
particularly salient in the context of my Swedish research material, where con-
templative practices are used to reinforce individuals’ sense of relatedness.

328 Faver, “To Run and Not Be Weary,” 65.
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Notably, ContemplActions are used both as a way to reconnect individuals
with transcendent realities and as acts of political protest. Similarly, such prac-
tices are observable in the South African context; however, the activism in this
setting is distinguished by a less pronounced emphasis on reconnection to re-
lational aspects. This difference could be attributed to the pre-existing spiritual
relatedness that is inherent in collective spiritual identities in South Africa,
thereby underscoring divergent approaches in distinct socio-cultural contexts.

The spiritual experiences observed in both contexts align on the one hand with
the theoretical framework outlined in Chapter 2. The interviewees’ espoused
theological voices indicate that these spiritual experiences are interpreted as
meaningful, valuable, and authentic, and serve as fundamental reference
points in their activism. Moreover, these experiences significantly inform their
understanding of the world, their sense of self, and their perspectives on soci-
etal organisation, thereby having tangible real-life implications. Moreover,
they are not contrasted with other forms of experience, the details of which
are revisited later; on the contrary, they are regarded as equally important.

On the other hand, drawing on the South African material, the spiritual expe-
riences in that context surpass the description in my theory. The South African
activists’ relational dynamic extends beyond individual experiences, reaching
beyond temporal boundaries between past, present, and future by encompass-
ing an ongoing spiritual engagement with historical figures and ancestors who
are perceived to maintain a persistent spiritual interconnectedness. In addition,
this collective spiritual relatedness appears to be embedded in their collective
spiritual identities, leading to a reliance on communal rather than individual
spiritual experiences. Unlike the Swedish context, South African activism
generally does not aim to create space for reconnection to spiritual relatedness,
as their spirituality already links individuals to transcendent realities in that
context. In addition, South African spiritual experiences are not typically pre-
sented as catalysts for inner transformation, as seen in the Swedish context.

Integration and enhancement of knowledge

A key finding in my study is that climate activism serves as a platform to
integrate and enhance knowledge. Faith-based activism, as presented in my
empirical material, facilitates an integration of what I refer to as science-based
and experience-based climate knowledge with spiritual experiences and in-
sights and collective spiritual identities. It also functions as a platform to de-
velop sustainable lifestyles, beyond material values, and to develop visions
for future societies. An analysis of the interviewees’ operant and espoused
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theological voices, alongside their references to normative theological voices,
reveals the multifaceted epistemological approaches used in their activism.
Such findings corroborate recent scholarship that emphasises the need to syn-
thesise diverse knowledge systems in order to enhance the efficacy of inner-
outer transformational efforts.?? Consequently, this study substantiates the ar-
gument that integrating multiple forms of knowledge — here, adding spiritual-
ity as a source of knowledge — would be critical for effective activism that is
aimed at societal transformation.

The activists leverage climate knowledge derived from both experience-based
and science-based sources. “Science-based climate knowledge” refers primar-
ily to insights obtained from academic research, such as IPCC reports, which
serve as foundational references for climate policy and also inform climate
movements, including groups rooted in faith-based perspectives.’*® The con-
crete climate policy recommendations and responses advocated by the activ-
ists in both contexts align with what the IPCC emphasises as essential. There-
fore, my research indicates that, although these reports are not directly cited,
they serve as an indirect source of knowledge for the activists. The activists
more often refer explicitly to knowledge from popular science literature, films,
lessons learnt from other activists, and climate training programmes facilitated
by various organisations, including faith-based groups. I consider this body of
knowledge to be grounded mainly in the IPCC findings and in other interna-
tionally recognised climate research. However, its impact on activism is often
secondary to the influence of personal, transformative experiences, which I
categorise as experience-based climate knowledge. Although such knowledge
may originate from the sources mentioned above, it becomes truly transform-
ative when it develops into a personal experience that resonates more deeply
than does conventional science-based information.

In the South African context, this experience-based climate knowledge is also
often contextual, emerging from direct observations of the profound distress
faced by populations affected by climate-related phenomena such as heat-
waves, droughts, food insecurity, flooding, loss of life and property, and lim-
ited access to clean water. For example, interactions with indigenous commu-
nities and rural populations whose livelihoods depend heavily on agriculture
highlight the critical need for immediate and targeted intervention. Similarly,
in the Swedish context, experience-based climate knowledge often stems from

329 Tves et al., “IMAGINE Sustainability,” 2782.

30 [PCC is a leading United Nations body, synthesises global climate science to inform policy-
makers about the current state and to recommend strategies for mitigation and adaptation.
IPCC, “IPCC — Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.”
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engagement with vulnerable communities, although such interactions typi-
cally occur outside Sweden’s national borders, such as when activists encoun-
ter individuals from African nations who share their lived experiences. In
Sweden, experience-based climate knowledge tends to manifest predomi-
nantly as climate anxiety, a phenomenon that is notably less prominent in the
South African discourse.

The integration and enhancement of diverse types of knowledge in the Swe-
dish material becomes particularly evident in The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Fu-
ture. Analysing the theological voices, both espoused and operant, in the ma-
terial reveals that this event serves as a forum where climate knowledge and
spiritual experiences and spiritual insights are integrated, thereby contributing
to the development of beyond material values and the adoption of sustainable
lifestyles. Thus, this pilgrimage platform facilitated the advancement of activ-
ists” knowledge systems that contribute to their inner transformation aimed at
outer societal change.

The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future also functioned as a critical space in which
to articulate and refine visions for a sustainable future society. This process
could be interpreted as a reorientation driven by faith in practice, in which
contemplative practices, self-reflection, spiritual experiences, and spiritual in-
sights, complemented by climate knowledge, contributed to the constructive
envisioning of sustainable futures. Moreover, normative theological voices,
including biblical texts and pilgrimage literature, served as vital interpretative
tools that deepened reflections on the activists’ roles and responsibilities amid
the climate crisis, anchoring these reflections in theological frameworks.
These voices also functioned to legitimise spiritual experiences within the
faith tradition, thereby inspiring and legitimising their visions for the future.
Consequently, the pilgrimage, with its focus on inner transformation aimed at
the outer, emerged as an integrative platform, helping to synthesise diverse
knowledge sources and expanding existing understanding. This integrative
and transformative process exemplifies the practical results of manifesting op-
erant theological voices in the context of climate action, underscoring the
formative role of spiritual practice in shaping visions for the future.

In the South African material, the processes of integrating and enhancing
knowledge systems differ significantly from those in Sweden. Climate activ-
ism does not function as a platform for such integration. Instead, activists draw
on diverse sources of knowledge that are already embedded in their collective
spiritual identities. These identities are rooted in contextual understandings
that explicitly incorporate indigenous epistemologies and recognise
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individuals’ interconnectedness in their communities — principles that could
be understood as grounded in the philosophical frameworks of ubuntu and
ukama.®®' Such collective spiritual identities and locally derived knowledge
are shaping, for example, future imagination. However, in the South African
context, these future visualisations are not linked to inner transformation but
instead are significantly shaped by contextually tied resources.

To conclude, the faith-based activism depicted here combines climate
knowledge with insights derived from spirituality, alongside various es-
poused, operant, and normative theological voices in their vision for the fu-
ture. Although these perspectives do not claim that religious faith is the sole
“solution” to the climate crisis, they are vital for fostering sustainable com-
munities, and play a significant role in shaping the activists’ imagining of fu-
ture sustainable societies. Therefore, activists in both contexts draw on
knowledge from sources that scientific orthodoxy typically does not validate;
nonetheless, these sources greatly enhance their understanding and enrich both
their climate activism and their vision for sustainable societies, which in the
Swedish context are intricately tied to an inner transformation process.

Conclusions

The two contexts demonstrate varying strengths in their resource types. The
South African material is particularly strong on resources tied to history, com-
munity and context, and organisation, while the resources found in the Swe-
dish material are tied to the inner transformation of the individual, yet aimed
at the outer transformation of society.

History, community, and cultural contexts are integral resources in South Af-
rican faith-based climate and environmental activism. These elements funda-
mentally shape their collective spiritual identities, which significantly rein-
force and propel their activism on climate and environmental issues. Further-
more, the strong interconnectedness with past figures and events of divine

31 Although there are occasional references to indigenous knowledge in the Swedish material, it
does not constitute an essential element of their activism. To exemplify, one Swedish activist
briefly mentions indigenous knowledge as an essential resource in environmental care, but does
not specifically refer to knowledge from the Sami people of the Sdpmi region, which encompasses
parts of northern Sweden and bordering countries. Instead, the activist references indigenous
knowledge in a broader sense, and it is not elaborated on. Sami knowledge was also highlighted
at an online presentation during The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future, but I could not see that this
knowledge was specifically integrated into the activism during my participant observation during
the pilgrimage.
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intervention reinforces hope for the future, expecting divine intervention once
more. This provides a solid foundation for resilience in the face of the crisis.
These identities are influenced not only by normative theological voices ex-
pressed through the practices of leaders who have historically confronted cri-
ses, but also by culturally rooted concepts such as ubuntu and ukama, which
emphasise relatedness. In addition, these identities are reinforced through en-
gagement with local communities. Community and environmental care initia-
tives undertaken by South African activists focus on vulnerable populations at
the local level, explicitly aiming to secure fundamental rights. These efforts
reflect their holistic theologies being put into practice, which intertwine the
climate crisis with other socio-environmental concerns in their context, incor-
porating transcendent reality, including notions of spiritual interconnected-
ness and the use of tangible faith-based resources, such as normative theolog-
ical texts.

South African activists, moreover, benefit from organisational resources that
facilitate a bridging between national and international levels and collabora-
tion between faith traditions. These circumstances, in addition to the historic,
community, and cultural contexts, shape the characterisation of the South Af-
rican activists’ holistic theologies. Generally, Swedish activists lack access to
organisational resources such as those that are readily available to their South
African counterparts; for them, faith-based platforms for activism are more
temporary. This could partially explain why Swedish activists are more criti-
cal of their religious organisations’ climate engagement.

Swedish faith-based activism showcases resources centred on individual and
inner transformation. This transformation is characterised by a deliberate dis-
connection from contemporary society, fostering personal self-reflection and
a reorientation towards sustainable living. This process helps to develop what
I term beyond material values, surpassing materialism and individualism, pro-
moting practices such as slowing down and reducing consumption, and fos-
tering a spiritual relationship with God, others, and nature. These alterations
aim to influence societal transformation, either directly or indirectly. In con-
trast to the holistic theologies that are characteristic of the South African ma-
terial, the holistic theologies of Swedish activists exhibit a narrower focus,
primarily emphasising the integration of transcendent reality with worldly
matters. This approach is most notably exemplified through their Contem-
plActions, which synthesise protest strategies with contemplative practices.

What unites the holistic theologies in the two contexts is a theological imper-
ative to connect transcendent reality with worldly matters. Moreover, these
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theologies, because of this imperative, are reported to encounter resistance in
existing local faith communities.

What unites the spirituality in the two contexts is that the spiritual experiences
and subsequent insights found in the Swedish material show a significant
alignment with the foundational aspect of the South African activists’ collec-
tive spiritual identities: the core notion of relatedness and dependence. By us-
ing the concept of relational spirituality, I characterise this as a form of spirit-
uality that is rooted in relatedness to God, others, and nature. While in the
South African context this relatedness is characterised by a broader commu-
nity and temporal framework, transcending the predominantly individual,
temporally immediate, and localised spiritual experiences observed among
Swedish activists, it also extends across historical timelines, linking the past
and future in a continuum of collective spirituality.

Another compelling similarity is that activists in both contexts integrate di-
verse knowledge sources, especially science-based and experience-based cli-
mate knowledge, spiritual experiences, insights, identities, and indigenous
epistemologies. It emphasises how faith-based activism creates a platform to
integrate these varied understandings. This fosters knowledge that extends be-
yond the sources that scientific orthodoxy typically validate. This analysis of
resources used and emerging in faith-based climate activism elucidates re-
sources attributed to the collective, organisational, and individual levels,
which are profoundly interconnected with relational spirituality in diverse cul-
tural contexts.
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6. Pathfinding amid climate catastrophe

Building on the findings presented in the previous chapters, this chapter aims
to synthesise the analysis by explicitly addressing the overall purpose of the
study: to describe the characteristics of faith-based climate activists’ pathfind-
ing process amid the climate catastrophe, and to construct the theological
themes embedded in this process.

In the first section of this chapter, I describe the characteristics of the activists’
pathfinding process by revisiting and addressing the research questions: How
do faith-based climate activists motivate and conduct their activism? What
resources can be found in faith-based activism, and what established resources
are being used? Which theologies can be found in faith-based climate activ-
ism? In this analysis, I use the pathfinding metaphor. Then I examine the in-
teractions between the various theological voices in the activists’ pathfinding
process, including a critical assessment of the applicability of the four voices
of theology framework in this specific research context.

In the next section, I construct central theological themes by synthesising in-
sights from the earlier chapters; here, | explicitly emphasise key theological
questions articulated in my theory about God, humanity, and nature. Thus, I
proceed to the second level of my theological analysis, focusing on the domi-
nant themes in the activists’ pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe.
The aim is to deepen the understanding of the role of theologies in the response
to the climate catastrophe at a more general level.

Finally, to provide a broader picture of my research findings and of the societal
potential of faith-based activism, I conclude with an epilogue that offers an
overall analysis of faith-based climate activism as a potential revival move-
ment.

Iacknowledge that some repetition from earlier chapters is unavoidable, given
that this chapter functions as a comprehensive conclusion.
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The pathfinding process

Building on my analysis of the empirical material from South Africa and Swe-
den, this section aims to synthesise the key characteristics of faith-based cli-
mate activism as a pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe. By high-
lighting both similarities and differences between these contexts, the diverse
manifestations of pathfinding efforts among faith-based climate activists are
presented. This approach intends to enhance scholarly understanding of how
religious faith and contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies con-
tribute to climate resilience and response strategies. Furthermore, it under-
scores religion and theology as constructive and vital resources for navigating
the climate catastrophe.

This presentation begins by examining the core characteristics of the pathfind-
ing process that apply in both contexts — specifically, those that are observable
in varying cultural, religious, and climatic landscapes, underscoring their fun-
damental significance.

My research indicates that faith-based climate activism is driven not primarily
by religious doctrines or faith per se, but by the concrete realities of the climate
crisis. This motivation stems largely from experience-based climate
knowledge, obtained through direct interactions with those affected by climate
change, either in the activists’ own communities or in external contexts, as
well as through scientific documentaries, literature aimed at the general pub-
lic, or training programmes. This supersedes spiritual and theological motiva-
tions as the primary catalyst for activism. It is this form of experience-based
climate knowledge that actively prompts individuals to engage in climate ac-
tivism in the ongoing climate crisis landscape. In the Swedish context, this
process is initiated particularly when such knowledge evokes feelings of cli-
mate anxiety. Consequently, climate knowledge functions as a navigational
framework, akin to landmarks, that guides activists in both the studied con-
texts on their pathfinding journey. It reveals that the response to the first re-
search question, about the motivation for faith-based climate activism, is not
rooted in theological or faith-based perspectives but, rather, directly in the re-
alities of the climate crisis itself.

Although climate knowledge serves as a catalyst for activism and often ele-
vates engagement to a more profound level, it is the activists’ religious faith
that fundamentally sustains and drives their efforts. A predominant and unify-
ing theological understanding among faith-based climate activists in diverse
contexts emphasises relationality as the central principle. These relationships
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encompass not only the individual’s spiritual interconnectedness with God,
other humans, nature, and the self, as in the Swedish material; as shown in the
South African material, they extend beyond the boundaries of time, encom-
passing ancestors from the past and those still present, reaching into the future
and beyond the individual’s spiritual relationships, including the relationality
of the community as a whole. This study conceptualises this relationality as
relational spirituality, as outlined in Chapter 5. The expressions of this rela-
tionality vary between the studied contexts, appearing as individual spiritual
experiences and insights in Sweden and as collective spiritual identities in
South Africa. Nonetheless, the centrality of the relational remains consistent
in both contexts, uniting faith-based climate activism regardless of differences
in faith traditions and cultural boundaries; this underscores that the activists’
spiritual relationships and interconnectedness form the core of their activism.
Relational spirituality reflects a shared understanding of humans as inherently
related and dependent on their relational networks. Faith-based climate and
environmental activism could be interpreted as a conscious acknowledgement
of this intrinsic relationality.

These findings indicate that the guiding force behind the pathfinding process
is less about specific theological understandings of God, humanity, or nature,
and more about recognising one’s interconnectedness with God, others, na-
ture, and self — relationships that transcend time. Consequently, the fundamen-
tal theological questions outlined in Chapter 2, such as “Who is God?”, “Who
are we as humans?”, and “What is nature?”, do not primarily shape the path-
finding process. Instead, the critical element is how activists understand and
acknowledge their relatedness and dependence, which functions as the spir-
itual compass that informs their navigation of the complex and rapidly evolv-
ing climate landscape.

Notably, the insight of one’s relatedness appears to be more profoundly trans-
formative among Swedish activists, suggesting a potential cultural or contex-
tual influence. Conversely, in South Africa, relatedness is rooted more deeply
in cultural traditions. Nonetheless, a salient characteristic in both contexts is
the recognition that climate activism can serve as a sacred space for divine
encounters. Activism thus provides a meaningful setting for deepening spir-
itual relatedness. Furthermore, this relationality can be deliberately cultivated
through contemplative practices aimed at reconnecting with God. These prac-
tices can be integrated with protest actions, which I have referred to as Con-
templActions, which are designed to facilitate both political protest and an ex-
perience of divine relatedness. This approach underscores the dual nature of
climate activism as both political and spiritual, thereby exemplifying one form
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of faith-based climate activism. Such framing directly addresses the research
question about how faith-based climate activism is conducted.

Another significant insight from this study is that climate activism in both
contexts serves as a space for theological reinterpretation and revision. This
suggests that fixed responses to key theological questions about God, humans,
and nature are not essential in the pathfinding process, but, rather, that they
involve changing theological understandings. Typically, activists’ theological
expressions demonstrate a gradual transformation from anthropocentric to-
wards eco-centric paradigms. For instance, spiritual encounters are shown to
have expanded conceptualisations of human identity, emphasising humanity’s
dependence on the natural world, and including not only humans but the entire
cosmos in beliefs about salvation. This is a process of theological reinterpre-
tation and revision that is rooted in spiritual experiences and insights gained
through activism. Notably, Khoisan activists exhibit pre-existing eco-centric
theological perspectives. While normative theological voices often occupy a
subordinate role in faith-based climate activism, their function remains vital
in interpreting and contextualising spiritual experiences within faith traditions,
such as through biblical narratives, and in reshaping core theological concepts,
including their understanding of God. Crucially, normative theological voices
tend to reinforce and amplify eco-centric viewpoints, thus serving as a theo-
logical source that supports the development of activists’ ecological theolo-
gies.

A distinctive feature of faith-based climate activism, which unites diverse in-
itiatives in both studied contexts and extends beyond different faith traditions,
is its manifestation as a form of holistic theology, as outlined in Chapter 5.
While the specific expressions of holistic theologies in the two contexts ex-
hibit certain differences, the core element they share is crucial: an enduring
theological imperative that opposes any dichotomy between transcendent re-
ality and worldly matters. This imperative can align with teachings articulated
at regional, national, and international levels in the religious institutions to
which the activists belong. However, my research suggests that, at the local
level, faith communities could maintain a separation between these spheres,
thereby posing significant obstacles for activists who are striving to integrate
transcendent and worldly realities. Furthermore, the development of increas-
ingly eco-centric theological perspectives among activists, shaped by their en-
gagement in activism, serves to accentuate their divergence from their local
faith communities, highlighting a complex interplay between local faith prac-
tices and broader eco-theological paradigms.
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This analysis reveals that a significant factor shaping climate activism in both
contexts is the perceived inability of local faith communities to serve as ven-
ues for expressing holistic theologies. This creates a striking and shared long-
ing among activists in diverse contexts, whether they are pastors in Sweden or
grassroots Muslim advocates in South Africa. This underscores a common
challenge: a yearning for faith-based spaces where their holistic theologies
could be fully articulated and enacted. The persistent absence of space or re-
sistance in these local faith communities compels activists to seek alternative
platforms, such as broader faith-based networks or secular environmental
movement organisations, to pursue their climate commitments. This escape
from traditional local faith communities not only highlights a critical structural
obstacle but also indicates a broader dynamic, such that faith-based environ-
mental activism is mainly situated outside traditional institutional religious
boundaries. This contributes to the response to the research question about
how activism is conducted. I argue that this situation has theological roots,
given that activists often struggle to manifest their holistic theologies fully in
their local faith communities, and face resistance. However, the underlying
reasons are multifaceted, and could also be understood as context-dependent,
as I explore in the sections below.

Context-specific characteristics

The discussion has thus far demonstrated the core characteristics of the path-
finding process that are common in varying contexts. Building on this foun-
dation, I now examine the distinguishing factors that set these contexts apart,
thereby enriching our comprehensive understanding of pathfinding amid the
climate catastrophe.

My analysis highlights the crucial role that contrasting climate landscapes play
in shaping the form that faith-based climate activism takes. Thus, the response
to the research question about how faith-based activism is conducted is heav-
ily influenced by contextual differences. As mentioned in Chapter 1, South
Africa faces more severe impacts from the climate crisis than does Sweden,
which can disrupt everyday life. The socio-economic context of South Africa,
characterised by significant inequality and economic instability, intensifies
these problems, as societal injustices and economic disparities affect its people
deeply. Furthermore, this situation worsens when authorities’ adaptation ef-
forts fall behind, leaving vulnerable communities to bear the brunt of climate
impacts. (In contrast, although Swedish authorities also delay implementing
adaptation measures, their communities are comparatively less vulnerable
than those in South Africa.) The findings of this study show how South
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African activists operate in this complex and multi-layered environment, in-
volving both mitigation initiatives and targeted actions to help vulnerable pop-
ulations to adapt to a rapidly changing climate. These efforts are connected to
broader social issues, reflecting a complex landscape. In contrast, Swedish
activists focus mainly on mitigation strategies that are aimed at reducing fossil
fuel emissions through protests and lifestyle changes; they do not incorporat-
ing adaptation strategies at all into their activism. This difference in climate
landscapes leads to distinct activist strategies in the two contexts. The activ-
ists’ different awareness of their respective environments could be depicted as
their situational awareness when navigating their climate landscapes.

Another critical factor influencing the activists’ pathfinding process is the sig-
nificant impact of cultural and religious contexts. These contexts substantially
shape distinct navigation processes, particularly the contrast between individ-
ualism and collectivism. This contrast is most evident in what I define as the
activists’ relational spirituality. While this concept serves as a unifying frame-
work in both contexts, previously highlighted as a shared understanding of
humans as relational and interdependent, it also manifests differently in each
context. In Sweden, greater emphasis is placed on individual, momentary, and
localised spiritual experiences and insights, reflecting a more individualistic
cultural orientation. Conversely, in South Africa, the focus is on collective
spiritual identities, which are deeply rooted in community values and histori-
cal consciousness. These collective spiritual identities express a spiritual in-
terconnectedness that extends from the past into the future, encompassing an-
cestors, both historical and those perceived as still present, as well as the com-
munity and the land. Therefore, the collective spiritual identities in South Af-
rica are characterised by their transcendence of time and their collective
understanding — features that are absent among Swedish activists. Recognis-
ing these nuanced differences underscores the importance of contextual sen-
sitivity when examining the pathfinding process.

The activists’ perspectives are deeply rooted in their specific socio-cultural
and religious contexts, shaping their understanding of climate issues and re-
sponse strategies. In Sweden, activists deliberately distance themselves from
mainstream society, which they perceive as a primary driver of the climate
crisis through consumerism, individualism, and reliance on fossil fuels. Their
activism seeks to challenge and find alternatives to this societal model. Con-
versely, South African activists tend to engage actively with their society,
drawing on shared historical experiences and cultural resources that could be
associated with concepts of ubuntu and ukama. This highlights how South Af-
rican activists leverage culturally embedded resources in their climate
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response. Consequently, this informs my response to the research question
about the resources used. Unlike their Swedish counterparts, they do not dis-
tance themselves from their history; rather, they see it as integral to addressing
climate justice. For Swedish activists, historical consciousness could be un-
derstood as implicitly linked to the overuse of fossil fuels, motivating a dis-
tancing stance. This divergence in contextual awareness informs their respec-
tive approaches: South African activism emphasises both adaptation and mit-
igation to ensure human rights and community resilience, whereas Swedish
activism predominantly centres on mitigation strategies. These differences
highlight how local socio-cultural and religious influences, and diverse cli-
mate landscapes, fundamentally shape climate activism, and emphasise that
the theologies found can vary because of context, such as the response to how
we should live.

These contextual differences give rise to two distinct characteristics of the
pathfinding process in South Africa and in Sweden: resilience in South Africa
and reorientation in Sweden, which I contend are their primary strengths. |
now elaborate on these points briefly, and return to these themes with a more
in-depth theological analysis in the section “Theological themes in pathfind-
ing amid the climate catastrophe”.

In the South African context, I argue that activists’ collective spiritual iden-
tities are deeply rooted in their history, community, and concepts such as ub-
untu and ukama. These identities are shaped by shared historical conscious-
ness and trust in divine intervention, grounded in the belief that God’s aid has
been present in critical moments. This resilience supports activists in navi-
gating the uncertainties of a rapidly changing climate and in developing pro-
jects for climate-resilient communities. They rely not only on God’s inter-
vention, but also on effective human actions, inspired by prominent theolog-
ical figures who emphasise faith and divine aid in crises. Such figures serve
as normative theological voices, reinforcing the faith-centred approach to ad-
dressing ecological and social injustices. Moreover, it is typically the case
that South African activists hold formal positions in their religious institu-
tions and networks, evidenced in Chapter 5 as a resource in their activism,
which gives them significantly greater access to policymakers than their Swe-
dish counterparts enjoy, and enabling them to conduct lobbying as one form
of their activism. Consequently, South African activists leverage their con-
textually embedded resources, which include theological understandings and
collective spiritual identities, positional, organisational, and religious institu-
tional resources, as resources in building climate resilience. In comparison
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with Swedish activists, they can tread pathways created by others in the past
in their efforts for the future.

In contrast, the primary strength of the Swedish activists’ pathfinding process
lies in their reorientation through faith-centred practices. This could be con-
ceptualised as a resource facilitating inner transformation, which is directed
toward the goal of fostering a more sustainable society. Here, faith functions
as a pivotal element, extending the reorientation process beyond mere behav-
ioural adjustments towards sustainability. It serves as a vital resource for the
redefinition of core values, including what it means to be human, and fosters
a reconnection with God. In the context of climate mitigation, faith in practice
emerges as a vital resource, particularly exemplified through ContemplAc-
tions, which facilitate a deliberate disconnection from mainstream society and
a reconnection to God. Therefore, climate activism acts as a catalyst for a pro-
found reorientation initiated by climate-induced anxiety and actualised
through spiritual experiences and insights commonly gained during activism.

While faith functions as a resource for inner transformation and reorientation,
the Swedish context is characterised by a significant burden that is placed on
the individual, who lacks clear pathways from the past to follow. This requires
a form of pathfinding that is heavily influenced by the need to forge new routes
in a landscape that, compared with the South African context, appears to have
fewer or hardly any established paths. Unlike their South African counterparts,
Swedish individuals lack key historical figures and community-based narra-
tives or cultures that could serve as sources of strength. Instead, they tend to
distance themselves from mainstream society, actively seeking to pioneer new
pathways in their response to the climate crisis. Nevertheless, they use their
spirituality, marked by personal spiritual experiences and insights, as a navi-
gational compass. These insights are then interpreted through normative the-
ological voices, such as biblical texts, anchoring their journey in something
beyond themselves. Compared with South African activists, Swedish activists
are forced to a greater extent to explore the responses to the theological ques-
tions of how we should live and relate in times of crisis, highlighting a diver-
gence in their access to existing pathways in the climate landscape.

This analysis reveals that the manifestation of activism is profoundly influ-
enced by contextual factors such as culture, religion, and climate landscape,
alongside the activists’ institutional positions. These factors also critically in-
fluence both the modes of engagement and where the activism is manifested.
For instance, South African activists often use holistic theologies that incor-
porate a diverse array of societal and environmental concerns, including the
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climate crisis, through collaboration between multiple faith traditions and con-
necting local with international levels. Such integrative approaches are facili-
tated by the pluralistic religious context of South Africa, alongside the activ-
ists’ positions in religious institutions and access to interfaith platforms for
environmental advocacy. Conversely, Swedish activism tends to be character-
ised by individual lifestyle adjustments and protest actions that are guided pri-
marily by spiritual experiences and insights, often operating within secular
frameworks and organisations. The more secular context of Sweden, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, limits the influence of faith-based groups in civil society,
thereby contributing to shaping the nature of faith-based activism, which is
more commonly conducted in secular environmental organisations. Conse-
quently, faith-based climate activism outside religious institutions in Sweden
originates from contextual realities that are unique to this setting. These dis-
tinctions emphasise the crucial importance of considering cultural and institu-
tional contexts when analysing the strategies and platforms of faith-based ac-
tivism. They also highlight that what were previously identified as the theo-
logical roots for the positioning of faith-based climate activism outside tradi-
tional local faith communities could also be understood as reflecting
contextual cultural, religious, and organisational differences between the two
studied settings.

My study highlights a critical contextual divergence in the strategic orienta-
tions of the activists’ pathfinding process. Specifically, it underscores how the
varying climate landscapes and the religious and cultural frameworks funda-
mentally shape the goals of these activists’ pathfinding endeavours. In the
South African context, activists demonstrate a nuanced situational awareness
that extends beyond a mere analysis of the climate crisis; they intricately link
environmental crises with broader societal issues and include faith-based con-
siderations. Consequently, their trajectory is oriented to fostering a future so-
ciety that upholds fundamental human rights, with particular emphasis on food
security and justice. Conversely, their Swedish counterparts pursue a vision
of societal reorientation towards environmental sustainability that includes a
reorientation towards God. These contrasting approaches not only reflect di-
vergent regional priorities but also exemplify the complex interplay between
local contextual factors and global environmental discourses, thereby empha-
sising the importance of a contextual approach when studying faith-based cli-
mate activism.
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In conclusion, the responses to the research questions — namely, how faith-
based climate activists motivate and conduct their activism, the resources
found in their activism, their use of established resources, and the theologies
found in faith-based climate activism — serve to elucidate the overall purpose:
to describe the characteristics of faith-based climate activists’ pathfinding pro-
cess amid the climate catastrophe. The analysis reveals that South African ac-
tivists, owing to their historical, contextual, and communal resources, are po-
sitioned to explore responses to these theological questions with greater reli-
ance on existing frameworks than are their Swedish counterparts, who appear
to navigate a less charted and pathless landscape. Therefore, I conclude that
the pathfinding of faith-based climate activists is not a single, uniform process,
but consists rather of multiple processes that comprise diverse and contextu-
ally influenced navigation strategies.

My findings, moreover, underscore that the theological responses manifested
by these activists in words and actions are not guided by doctrinal answers
about God, humanity and nature, but are characterised by ongoing develop-
ment and contextual responsiveness, and are oriented towards other theologi-
cal questions such as: “How should we relate?” “How should we live?” and
“Whom can we trust in times of crisis?” Neither formal nor normative theo-
logical voices can be understood as fixed guides for navigation. And the es-
poused and operant theological voices are shaped and reshaped through the
activists’ lived experiences and actions amid the shifting climate landscape.
This fluidity underscores that climate activism offers a vital space for contex-
tual theological expression and development during times of climate crisis,
regardless of faith tradition or whether it is conducted within or outside reli-
gious institutional frameworks. Recognising this, we could view faith-based
climate activism not merely as acts of climate advocacy but as faith-based
pathfinding that contributes to the development of a theological response to
the climate crisis situation.

Finally, the findings show that activists’ pathfinding processes substantially
transcend traditional scientific boundaries by incorporating knowledge de-
rived from spiritual experiences, insights, and identities. This integrative ap-
proach plays a crucial role in fostering a reorientation towards a sustainable
future, fostering climate resilience, and empowering activists to find hope and
the freedom to undertake decisive actions amid despair. Their pathfinding also
involves exploring alternative pathways outside of religious institutional
frameworks. These activists develop contextually grounded practices and lo-
cal strategies, often operating independently of institutional support, and
demonstrate theologies, both in words and actions, that transcend institutional
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doctrines. Such efforts reinforce a profound and tangible commitment to cli-
mate action. This multifaceted approach highlights the depth and complexity
of faith-based climate activists’ pathfinding, underscoring its potential to in-
spire transformative actions and to explore paths beyond traditional religious
institutional frameworks and boundaries of science.

Interplay of theological voices

Building on the process of pathfinding outlined in the previous section, this
section provides an in-depth analysis of the interplay among the diverse theo-
logical voices embedded within the four voices of theology framework. It crit-
ically evaluates the ways in which these voices shape and influence the activ-
ists’ navigation of the climate crisis. Furthermore, this examination advances
the theoretical understanding of the four voices framework by highlighting its
limitations and avenues for contributions. Such insights significantly enhance
the understanding of the framework’s relevance and strength in the broader
context of empirical theological research on faith-based commitment for so-
cietal change.

Figure 3: Interplay among diverse theological voices and other key factors in the path-
finding process.

As shown throughout the thesis, studying faith-based activism from a theo-
logical perspective naturally places operant theological voices at the centre of
the enquiry, since it is the practices of the activists that interest me, along with
their reflections on these practices. Therefore, the espoused theological voices
are equally important for this analysis. What becomes clear in the material is
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that the operant and espoused theological voices interact most closely, while
the other two voices, the normative and formal theological voices, adopt a
more subordinate role. Instead of the latter voices, alongside the operant and
espoused theological voices the activists’ pathfinding process is profoundly
influenced by their spiritual experiences and insights and collective spiritual
identities. Notably, the Swedish material reveals that spiritual experiences and
insights can occur during activism, suggesting that such spiritual experiences
could be linked to the expression of operant theological voices. This phenom-
enon is also occasionally reflected in the South African material; however, in
this context, collective spiritual identities play a more prominent role than in-
dividual spiritual experiences. Here, spirituality relates primarily to member-
ship of a community or group rather than to personal spiritual experiences.
Nonetheless, this could be interpreted as an ongoing spiritual engagement
characterised by relationality to God, community, and nature.

Despite the differing manifestations of spirituality between the two contexts,
both the spiritual experiences and insights, which are most prominent in the
Swedish material, and the collective spiritual identities, which are most evi-
dent in the South African material, exert a substantial influence on the activ-
ists’ pathfinding processes. These elements actively engage with both their
espoused and their operant theological voices. Specifically, the triad consist-
ing of spiritual experiences, insights, and collective spiritual identities, in con-
junction with the operant and espoused theological voices, is mainly at play
in the activists’ pathfinding processes amid the climate catastrophe. This con-
ceptualisation is visually represented in Figure 3 above, where the circle is
divided into three interconnected sections. This deviates significantly from the
original four voices of theology framework, which emphasises that the four
distinct voices — normative, formal, espoused, and operant — interact in shap-
ing practitioners’ theologies.

It is evident that climate knowledge serves as the foundation of their pathfind-
ing process, functioning as the primary catalyst for their climate activism, as
shown by the square at the bottom of the figure. Significantly, what I have
identified as experience-based climate knowledge plays a crucial role, often
acting as the initial trigger or intensifier of activism. These activists do not
deny climate science; rather, they rely heavily on it. Nonetheless, their reliance
on scientific knowledge is mediated mainly through popular science commu-
nication channels. Most compellingly, it is when climate knowledge (whether
derived from popular science, personal encounters with those suffering severe
impacts of climate change, or other activists) becomes personally

224



transformative and effectively catalyses activist engagement. Therefore, I
posit that the primary source of climate knowledge for these activists is expe-
rience-based.

The analysis reveals that personal experiences play a crucial role in shaping
the activists’ pathfinding process, both experience-based climate knowledge
and the activists’ spiritual experiences, insights, and collective spiritual iden-
tities. In contrast, normative theological voices tend to occupy a more subor-
dinate position in this process. When these voices are present, they typically
serve as interpretive frameworks for spiritual experiences through sacred
texts, or they anchor spiritual experiences and insights within established re-
ligious traditions. These voices contribute to the formation of activists’ es-
poused theological voices, such as conceptualisations of the divine and of sal-
vation. While the influence of normative theological voices is more indirect
than spiritual experiences, they may implicitly shape spiritual experiences by
offering linguistic and interpretive tools. This, in turn, helps activists to con-
textualise and integrate their spiritual experiences within their faith traditions,
thereby enhancing the interpretive coherence and theological understanding
of these experiences. Formal theological voices occupy an even more subor-
dinate position relative to normative voices; nonetheless, these theological ex-
pressions can still contribute to the expansion of activists’ espoused theologi-
cal voices, including the development and broadening of core theological con-
cepts.

In addition, normative theological voices serve as important benchmarks or
sources of theologies from which the activists aim to distance themselves, al-
lowing them to refine and express their own theological positions. These
voices typically include theologies propagated by individuals or religious in-
stitutions that are subject to the activists’ critique. Consequently, normative
theological voices can have a double function: while they can be strategically
used as resources during the pathfinding process, they also delineate bounda-
ries that activists seek to avoid. This avoidance, whether conscious or uncon-
scious, contributes to some extent to shaping the direction of their navigation.
Ultimately, formal theological voices in both contexts play a very subordinate
role, yet, when referred to, they are said to contribute to widening the activists’
espoused theological voices. It is also important to note that some of the inter-
viewees play a role in shaping normative and formal theological perspectives
by holding formal positions in religious institutions or academia. To empha-
sise this point, I have included bi-directional arrows in Figure 3 linking the
normative and formal theological voices to the central circle (which includes
the espoused and operant theological voices, as well as spiritual experiences,
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insights, and identities), although these materials are not included in this study,
as noted in Chapter 2, section “Social media, webpages, and other written ma-
terials”.

A critical reflection on the four voices of theology framework

Examining this pathfinding process through the lens of the four voices of the-
ology framework has provided significant insights, particularly in clarifying
the pivotal roles of both espoused and operant theological voices. Recognising
practitioners as bearers of theology, which thus gives them theological author-
ity, aligns with the original conception of the four voices framework, as estab-
lished by its creators. However, my analysis extends the framework’s appli-
cation beyond its initial Christian-centric scope, embracing a broader spec-
trum of religious practices. Consequently, this approach not only underscores
the “theological wisdom of practice” among Christian practitioners, as Helen
Cameron expresses it when outlining the framework, but also illuminates sim-
ilar theological expressions in Islamic and indigenous faith traditions, thereby
demonstrating the framework’s broader epistemological and cross-religious
relevance.?*> Consequently, I find the framework to be academically valuable
in my study, even though its broader theological scope extends beyond Chris-
tianity.

The framework has also enhanced my understanding of the subordinate role
played by normative theological voices in faith-based climate activism. This
recognition underscores that the relative ease of interfaith collaboration in this
domain has theological explanations, alongside relevant contextual and his-
torical factors. Furthermore, the activists’ holistic theologies, emphasising the
inseparable nature of transcendent reality and worldly matters and placing the
climate crisis at the centre of their theological practices, unite diverse theolog-
ical perspectives and strengthen collective actions.

The framework also convincingly demonstrates its utility in highlighting ten-
sions between diverse theological voices in religious contexts. Notably, it ex-
poses a disconnect between the espoused and operant theological voices of
activists and the normative theological voice expressed by their religious in-
stitutions, particularly at the local level. Specifically, the findings reveal that,
while the normative theological voice at the national institutional level is gen-
erally highly appreciated, activists often perceive a significant gap and criti-
cise the lack of practical implications in their local faith communities.

332 Cameron et al., Talking about God in Practice, 49.
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Moreover, activists rarely encounter normative theological voices that ac-
tively support climate action in their local faith communities. Thus, the frame-
work demonstrates a high degree of applicability to issues that are intrinsically
linked to religious institutions, thereby emphasising its broader significance
for understanding the complex dynamics of individuals’ interactions with their
religious institutions, even in the context of faith-based climate activism.
However, the extent to which this is achievable depends on the activists in-
volved in this study maintaining relatively strong ties to their respective reli-
gious institutions, even though in practice their activism manifests both within
and beyond these institutional boundaries.

The limitations of the framework have also become apparent. The application
of this framework to diverse faith traditions and in a dual-sited study has re-
vealed that normative theological voices extend beyond the traditionally rec-
ognised sources, such as scripture, official religious teachings, creeds, and
prayers — elements originally outlined in the four voices of theology frame-
work.*33 Normative theological voices can also be embodied by influential his-
torical figures who are deeply rooted in local cultural and social frameworks.
They are endowed with authority, and serve as sources of inspiration as they,
akin to the activists, intertwine faith and action in pursuit of justice causes.
This expanded understanding underscores the need for a more comprehensive
approach to identifying normative theological voices, one that recognises the
influence of both doctrinal texts and lived, action-oriented faith expressions.
This comparison furthermore underscores the diversity of normative theolog-
ical voices, and highlights how their function is heavily influenced by specific
contextual circumstances.

Moreover, my study demonstrates that the origins of normative theological
voices can extend beyond the immediate confines of a practitioner’s own faith
tradition. The frequent referencing of these voices in different faith contexts
underscores the inherently fluid and multi-faith nature of theological author-
ity. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that there is a discernible variation in the
material concerning whether these normative theological voices are embedded
in or outside the practitioner’s cultural milieu. References to other normative
theological voices than the Bible, which is the most commonly cited norma-
tive text, reveal a diversity in the material. The South African material reveals
that such voices are often deeply embedded in their specific cultural and his-
torical milieus, which reinforces their contextualised authority. Conversely,

333 See further details in the section headed “Theological lens in analysis” in Chapter 2, especially
refer to footnote 119.
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the Swedish material reveals a tendency to derive normative theological au-
thority predominantly from voices situated outside their immediate cultural
environment, highlighting a different modality of authority construction that
emphasises external sources. This comparative analysis underscores the com-
plex and multifaceted nature of normative theological voices and their contex-
tual underpinnings.

While lived practices are indeed foundational to the original formulation of
the four voices of theology framework, the present investigation also empha-
sises the crucial role of experiences. Specifically, it highlights both the expe-
rience-based climate knowledge about the severe consequences of the climate
crisis and the significance of spiritual experiences, insights, and collective
spiritual identities. The analysis of the empirical material indicates that expe-
riences exert a more profound influence than normative and formal theologi-
cal voices in shaping activists’ pathfinding. Consequently, extending this the-
ological framework beyond institutionalised religious settings to faith-based
climate activism amid a global crisis underscores the essential importance of
contextual and experience-based knowledge, and emphasises the integration
of transcendent and worldly concerns in theological pathfinding amid the cli-
mate catastrophe.

Theological themes in pathfinding

Synthesising insights from previous chapters, I now advance to the second
level of my theological analysis. This aims to construct the most significant
theological themes in the activists’ pathfinding processes. The goal is to
deepen understanding of the role that theologies play in efforts to address the
climate catastrophe.

I construct themes by being grounded in a more in-depth analysis of the theo-
logical questions outlined in Chapter 2: “Who is God?”, “Who are we as hu-
mans?”, “What is nature?” Specifically, within the foundational theme of “re-
late”, which underpins the subsequent themes, I critically examine the core
concepts of God, alongside understandings of humanity and nature and the
perceived interrelations among God, humans, and nature. Nevertheless, as
demonstrated in the preceding chapters, additional theological questions have
emerged as being more prominent in the activists’ pathfinding: “How should
we relate?”, “How should we live?”, and “Whom can we trust during times of
crisis?” These are elucidated in this construction of theological themes. En-
gaging deeply with these questions, I aim to demonstrate the role of theologies
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in pathfinding through the climate catastrophe on a general level. However,
these themes are not merely abstract ideas: I draw on the contextual, experi-
ence-based, and practised theologies of the activists, and what I regard as their
implicit responses to these theological questions — answers that [ have already
begun to identify in the empirical chapters.

While developing the theological themes, I realised that I could build partly
on and develop themes from the empirical chapters, such as “reconnect to the
relational” and “reorient through faith in practice”. The four themes I con-
structed are: relate, react, reorient, and rely. In the process of constructing
these theological themes, I discovered that they all began with the prefix
“re-”. This pattern was unintentional, but proved useful, prompting me to
keep these terms throughout. At the heart of faith-based activism lie operant
theological voices, which means that I decided to construct the theological
themes around action-oriented verbs that signify that the theologies are ac-
tively practised. In addition, it shows that these theological themes arise from
a pathfinding process amid the climate catastrophe. Thus, the themes are writ-
ten as verbs aimed at encapsulating the dominant theological themes that are
evident in my analysis.

To some extent, | relate my work to that of established academic theologians
who are renowned for their reflection on the role of theology in times of cli-
mate and environmental crises.®* I do so, in particular, when this enables me
to explore when the contextual, experience-based, and practised theologies of
activists could deepen or challenge the theologies of trained academic theolo-
gians, as well as where there are alignments. It is essential to note, however,
that some of the faith-based activists I interviewed are also trained academic
theologians, and that some of the academic theologians I referenced are also
activists.?>s Therefore, the boundary between academia and local pathfinding
is not as clear-cut as it might appear; instead, the demarcation I make is ana-
lytical. Nonetheless, the goal here is to strengthen the analysis of the empirical
material. However, 1 do not intend to use these academic theologies as a
benchmark for assessing the theologies of the pathfinders; rather, I aim to

334 The academic theologians I reference are rooted in the field of Christianity. This is a deliberate
choice, as most of the interviewees adhere to Christianity, and those in the South African context
who affiliate with other faith traditions also engage with concepts from the Christian tradition.
This academic field is also the one with which I am most familiar, allowing me to deepen the
theological analysis of these perspectives. However, I recognise that analysing the material from
other theological viewpoints could also have been fruitful, although this was not undertaken in
this study.

335 My use of the term “activist” is discussed in the section on “Terminological clarifications” in
Chapter 2.
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deepen the understanding of the role of, and central themes in, contextual,
experience-based, and practised theologies amid the climate catastrophe.’
Thus, the references to academic theologies are made with a light touch.

Relate — relationality between God, human, nature, and self,
transcending time and the individual

The most significant theological theme that could be constructed from the
studied faith-based climate activism is relate. This theme suggests that all en-
tities are interconnected through a spiritual relatedness, shaping perceptions
of who God and humans are, as well as views of nature and self. However, as
is shown below, the material has a variety of understandings of God, humans,
nature, and self, that exist alongside one another. These do not define faith-
based climate activism, but the God—humans—nature—self relationality does.
The central theological question is about how we should relate. Faith-based
climate activism could be seen as a practice of intentionally recognising the
importance of this relationality.

What I frame here as a theological theme, relate, corresponds with the rela-
tionality affirmed by numerous established academic theologians as funda-
mental in addressing environmental and climate crises. Notably, Jiirgen Molt-
mann, a German theologian, articulates the concept of a community of crea-
tion; Cathrine Keller, an American theologian, develops the notion of “human
self-organisation in mindful interdependence with the biosphere”; and Sallie
McFague, a Canadian theologian, underscores the importance of human inter-
relationship and interdependence with all other life-forms. Similar perspec-
tives are present among theology academics in both Sweden and South Africa.
In the Swedish academic context, this theme is prevalent, exemplified by Petra
Carlsson’s work, which advances the idea of theological environmental activ-
ism conceived as relational activism. In South Africa, Ernst Conradie empha-
sises the significance of holism and ecological community, positioning these
concepts at the core of South African cosmologies.?*’

While the theme of spiritual relatedness is prevalent in academic eco-theol-
ogy, my conceptualisation of the theological theme relate emphasises related-
ness as contextually bound experience. In addition, while prior empirical re-
search on environmental activism has documented similar experiences of

336 See further discussion under “My role as a researcher” in Chapter 2.

37 Moltmann, God in Creation; Keller, Political Theology of the Earth, 91; McFague, A New
Climate for Theology, 29; Redell, Grdstensteologi, 122; Conradie, “Reconstructing an Ecological
Cosmology,” 227.
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relatedness, my study offers novel insights by analysing activists who self-
report as religious, and by analysing their faith-based activism through a the-
ological lens.**

My construction of the theological theme relate derives from the practices of
climate activists as they navigate the climate catastrophe, underscoring the
critical role of the experience-based in faith-based activists’ theologies. There-
fore, I start with a comprehensive exploration of the foundational aspects of
this theological theme, namely the concept of relational spirituality, with par-
ticular emphasis on the various types of relationship it encompasses. Thus, I
build on my analysis in Chapter 5, where this concept is first introduced, and
provide a more in-depth theological analysis of the concept here. Given the
centrality of the theological theme relate, which serves as the basis for subse-
quent theological themes, my focus also includes an in-depth analysis of the
core theological questions about the conceptualisation of God, humans, na-
ture, and the self within this framework.

Relational spirituality

Examining the roots of this theological theme, relational spirituality, reveals
that relating extends beyond a simple intellectual or scientific understanding
of humanity’s relationship with nature and with one another, as it underscores
everything’s relatedness to God, and derives from the spiritual experiences of
this relatedness. Therefore, this theological theme could be said to focus on
the relationships between God, humans, and nature, making faith more than a
private matter and highlighting the climate crisis as particularly relevant to
those of faith. However, as shown in Chapter 5 and explained further here, the
nature of relational spirituality is different in the two studied contexts. In Swe-
den, personal spiritual experiences and insights shape what I frame as their
relational spirituality. In contrast, in South Africa, relational spirituality is
mainly shaped by strong contextual ties and collective identities. These col-
lective spiritual identities are rooted in community, history, and existing group
memberships, where being connected to others is a fundamental aspect of
one’s spiritual identity. Consequently, the theological theme relate encom-
passes various aspects, drawing on different contexts and, as is seen in what
follows, involving slightly different relationships. Yet, what characterises the

338 Environmental activists without religious affiliations often report feelings of belonging and
connection to the Earth, similar to spiritual experiences, as noted by Bron Taylor. In contrast, the
activists interviewed in this study all identify with a religious tradition, and I interpret their expe-
riences as spiritual in accordance with what I outline in the section “Religion and spirituality —
central concepts” in Chapter 2. Taylor, “Religion and Environmental Behaviour (Part Two): Dark-
Green Nature Spiritualities and the Fate of the Earth.”
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activists’ climate activism in both contexts is their acknowledgement of this
relatedness, and there are also conscious efforts to connect or reconnect with
it. Thus, it is not about forming relationships, but recognising that we are al-
ready interconnected.

As relational spirituality in the Swedish context derives from individual spir-
itual experiences and subsequent insights, these experiences could be under-
stood as an individual’s awareness of their interconnectedness with a larger
whole, beyond oneself.’* Investigation of the Swedish material reveals that
this relationality encompasses dimensions relating to God, other humans, and
nature. However, the Swedish material indicates that the relation to the self
also occupies a central position. This is particularly evident in cases where
personal lifestyle modification is integrated into theological praxis, involving
not only concrete lifestyle changes but also personal reflection on one’s way
of living, what it means to be human, and the individual’s attempt to reconnect
actively with God through contemplative practices. Furthermore, personal
spiritual experiences serve as catalysts for lifestyle changes, shaping the indi-
vidual’s relationship with God. Implicitly, this points to a process of recon-
necting spirituality with the self. Consequently, the emergent theological
theme from the Swedish material encompasses not only God—humans—nature
relationships but also the relation to the self. 3

The relatedness to future generations could have been a central theme, given
the climate crisis as an escalating issue that activists try to address not only
for themselves, others, and nature, but also for coming generations. However,
the relational spirituality manifested in the Swedish material does not empha-
sise spiritual relatedness to coming generations.**!

339 This kind of spiritual insight into one’s relatedness aligns in particular with the German theo-
logian Dorothee Solle (1929-2003), who describes it as: “What really happens in mystical union
is not a new vision of God but a different relationship to the world”. Her theological perspective,
which has both mysticism and resistance as integral elements, aligns with the Swedish material,
in which contemplation and action are intrinsically interconnected. Notably, S6lle’s writings rep-
resent one of the few formal and normative theological frameworks explicitly referenced by Swe-
dish activists. Furthermore, her work served as a significant source of inspiration for the publica-
tion created for and collectively read during The Pilgrim’s Walk for the Future. Solle, The Silent
Cry, Mysticism and Resistance, 293.

340 This aligns with the fourfold relationality that is proposed by Jeanrond, “Human Hope and the
Reign of God.”

341 Although grandchildren are briefly mentioned by one Swedish activist as a reason for her cli-
mate activism, it does not appear to be a spiritual relatedness in the same way as those character-
ised as spiritual experiences, as outlined in Chapter 2.
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Examining the relationships in relational spirituality seen in the South African
material shows that these relationships differ slightly from those in the Swe-
dish context, as the former are shaped primarily by strong contextual ties and
identities. Thus, the relational spirituality in the South African context is char-
acterised by what I have termed collective spiritual identities. These are rooted
in community, history, and existing group memberships, where being con-
nected to God, others, and nature is a fundamental aspect of one’s existing
spiritual identity. Therefore, the spirituality of South African activists is pri-
marily grounded in their membership of established groups rather than per-
sonal spiritual experiences or insights, illustrating cultural concepts such as
ubuntu, ukama, and indigenous knowledge systems, elaborated on in Chapter
5. However, the collective spiritual identities could still be seen as a spiritual
experience of connection to God, community, and nature, similar to the Swe-
dish activists’ spiritual experience, yet with a more ongoing nature and not
primarily stemming from personal, momentary, and localised spiritual expe-
riences such as those of the Swedish activists.

In addition, interconnectedness with ancestors (both past and present) and the
land is included, which is particularly prominent among indigenous activists
and those influenced by indigenous spirituality. Consequently, the relation-
ships in South African relational spirituality extend from the past into the fu-
ture, with strong bonds to ancestors, history, previous struggles, and commu-
nity taking centre stage. Relatedness to the future primarily manifests as a
bridge that extends from the past into the future, implying that one sees oneself
as an ancestor of future generations.>®

Constructing the theological theme relate by integrating an analysis that builds
on both the Swedish and the South African empirical material significantly
enriches its scope, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of rela-
tional dynamics. While core relationships with God, other humans, and nature
are universally applicable whatever the context, the South African activists’
relational framework exemplifies a profound shift towards communal spiritual
experiences, emphasising collective over individual engagement. This ap-
proach captures spiritual experiences that go beyond the individual, empha-
sising a form of spirituality that is not confined to personal experiences. More-
over, it extends across temporal boundaries, linking past, present, and future

342 This aligns with the perspectives articulated by Steve Edwards, a professor at the University of
Zululand in South Africa. He emphasises the interconnectedness in Southern African viewpoints,
especially those rooted in indigenous knowledge systems, in which ancestors are traditionally re-
garded as custodians of the well-being of future generations. Edwards, “Some Southern African
Views on Interconnectedness with Special Reference to Indigenous Knowledge.”
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through ongoing spiritual connections with historical figures and ancestors
who are believed to sustain a continuum of spiritual interconnectedness.
Therefore, the development of the theological theme relate, supported by em-
pirical material from both contexts, highlights an extensive network of rela-
tionships — God, human, nature, and self — that transcends individual experi-
ences and temporal boundaries, thereby providing a broader framework for
relational spirituality, understood through a multi-sited study.

Conceptualisations of humanity and self

I now examine perceptions of humanity and self within the framework of the
theological theme relate. Here, I emphasise that humanity’s true identity is
fundamentally rooted in relationships with God, other humans, nature, and self
— relationships that transcend both individual experiences and temporal
boundaries. This also demonstrates that humans depend on these connections,
and indicates a dependence on those in the past and those from the past who
are still present. This perspective on what it means to be human stands in stark
opposition to an individualistic and consumer-oriented society. It rejects the
notion that humans are isolated beings who can thrive on their own, separate
from community and the interconnected web of life. Instead, it stresses that
human life is to be lived in relatedness and in awareness of one’s dependence,
and forms a robust opposition to human dominion over creation.

The realisation of one’s relatedness and dependence appears to be heightened
by the climate crisis and the uncertainty it brings. The insight into one’s de-
pendence and relatedness, however, is more striking in the Swedish material
than in the South African. This might have its roots in the Swedish context,
characterised by the individual’s independence from others, made possible
owing to the trust in others, which could be replaced by trust in the welfare
state, as discussed in the description of the Swedish landscape in Chapter 1. It
could also be assumed that the individual’s independence from others has been
possible because the context has been free from significant crises for a longer
period than in the South African context. However, what makes this insight so
striking in the Swedish material might have to do, above all, with its origin in
spiritual experiences that enable the activists to discover, on a deeper level,
their dependence on others, God, and nature — a transformative experience of
discovering their relationality, which redirects their pathfinding.

In contrast to the Swedish context, the understanding of dependence appears
already to exist in the South African context, given the collective spiritual
identities. This also becomes dominant in the South African material, as in-
digenous knowledge and spirituality are represented, with relationality and
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dependence, particularly in relation to the land, being central themes. Yet, the
climate crisis has deepened the understanding of dependence and expanded it
to those less familiar with the reliance on land. Drawing on both contexts, my
research reveals that the heightened insight into dependence has its origin in a
growing awareness of the climate crisis, alongside the relational spirituality.

Conceptualisations of God and nature

I move now to construct the conceptualisations of, and the relationality be-
tween, God and nature. Despite earlier claims that everything is intercon-
nected — God, humans, nature, and self, relationships that transcend both indi-
vidual experiences and temporal boundaries — the empirical material does not
provide a single, definitive understanding of either God or nature. Instead, the
theological theme relate includes a variety of understandings of God and na-
ture that coexist under the umbrella of relationality.

The conceptualisation of God that is most prominent in the material could be
described as perceiving God in all and all within God, characterised by the
interconnectedness of all things. Thus, it involves understanding God as dis-
tinct yet not separate from the world, or as both transcendent and immanent.
This perception of God includes the possibility of encountering the divine
through nature, which is a dominant theme throughout the material in both
contexts. It reflects a panentheistic perspective. Some individuals also ex-
plore, develop, or are guided by another perception of God, namely seeing the
divine as synonymous with the world, meaning that God is all, and all is God.
This understanding perceives God as entirely immanent, such as the view that
the soil embodies the divine. Such a perspective could be based on indigenous
spirituality, interfaith theological views, or spiritual experiences of truly per-
ceiving the soil as divine. Such views could be described as reflecting a pan-
theistic understanding of God. There are also more theistic views with a dis-
tinct, separate God who can be incarnated in the world.’*

However, in practice the lines between theological concepts of God and nature
often become fluid, as evidenced in my material. One interviewee may report
multiple seemingly contradictory understandings of God without perceiving
any inconsistency — for instance, to regard God as distinct from creation and

343 For an academic exploration of a panentheistic understanding of God in relation to the climate
crisis, see, for instance: McFague, 4 New Climate for Theology. For a comprehensive academic
examination of various theological perspectives on the relationship between God and the world —
including panentheism, pantheism, and classical theism — as well as their practical implications
for environmental well-being from a philosophy of religion standpoint, see: Langby, God and the
World.
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humans as separate from nature, yet concurrently to describe spiritual experi-
ences that evoke a profound sense of interconnectedness in a wholeness in
which everything is related. Furthermore, the concept of creation emerges as
a pivotal unifying principle in diverse faith traditions, serving as a founda-
tional element that is integrated with various theological perspectives. Conse-
quently, some activists combine interpreting the world as God’s creation with
views that equate the world with the divine or consider the land and the nur-
turing soil as embodiments of the divine. Conversely, other activists perceive
God as immanent and present in the world in, for example, Christ or the Holy
Spirit, without viewing the universe as a direct embodiment of the divine. In
addition, references to land, trees, or mountains as sacred serve to reinforce
the belief that divine presence resides in these natural objects or that they are
innately holy. This fluidity and combination of theological concepts high-
lighted under the theological theme relate highlights the diversity of interpre-
tative theological frameworks in faith-based activism.

Regardless of differing ontological views on the interconnectedness between
the divine, nature, and humanity, breaking these connections contradicts the
core of the theological theme relate. The relation to nature is particularly un-
der threat, as nature is seen as wounded by humanity, which could be under-
stood as a break in the relationality that should be acknowledged and re-
spected. For example, the material presents an instance emphasising the im-
portance of this theme in descriptions of how colonisers and Christian mis-
sionaries destroyed Khoi spiritual identity by severing their bond with the land
and instructing them not to see it as sacred.*** Another example from within
the Christian faith tradition is the perception that breaking this relationality
could be understood as sin, symbolising humanity’s fall, which emphasises
the importance of this theological theme. My analysis of the empirical mate-
rial reveals that, regardless of faith tradition and context, being a person of
faith involves maintaining relationships with the divine, others, and nature.
This includes actively participating in climate and environmental efforts; this
is further discussed under the theological themes below.

The relational spirituality in the two contexts, comprehensively analysed in
Chapter 5, was not merely derived from the spiritual experiences and insights
that are characteristic of the Swedish context, nor solely from the collective
spiritual identities rooted in the South African context. Instead, it was also

344 This aligns with the argument of Georg William Byarugaba, who states: “Breaking our re-
lationship with God leads not only to human suffering but also to the suffering of the rest of
creation.” Byarugaba, “Inter-Religious Discourse on Climate Change,” 333.
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significantly shaped through a critical analysis of how these spiritual modali-
ties engage with particularly normative theological voices. This indicates that
activists intentionally use specific normative theological texts and draw on
faith leaders and historical figures who serve as authoritative interpreters, ef-
fectively situating personal spiritual experiences within broader religious
frameworks. These figures and texts function as sources of inspiration, foster-
ing a form of spirituality that seamlessly integrates faith with activism. Nota-
bly, there is a tendency to de-emphasise the institutional and dogmatic aspects,
emphasising instead the centrality of lived spiritual experiences and collective
spiritual identities. This underscores the predominance of contextual, experi-
ence-based, and practised dimensions over institutionalised religion in shap-
ing activist spirituality, thereby underscoring the dominance of lived spiritual
experience rather than doctrinal authority in the theological theme relate.

In conclusion, the construction of the theological theme relate demonstrates
that faith-based activism encompasses a diverse spectrum of perceptions of
God, humanity, nature, and self, perceptions that coexist and are not confined
to specific faith traditions. Moreover, individual activists can hold a range of
theological understandings without seeing them as contradictory. Their varied
theological understandings can be conceptualised along a continuum from
eco-centric to anthropocentric perspectives. This highlights the intricate com-
plexity of theological engagement in activist contexts, and underscores the
notion that relationality, as a theological concept, holds primacy over other
theological understandings in their pathfinding amid the climate crisis. It be-
comes clear, and is explained further in upcoming sections, that different the-
ological concepts, such as responses to who God, human, nature, and self are,
do not define the various forms of activism being practised, but the God—hu-
man—nature—self relationality does. Consequently, in response to the theolog-
ical question of how we should relate to one another, God, and nature, it is
primarily about recognising an existing relationality. Relationality is the dom-
inant and unifying theological understanding that unifies individual faith-
based climate activists across contexts and boundaries of faith traditions; and
faith-based climate activism could be understood as a practice that recognises
this relationality.

React — manifestation of holistic theologies

The construction of the theological theme react is grounded in a comprehen-
sive analysis of activists’ climate and environmental actions as expressions of
both words and actions, which I have framed as holistic theologies, a concept
discussed in Chapter 5. The unifying element in these holistic theologies in
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both contexts, despite their diversity of practices, is that they oppose a sepa-
ration of transcendent reality from worldly matters. This could be understood
as their theological imperative. In addition, in practice, their holistic theolo-
gies incorporate faith in climate activism as both a dimension and a practical
tool. Moreover, in the Swedish context, holistic theologies are characterised
by a fusion of protest and contemplative practices, manifested as what I have
termed ContemplActions. In South Africa, these theologies not only synthe-
sise the spiritual and worldly but also emphasise bridging social and environ-
mental issues, connecting local and global levels, fostering interfaith collabo-
ration, and integrating the past, present, and future.

It is crucial to recognise that religious faith does not initiate the faith-based
climate activism studied here; rather, it is the urgency of the climate and en-
vironmental emergencies that sparks the activists’ actions. This distinction ex-
plains the choice of the term “react” over simply “act”: it emphasises that ac-
tivists’ responses are reactions to the climate catastrophe itself. In this context,
the climate crisis acts as the primary catalyst for initiating activism, supersed-
ing personal or spiritual motivations related to theological perceptions of God,
others, nature, or self. Nonetheless, spiritual relatedness, stemming from their
relational spirituality, fundamentally strengthens and sustains their activism,
fostering activism in which reconnection and recognition of their relationality
are essential. Consequently, faith-based climate activism could be understood
as aresponse to external crises that is driven by spirituality and a manifestation
of holistic theologies.

Analysing the activists’ holistic theologies reveals that their focus lies primar-
ily beyond the fundamental theological questions outlined in my theory: “Who
1s God?”, “Who are we as humans?” or “What is nature?” Instead, their holis-
tic theologies address other fundamental theological questions: “How should
we relate?”, “How should we live?”, and “Whom can we trust in times of
crisis?” Their responses are rooted in the theological imperative that trans-
cendent reality and worldly matters are inherently interconnected and insepa-
rable, constituting a core principle that transcends specific cultural or local
expressions. Instead of focusing on detailed conceptualisations of divine, hu-
man, nature, or self, these theologies prioritise notions of spiritual relatedness
and action motivated by environmental concerns. For instance, faith-based ac-
tivism manifests diverse representations of God: as the creator empowering
action, as a divine companion in climate advocacy, as the nurturing ground of
life, as the Holy Spirit inspiring activism, as a power of righteous anger against
injustices, as present among those suffering the consequences of climate
change, or as a source of comfort amid climate anxiety. Despite these varied
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depictions, a unifying core of the activist holistic theologies is their conviction
about the inseparability of transcendent reality and worldly matters. Conse-
quently, adherents of faith are compelled to act in response to the climate cri-
sis, as such action embodies their theological imperative, rooted in the inter-
twined nature of transcendent and worldly realities.

Examining the holistic theologies and the theological questions they address
reveals that these actors predominantly manifest orthopraxy rather than ortho-
doxy. While orthodoxy emphasises the correctness of belief, such as adher-
ence to established doctrinal schemes, orthopraxy centres on the correctness
of conduct or the accepted course of action. Thus, orthopraxy constitutes ac-
tions that seek harmony with God’s aims, helping practitioners to discover
divine truth through practice. It also serves as a way to understand and relate
to God through action.’* The orthodoxy among faith-based activists is evi-
denced by their theological conviction of the inseparability of transcendent
reality from worldly matters; however, this conviction is not necessarily re-
flected as a shared set of beliefs, as a doctrinal orthodoxy. Instead, it manifests
through their activism practices as an embodiment of their theological imper-
ative. This dynamic is also exemplified by their critique of local faith commu-
nities, in which, according to the activists, such holistic theological practice is
often either inadequately embodied by or entirely absent among faith lead-
ers. 34

Another significant finding is that diverse theological interpretations of con-
cepts such as God, humanity, nature, and self do not fundamentally determine
the specific forms of activism undertaken. This underscores that their holistic
theologies are better understood as manifestations of orthopraxy rather than
orthodoxy. For instance, Christian activists in the Swedish context often ex-
press their connection to a transcendent reality or to God through Contem-
plActions, while indigenous activists in South Africa do so through rituals that
honour and integrate the land. These practices occur independently of their
conceptualisations of the divine, whether viewing the land as a manifestation

35 For a more detailed examination of the concepts of orthodoxy and orthopraxy, refer to:
Afaradi, “Holistic Christian Leadership”; Michaelis, “Quakers and Climate Change.”

346 Although there are notable parallels between my findings and the empirical research con-
ducted by Finlay Malcolm and Peter Scott on eco-theological beliefs among Christian climate
activists in the United Kingdom, specifically the activists’ emphasis on ideas such as social
justice, neighbour-love, and stewardship, my results diverge in significant ways. While Mal-
colm and Scott argue for a more prominent role of particular theological beliefs as motivation
for activism, my study suggests a more nuanced relationship, indicating that particular theolog-
ical beliefs may not translate into active engagement in climate efforts. This contrast under-
scores the complexity of the interplay between theological beliefs and environmental activism.
Malcolm and Scott, “The Ecotheological Values of Christian Climate Change Activists,” 3.

239



of God in pantheistic beliefs or adopting more theistic or panentheistic per-
spectives (see discussion under the theme “Relate™).

Given that the theological imperative, which is central to faith-based activism
and is best understood as orthopraxy, serves as a foundation for facilitating
interfaith collaboration, it consequently functions to promote inclusiveness.
While diverse theological understandings are present in faith-based activism,
they are not regarded as equally critical, owing to the intrinsic inseparability
of spiritual and worldly realities and the way in which this theological imper-
ative manifests in activism. This shared theological foundation is crucial for
fostering effective interfaith cooperation, even amid other theological differ-
ences.

My analysis demonstrates that divergent theological perceptions concerning
notions of God, humanity, nature, and the self do not serve as the primary
determinants of faith-based activism. Rather, such activism is predominantly
characterised by the alteration of activists’ theological expressions. Conse-
quently, climate activism emerges as a crucial domain for theological reinter-
pretation and revision.?*” Activists typically alter their theological understand-
ings through spiritual experiences, insights into relational interconnectedness,
and personal theological reflections, all of which are enriched through engag-
ing with normative theological texts or with leaders and others in the past who
serve as inspiring authorities for the activists. Under the theological theme
relate, it was suggested that these varied theological perspectives could be
situated along a continuum ranging from eco-centric to anthropocentric per-
spectives. My analysis reveals a prominent pattern: there is a marked tendency
for activists’ theological stances to shift increasingly towards eco-centric par-
adigms through their activism. Such shifts are notably mediated by spiritual
experiences encountered during climate activism that foster a profound sense
of relatedness with God, others, nature, and self. For instance, spiritual en-
counters are shown to have expanded conceptualisations of human identity,
emphasising humanity’s dependence on the natural world, the divine, and
community. Experiences described as perceiving the soil as embodying the
divine or as the source of life contribute to a theological understanding of God

347 In the academic field of eco-theology, scholarly discourse often posits that a reformation of
theological understandings is essential to engender a transformation in the practices of adherents
of faith, as exemplified by the work of Sallie McFague. McFague, A New Climate for Theology.
Conversely, my research findings align more closely with the perspectives of Dorothee Sélle, who
investigates the interplay between spiritual experience and social and political behaviour. She ar-
gues that the unity with God begins in action. S6lle, The Silent Cry, Mysticism and Resistance, 3,
201.
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as being the soil. Moreover, encounters with indigenous spirituality, reported
as spiritual experiences gained during activism, offer insights into a sacred
interconnection with the land, which includes a redefinition of Christ as the
cosmic Christ and Christ as the first ancestor. Notably, Khoisan activists have
consistently maintained an alignment with eco-centric theologies from the
outset; however, they report how their people have been compelled to fight
for these expressions of faith amid oppressive encounters with missionaries
and colonialist structures.

When activists interpret spiritual experiences in the light of normative reli-
gious texts, these tend to reinforce and amplify eco-centric viewpoints. For
example, this can be seen in the expansion of the concept of salvation to in-
clude not only humanity but also the entire Earth or even the cosmos, drawing
on the Greek version of a biblical text. Overall, these spiritual experiences
encourage a re-evaluation of humanity’s role and reliance on nature, God, and
others, thereby fostering more inclusive and environmentally focused theolog-
ical voices.

The rise of climate activism as a vital arena for theological reinterpretation
and revision is rooted in profound spiritual experiences and insights acquired
through activism. While the material does not explicitly posit relatedness as a
primary motivation for activism, a compelling insight from my research sug-
gests that activists often experience a deep sense of relatedness to God, others,
nature, and self during their activism — connections that transcend temporal
boundaries. These experiences are not merely incidental, but can also be ac-
tively nurtured through the practice of climate activism. Consequently, engag-
ing in activism provides a meaningful context in which individuals can deepen
their spiritual connections. Climate activism turns out to be not only a space
express holistic theologies but also a sacred space for divine encounters, be-
coming most evident in activism conducted outdoors or in acts of civil diso-
bedience. Furthermore, the deliberate integration of contemplative practices
in activism, such as ContemplActions or meditative walks in nature, con-
sciously enhances this relatedness, fostering active reconnection to the trans-
cendent reality. Thus, faith-based climate activism emerges not only as a re-
sponse to ecological crises but also as an act of recognising and cultivating
activists’ spiritual relatedness. In this light, the theological theme react could
be understood as positioning faith-based climate activism as a dynamic arena
in which engaging with the climate crisis simultaneously becomes an occasion
for spiritual reception and growth.
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Another compelling insight from my research is that the presentation of holis-
tic theologies, and their emphasis on the inseparable connection between
transcendent reality and worldly matters, often encounters resistance from lo-
cal faith communities. Although numerous religious institutions at regional,
national, and international levels advocate climate action and reject the dichot-
omy between spiritual and worldly realities, my study uncovers a persistent
theological divide and resistance in these very institutions at the local level.’*
My analysis reveals a notable tension: despite official doctrines that support
climate commitment, local faith communities often maintain a dichotomous
view, thereby creating significant obstacles for activists who attempt to inte-
grate ecological concerns into their religious practice. This dissonance is par-
ticularly evident not only in the absence of theological teachings that explicitly
link spiritual and worldly domains in the context of the climate crisis, but also
in the failure to manifest these principles in tangible practices. This gap be-
tween doctrinal emphasis and practical implementation frustrates activists, es-
pecially given their focus on orthopraxy, through which they seek to manifest
their faith-based climate commitment. Consequently, my study identifies a
gap between the doctrines promoted at higher levels and the actual practices
of faith communities — a gap that hampers the integration of ecological con-
cerns into the religious practice for which the activists aim.>* It also highlights
the fact that orthopraxy acts as a hindrance, unlike the inclusiveness it fosters
for interfaith collaboration, as previously mentioned.

Although my material suggests that specific theological concepts are not the
main driving force behind activism, and also that they do not primarily shape
particular forms of activism, the shift among activists towards more eco-cen-
tric theological understandings widens the divide between them and their re-
ligious institutions. The material reveals strong negative emotions, such as

348 This strong commitment to climate issues has been shown, for example, by Pope Francis in his
Encyclical Laudato Si, and the engagement of the WCC in these issues since the 1970s, including
active participation in the UN climate negotiations since 1992. In addition, the United Nations
Environmental Programme, Faith for Earth Coalition, has recently launched a new initiative called
“Al-Mizan: A Covenant for the Earth”. This effort is developed in dialogue with Islamic organi-
sations and scholars, aiming to show how Islam could serve as a powerful catalyst for sustainable
development and environmental stewardship. Similarly, as previously highlighted, several of the
activist religious institutions are strongly committed to the climate, including the Catholic, Lu-
theran, and Anglican churches. Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, on Care for Our
Common Home; World Council of Churches, “Care for Creation and Climate Justice”’; UN Envi-
ronment Programme (UNEP), “Faith for Earth Coalition”; Othman Llewellyn, Fazlun Khalid and
others., Al-Mizan, a Convenant for the Earth.

349 As highlighted in Chapter 5, prior research has identified barriers such as the bureaucracy of
religious organisations, while my study elucidates intradenominational tensions that have theolog-
ical roots. See, for example: Monnot, “The Slow Greening of Established Churches in Switzer-
land: Tensions Between Local Parishes and Church Head Organizations.”
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disappointment, sadness, and anger, about the lack of environmental commit-
ment in their faith communities. This absence of environmental engagement
conflicts with the activists’ more eco-centric theologies, which integrate cli-
mate knowledge alongside faith as a form of orthopraxy. As a result, local
faith communities are not inherently supportive spaces for climate activism;
instead, temporary or organisational faith-based platforms and secular move-
ment organisations serve as the main arenas for activists to express their ho-
listic theologies as orthopraxy. Therefore, constructing react as a theological
theme shows that faith-based activism is not conducted in ordinary local faith
communities; when viewed through a theological lens, this could be under-
stood to have theological roots.

Although categorising the holistic theologies of the activists as orthopraxy
does not imply a single understanding of correct practices beyond their shared
commitment to addressing the climate and environmental crises. Instead, the
theological theme react as a manifestation of holistic theologies reveals a
broad spectrum of engagement strategies. This diversity of practices cannot
be attributed to divergent theological conceptualisations. As discussed in
Chapter 5, these differences should be more accurately linked to variations in
their relational spirituality, their cultural and religious backgrounds, and their
organisational roles in religious communities, and in the broader landscape of
the climate crisis. Collectively, these factors profoundly shape the diverse ex-
pressions of holistic theologies, highlighting their complex and multifaceted
nature. For instance, a salient feature of collective spiritual identities is their
capacity to link the past with the future, a trait that extends temporal reach in
South African activists’ holistic theologies, unlike with their Swedish coun-
terparts. Moreover, South African activists demonstrate a greater diversity in
theological expression, facilitated by their formal positions in religious insti-
tutions and networks, which enable them to connect the local and global levels
effectively. Their ability to foster interfaith collaborations, supported by net-
works such as SAFCEI, exemplifies further how contextual factors enhance
their engagement capacities within religious diversity. Therefore, these find-
ings underscore the intricate interplay between the spiritual, cultural, and or-
ganisational dimensions, alongside the climate landscape, in shaping the var-
ied and contextual expressions of holistic theologies.

Reorient — metanoia through faith in practice

The imperative for a societal reorientation away from fossil fuel dependence
in response to the climate crisis is firmly established in the core of climate
science. Likewise, prominent theologians and religious leaders advocate
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transformative societal and lifestyle changes that are rooted in theological rea-
soning. My research aligns with these perspectives, but it also introduces a
novel dimension: it shows that climate activism itself can function as a catalyst
for reorientation, in which spiritual experiences and insights gained during and
through activism serve as pivotal drivers. Thus, it shows that a reorientation
process could emerge while expressing holistic theologies. While previous
sections, particularly under the theme react, have acknowledged climate ac-
tivism’s potential for theological reinterpretation, this section specifically em-
phasises the reorientation process observed in the Swedish context, highlight-
ing its significance as a dynamic and spiritually rooted way of navigating that
is aimed at sustainability.

The core of the theme reorient is reorientation through faith in practice, which
is prominently reflected in the Swedish material and forms the basis of this
theme’s construction.’*® My material reveals that this reorientation process in
the Swedish material is characterised by a disconnect-reconnect process in
which spiritual experiences and insights into the activists’ relationality gained
during activism, as described under the theme relate, play a significant role.
This involves disconnecting from mainstream society, which the Swedish ac-
tivists depict as characterised by individualism, materialism, and consumer-
ism. To disconnect opens up a space for reconnecting with and acknowledging
one’s relatedness to God, others, nature (as presented under the theme relate).
Consequently, while the reorientation process is recognised as urgently
needed to shift from a consumer-driven, individualistic society to a sustainable
one, manifested through lifestyle modifications that are aimed at reducing fos-
sil fuel emissions, it could still be understood through a theological lens. Thus,
this theme most clearly addresses the theological question of “How should we
live?”, which is particularly significant for Swedish activists. However, the
responses to the questions “How should we relate?” and “Who to trust in times
of crisis?” are equally essential in this theological theme, as elucidated below.

I contend that the reorientation process could be understood as mirroring the
Christian concept of metanoia, the Greek word used in New Testament writ-
ings, meaning a change of heart and mind.’*' The reorientation process among

330 Based on the findings from my Swedish material, I have also discussed this theme in the fol-
lowing article: Oreland, Pilgrim’s Walk for Future — I vandringen erfar och utvecklar kristna
klimataktivister sina visioner om en annorlunda framtid.

351 The theological theme of reorientation shows significant parallels to the theological rationale
behind the concept of ecological conversion, as articulated by notable figures such as Pope Francis
in his encyclical Laudato Si, on ecological stewardship. Pope Francis underscores the imperative
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Swedish activists is initiated primarily by climate knowledge, especially by
experience-based knowledge that triggers climate anxiety. This emotional re-
sponse often marks the beginning of their metanoia. However, their religious
faith plays a crucial role in supporting this transformation, acting as a catalyst
for the shifts prompted by climate awareness. The fulfilment of metanoia is
achieved through spiritual experiences and insights, commonly made during
activism, characterised as a reconnection process. This process often involves
practising ContemplActions, an integrative approach that combines contem-
plative practices and political protest, or practising civil disobedience, prac-
tices that evoke spiritual experiences that foster personal insights into relation-
ships with God, others, nature, and self. Such experiences facilitate perceiving
all existence as interconnected through God (as previously discussed under
the theme relate).

The fulfilment of metanoia occurs when activists express their holistic theol-
ogies, leading to a deeper understanding of God and a redefined perception of
humanness. This perspective helps them to navigate the climate crisis by rec-
ognising human dependence on and relation to all facets of existence through
divine relatedness. Consequently, they explore and develop what I have
termed beyond material values, presented in Chapter 5, such as simple living,
valuing a slower pace, and fostering relationships with others — values rooted
in their faith traditions and cultivated through spiritual experiences while prac-
tising their holistic theologies in climate activism. In the Swedish context, this
reorientation also engenders a longing for faith communities that are aligned
with their newly discovered insights, and seeking environments in which they
could live according to their metanoia.

The analysis reveals that this process of reorientation, characterised as
metanoia, extends beyond mere behavioural change: it involves a profound
theological reimagining of human purpose and relationship with God in the
face of the climate crisis. Ultimately, this reorientation emphasises that

of restoring a healthy relationship with creation, necessitating an ecological conversion. Similarly,
documents from the WCC, detailing their Ecumenical Decade of Climate Justice Action beginning
in 2025, emphasise: “At its core, this decade calls for profound spiritual transformation or
metanoia — a fundamental change of heart, mind, and practices”. In addition, WCC consultant
Louk Aourelien Andrianos, who focuses on creation, sustainability, and climate justice, discusses
concepts such as ecological sin, metanoia, and eco-conversion. It should be noted that these theo-
logical discourses tend to emphasise sin and repentance more explicitly than the empirical material
discussed in this thesis. This distinction is elaborated on in the epilogue to this thesis. Pope Francis,
Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home; World Council of Churches, Ecu-
menical Decade of Climate Justice Action; Aourelien Andrianos, “Ecological Sin, Metanoia (Re-
pentance), and Eco-Conversion.”
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theological questions, such as how we should relate to and live in this world,
are central considerations for faith-based activists. While they draw on both
climate knowledge and faith in visualising a sustainable future, an approach
that is evident also in eco-theology and in religious institutions, their distinc-
tive contribution lies in exploring and developing their responses while prac-
tising climate activism. Significantly, their future visions for building a sus-
tainable future are not based on premade theological understandings of God,
humans, nature, and self, but continually explored and refined through the
lived practice of engaging with ecological issues, allowing their theological
understandings to evolve organically through action.?*

Another significant finding is that the activists’ process of reorientation sus-
tains the critical belief that another world is possible, despite prevailing nega-
tive outlooks. This is rooted in their faith, which, in contrast to purely scien-
tific climate knowledge, offers a hopeful vision for the future that is founded
on divine reliance, an aspect that is elaborated on under the theme rely. By
constructing the theological theme reorient, the analysis reveals that activists’
future visions involve concrete suggestions drawn from climate science, often
acquired through popular sources or training, which reveals a pragmatic inte-
gration of faith and scientific understanding. Swedish activists, in focusing
mainly on mitigation rather than on adaptation, emphasise actions such as re-
ducing fossil fuel emissions to foster sustainability, which aligns with current
climate science. However, their process of metanoia, as has been argued, en-
compasses a broader transformation, including shifts in their understanding of
God, humanity, and relationality, accompanied by the exploration of beyond
material values. Generally, the themes of relate and react have revealed per-
ceptions of God as a relational being, deeply concerned about justice, angry
about injustices, caring for the vulnerable, and present in climate activism.
This perspective implicitly envisions a future that is rooted in justice, empow-
erment, and the protection of vulnerable populations, alongside a flourishing
natural world and harmonious relationships between God, humans, and na-
ture. Notably, a detailed vision of a sustainable future is less critical; reliance
on divine faith enables activists to embrace uncertainty while maintaining
hope. This reliance guides their actions, with their future oriented towards

352 Integrating faith and science in climate efforts is not a novel idea. Laudato Si states: “If we are
truly concerned to develop an ecology capable of remedying the damage we have done, no branch
of the sciences and no form of wisdom can be left out, and that includes religion and the language
particular to it”. However, what is striking in my material is that the future visions are shaped
through theological practices in which science and faith collaboratively contribute to imagining
sustainable future societies, and that the activists’ theological understandings evolve through ac-
tion. Pope Francis, Encyclical Letter Laudato Si’, on Care for Our Common Home, 45.
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what could be described as God’s future, meaning a movement towards divine
fulfilment rather than towards a specific, fixed goal. This conceptual frame-
work resonates broadly, including among activists in the South African con-
text, irrespective of their faith traditions. Thus, responses to the theological
question “Whom can we trust in times of crisis?” are essential to the theme
reorient, elucidating that trust in God creates hope for the future.

Sustaining the belief that another world is possible, despite prevailing negative
outlooks, could, in the Swedish and Christian context, be understood as an
embodiment of the Christian eschatological hope. Traditionally, Christian es-
chatology links God’s salvation of the world to Jesus’ death, resurrection, re-
turn, and to the last times, highlighting the tension between believing that sal-
vation has already occurred and acknowledging ongoing suffering. Later the-
ologians, including Moltmann and those influenced by his thinking, have crit-
icised eschatology as merely a doctrine about the end times, arguing instead
for its role in transforming the present and underpinning Christian faith. Hope
can serve as both a future expectation and something to strive for. Recognising
that suffering, sin, and death are not God’s ultimate reality encourages Chris-
tians to oppose them. Hope involves trusting in what cannot yet be seen, but
striving towards it, not as a distant afterlife state, but as a goal to pursue in
everyday life.’

Applying this theological framework to the Swedish activists’ perspectives
shows that it aligns with how the biblical events of Christ’s death and resur-
rection serve as a source of hope for activists, both as something to rely on
and as something to strive for through their activism. This also aligns with the
previously highlighted theological imperative of their holistic theologies: the
impossibility of separating spiritual and worldly realities. Even if Christian
hope depends on the divine power that triumphed over death through resur-
rection, the expression of hope seen in the activists’ theological voices does
not focus on the afterlife. Instead, they emphasise the salvation of life on
Earth. This eschatology could be understood as collective eschatology, as it is
not limited to the salvation of the individual through resurrection and life after
death, but is viewed as humanity’s survival, and implicitly extends to the
preservation of the whole creation. This aligns with well-established theolog-
ical scholarly discussions on hope’s capacity to catalyse social and political
change, as previously highlighted. However, the material underscores ongoing
resistance to this theological interpretation in local contexts in Sweden, but

353 Moltmann, Theology of Hope, 20-22; 324; Bergmann, Eschatology as Imagining the End, 2—
4.
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also in South Africa, suggesting that, while this interpretation of eschatologi-
cal hope is theoretically well-established, its practical acceptance remains con-
tested.

The Swedish activists’ capacity to reorient through a faith in action, charac-
terised by a robust future-oriented perspective, demonstrates that, although
their relational spirituality does not encompass future-oriented spiritual rela-
tions as previously noted, it nonetheless serves as a crucial resource for fos-
tering creativity in envisioning a hopeful future and for strategising pathways
to realise it. Furthermore, while their relational spirituality is primarily cen-
tred on individual spiritual experiences and insights, rather than on the col-
lective spiritual identities observed in the South African context, their collec-
tive eschatology underscores a developing collective approach through their
activism.

The South African activists do not emphasise personal reorientation as activ-
ists in the Swedish context do, as highlighted in Chapter 5. However, they
promote a reorientation of values in their awareness-raising efforts; and here,
faith is put forth as something that reaches the heart and fosters values that are
rooted in faith traditions that oppose self-interest and greed. In addition, ac-
tivists draw on indigenous practices, such as connecting with the land and lis-
tening to ancestors, to promote a sense of relatedness with and dependence on
creation. However, the construction of the theological theme reorient mainly
stems from the Swedish material, in which the process of reorientation through
faith in practice is more prominent.

Rely — reliance on God builds resilience

The theological theme rely emphasises human reliance on God as a funda-
mental element in fostering resilience. As previously highlighted, faith com-
plements and often goes beyond climate knowledge, which predicts a dire fu-
ture. In stark contrast, trusting in God provides activists with a powerful
source of strength amid an uncertain and rapidly changing climate landscape.
Even sceptics, who doubt humanity’s future, find refuge and hope through
reliance on divine power, helping them to navigate the turmoil and to maintain
a sense of purpose. The theological theme rely is rooted in the activists’ rela-
tional spirituality, and emphasises the importance of human relationships,
similar to the theological theme relate; however, here it focuses on these rela-
tionships as a vital source of strength amid the climate crisis. Drawing on the
South African material, relying on God appears to be essential beyond the
sphere of personal resilience. Thus, when constructing this theological theme,
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I draw particularly on the South African material, where reliance on God
seems especially important in the process of building climate-resilient com-
munities.*>* This perspective becomes especially salient in an era when climate
resilience is of the greatest importance, highlighting the critical role of spirit-
uality in adaptive responses.

Relying on God fosters a profound sense of hope among activists as they nav-
igate the complex and disruptive climate landscape. This hope is not rooted in
naive optimism or illusions of control, but emerges as a humble act of surren-
der that is grounded in spirituality. In both contexts, trust in divine providence
cultivates hope amid uncertainty. Importantly, this reliance, although render-
ing hope, should not be interpreted as a static theological answer to the ques-
tion, “What can we hope for?”, but rather as a response to the previously high-
lighted theological question, “Whom can we trust in times of crisis?”” And
their trust in God cultivates hope. This perspective underscores the signifi-
cance of faith as an active source of resilience amid a complex global catas-
trophe.

Although relying on God during times of crisis is not a novel phenomenon,
my research shows that here its roots lie in a broader framework of relational
spirituality, which manifests uniquely in diverse settings. Constructing the
theological theme rely reveals significant differences between the studied con-
texts of South Africa and Sweden, rooted in their differing forms of relational
spirituality.

In the South African context, relying on God reflects their collective spiritual
identities, which are shaped by the activists’ strong affinity for their context
and historical experiences. Past instances of divine intervention foster hope
for future intervention, making hope in divine action a central theme. The his-
torical and community-based foundation gives South African resilience a
broader, deeper base, connecting past divine interventions to present crises.
Their resilience, rooted in their relational spirituality, extends from historical
experiences to future hope, including not only the individual but the entire
community.’** While the South African material references historical crises,

334 When referring to resilience, I lean on a definition by two scholars in the field of psychology
that, based on empirical research, intentionally seeks a broader understanding than typical psy-
chological definitions: “The potential to exhibit resourcefulness by using available internal and
external recourses in response to different contextual and developmental challenges”. Pooley and
Cohen, “Resilience: A Definition in Context,” 34.

355 This type of resilience shows similarities with that of liberation and feminist theology scholars
who emphasise theology in a way that can be described as resilience against oppression. In the
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Swedish accounts lack such historical references. The South African activists
draw strength from a collective memory of past divine acts and from a collec-
tive awareness of relatedness to and dependence on God, others, and nature,
enabling a resilience that is rooted in community and history.

In the South African context, reliance on God as a means of resilience is also
manifested concretely through community and environmental care initiatives.
These initiatives exemplify the South African activists’ holistic theologies as
well as their collective form of relational spirituality, which is deeply rooted
in their strong contextual ties.>*® The projects led by South African activists
aim to contribute to building resilient communities that go beyond individu-
als’ capacity to withstand stress and maintain normal functioning. Instead,
they enhance both personal and collective resilience, in which faith plays a
crucial role, enabling communities to respond to severe problems such as the
climate crisis and other socio-environmental issues. 357

To demonstrate the pivotal role of faith in these projects, it is essential to rec-
ognise how faith functions as both a catalyst and a foundational element in
strengthening and guiding practical action. While previous studies have high-
lighted that the social capital and governance of religious actors can contribute
to bolstering resilience and adaptive capacity, my study in particular under-
scores theology as a critical factor in this. **® Various initiatives in my empiri-
cal material highlight that the activists use normative theological texts as tan-
gible tools in mobilising and developing adaptive strategies for communities,
such as establishing food gardens aimed at vulnerable populations. Further-
more, faith-driven efforts to create “safer places for worship” demonstrate

South African context, this has been demonstrated, for example, by Beverly Haddad, who, from
her empirical work among poor and marginalised women in South Africa, has identified what she
calls “survival theologies”, which are used as an “active weapon” in resistance to their oppression.
She highlights these theologies as community-based. Haddad, Gender, Development, and Faith,
441.

336 Tt is worth noting that these faith communities and projects initiated or supported by South
African activists cannot replace what [ have described as the holistic faith communities that South
African activists yearn for and seek: communities in which activists can share their holistic theol-
ogies, which include concrete climate and environmental commitments as essential, while also
functioning as communities of worship.

357 Loosely inspired by discussions in: Berkes and Ross, “Community Resilience.”

358 See for example: Andreana Reale, ‘Churches Building Resiliency to Climate Change’. Other
researchers emphasising the importance of eco-theologies—both Indigenous and Christian—in
climate adaptation strategies include Loreen Maseno and King’asia Mamati. Additionally, Beth
E. Elness-Hanson has conducted empirical research on this topic. Their collective perspectives
underscore the potential role of theologies in developing effective climate resilience frameworks.
Maseno and Mamati, “The Nexus between Indigenous Beliefs on Environment and Climate
Change Adaptation amongst the Sengwer in Embobut Forest, Kenya”; Elness-Hanson, “A Wan-
dering Aramean and the Wandering Maasai.”
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how empowering local religious leaders and communities in their worship fos-
ters resilience amid crises, including disasters caused by the climate crisis and
rising crime rates linked to socio-economic vulnerability. In addition, initia-
tives such as tree planting during Christian ceremonies such as confirmation
exemplify how religious ritual and environmental action intersect to foster
community engagement and ecological stewardship. Collectively, these activ-
ities underscore the capacity of faith, illustrating how the activists’ manifesta-
tion of their holistic theologies integrates spirituality with pragmatic resili-
ence-building strategies. This combination not only bolsters communities’
adaptive capacities amid the immediate impacts of climate change, but also
aims to contribute actively to broader environmental mitigation and aware-
ness, reinforcing faiths’ and theologies’ indispensable role in fostering sus-
tainable, resilient communities amid the climate catastrophe.

In contrast to the South African context, the Swedish activists internalise spir-
itual relatedness and dependence at a personal level, relying on spiritual expe-
riences and insights rather than on collective history and community ties. Con-
sequently, here, reliance on God emerges from individual spiritual experi-
ences and insights of relatedness and dependence. In the Swedish material,
expressions of trust tend to be implicit, emphasising spiritual insights and a
belief that the future is in divine hands, including personal trust in and surren-
dering control to God, which support hope amid climate catastrophe. In the
Swedish context, reliance reduces activists’ climate anxiety; therefore, reli-
ance fosters resilience mainly on a personal and psychological level.’*

However, what unites the two contexts is that reliance functions as a vital
resource for action. Thus, the theological themes rely and react are inter-
twined. While some may interpret reliance on divine agency as fostering pas-
sivity, in fact, to rely and to react are two sides of the same coin for the ac-
tivists. Reliance on God empowers and liberates activists in both contexts to
engage proactively, despite negative future outlooks. The hope rooted in re-
liance on God is also perceived by the activists as a call to action by people
of faith, urging them not to be passive but to contribute actively to addressing
the climate crisis. It energises the activists to act with purpose, having faith
as a catalyst for hope and transformative change. Consequently, reliance

3% This aligns with Sallie MacFague’s discourse on internalising vulnerability in the face of the
climate crisis, using the Twelve-Step philosophy of “let go and let God” as a metaphor for ac-
ceptance and surrender. Similarly, Swedish activists explicitly reference the Twelve-Step pro-
gramme to emphasise that relinquishing personal control and entrusting oneself'to a God facilitates
a reorientation of lifestyle, which can also be understood as resilience in confronting environmen-
tal crises. McFague, A New Climate for Theology, 16.
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becomes a crucial force for climate action, and so could be understood as a
dimension of resilience.

The theological theme rely highlights the significance of relying not only on
God but also on other humans. This concept is closely connected to the theme
of relate, as the relationship between God, humanity, and nature underscores
the importance of community. As previously discussed, this can manifest in
the Swedish material as a spiritual experience and insight, while in the South
African material it is integral to the activists’ collective spiritual identities. But
regardless how relatedness is manifested, it emphasises the value of related-
ness with others, which includes the need to rely on others. This is particularly
evident in the South African material, where hope is anchored not only in trust
in God’s actions but also in human actions. In addition, in both contexts, com-
munities, especially those rooted in God, are emphasised as vital spaces for
resilience and reorientation in times of climate crisis.

It is also important to recognise that not only relational spirituality but also
normative theological texts contribute to and reinforce the activists’ reliance
on God. For instance, the story of God helping Moses and the Israelites cross
the Red Sea during the Exodus is referenced by activists to highlight this de-
pendence. Furthermore, religious texts often reinforce reliance by fostering a
personal bond with God. The recurring references to the story of Christ’s death
and resurrection emphasise divine involvement in the world, thereby bolster-
ing activists’ reliance and hope.

The analysis indicates that the resilience revealed in the South African mate-
rial is grounded in their relational spirituality and their contextual knowledge
of climate change, in which adaptation to an already rapidly changing and
difficult climate shapes their resilience. Meanwhile, the Swedish material
mainly emphasises mitigation strategies and addresses the root causes of cli-
mate change, with resilience appearing less as a response to immediate ex-
treme weather events and more as a psychological trait. Consequently, the
theological construct rely underscores the significance of divine reliance, elu-
cidating that faith and theologies are essential not only in fostering psycholog-
ical comfort during periods of crisis but also in empowering engagement with
political and social activism, particularly in efforts aimed at building climate-
resilient communities. The analysis underscores, therefore, that the thematic
notion of rely is important across psychological, political, and social domains,
reaffirming its pertinence within the activists’ theological frameworks.
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Conclusions

In this chapter I have constructed the most salient theological themes that are
integral to the activists’ process of pathfinding amid the climate catastrophe.
While my findings reveal that the pathfinding process is initiated or deepened
by transformative encounters with climate-related knowledge, I contend that
the theological themes of relate, react, reorient, and rely are fundamental in
guiding the pathfinding. My findings demonstrate that a profound, experience-
based sense of spiritual relatedness, one that transcends both time and the in-
dividual spiritual experiences, and that is also deeply embedded in contextual
realities, serves as a crucial compass. This form of navigation does not rely on
specific or fixed understandings of God, humanity, and nature; rather, it de-
pends on a receptive openness to being spiritually connected to a broader
whole and on integrating one’s acknowledgement of dependence on this larger
reality. This sustains the ongoing process of pathfinding.

Moreover, the foundational theological imperative underpinning the pathfind-
ing process is the integration of transcendent reality with worldly concerns.
This integration compels individuals of faith to respond in practice to the pre-
vailing crises. Therefore, reacting to such crises not only serves as a way to
navigate immediate problems, but also functions as an expression of religious
faith and a mechanism for restoring spiritual interconnectedness. In this con-
text, a transcendent reality is as integral and tangible as the crisis itself, em-
phasising their equal significance in the navigation process. Unlike the crisis,
which poses challenges and despair, faith — not least spiritual experiences of
transcendent reality — engenders hope and liberation, providing a vital impetus
for a constructive response.

Faith also serves as a catalyst for creativity, enabling a reorientation towards
innovative pathways that promote a sustainable future. This process of reori-
entation, characterised by the exploration of new pathways, can be understood
as a climate-knowledge-initiated metanoia, an existential transformation fa-
cilitated through spiritual experiences and insights garnered during the navi-
gation of the difficult climate landscape. Such insights foster a profound un-
derstanding of the divine and a redefinition of human identity, leading to tan-
gible shifts towards more fossil-fuel-free lifestyles and the revaluation or re-
discovery of beyond material values. The conviction that another world is
achievable embodies the Christian eschatological hope, reflecting a collective
eschatology that emphasises the salvation of all life on Earth. This perspective
underscores the integrative role of faith in shaping responses to the ecological
crisis and transformation towards sustainability.
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My research highlights that reliance on God serves as a vital source of resili-
ence in the face of the climate crisis. It provides psychological stability amid
the uncertainty of a rapidly changing environment, and serves as a spiritual
refuge that fosters hope, not as naive optimism but as a humble surrender to
and trust in God. Furthermore, reliance on God extends beyond individual
comfort, empowering activism and fostering a collective resilience. This spir-
itual approach, extending from historical experiences in the past into a hope
for the future, encompasses individuals and communities alike. By integrating
faith-based resilience, this paradigm contributes to the development of cli-
mate-resilient communities, thereby transcending personal coping mecha-
nisms to effect broader socio-environmental change.

Consequently, at the core of the pathfinding process are action-oriented theo-
logical themes that demonstrate how, for activists, theology transcends mere
abstract doctrines and normative texts. Thus, adherence to specific theological
doctrinal beliefs is not necessarily what catalyses effective climate responses.
Instead, it is through activism, which serves as a domain for the reinterpreta-
tion and revision of theological concepts, that more responsive theological
frameworks are developed. The theological themes I have constructed exem-
plify how faith-based responses to the ongoing climate crisis are cultivated
through active engagement in climate activism, irrespective of whether such
activism occurs in or outside established religious institutions. Furthermore,
the lived experiences of encountering the climate crisis, either through direct
confrontation with its consequences in one’s own context or through personal
transformation induced by climate knowledge, are instrumental in shaping
theologies that respond practically to this global challenge. Thus, my research
indicates that it is the climate catastrophe that initiates activism and prompts
changes in theological beliefs, rather than changes in theological beliefs that
inspire climate responses.

This study contends that faith-based climate activism serves as a vital domain
for the reinterpretation and dynamic revision of theological frameworks. It
proposes that the theologies encapsulated in the themes of relate, react, reor-
ient, and rely are not merely abstract intellectual constructs, but are inherently
contextual and experience-based, shaped through spiritual experiences and
participation in activism. This perspective underscores the fluidity, embodi-
ment, and context-specific evolution of theological responses to the climate
crisis, positioning activism as a crucial catalyst that anchors theological re-
sponses in lived realities and tangible engagement. However, although the
foundational theological imperative that transcendent reality and worldly mat-
ters are inseparable is shared between the activists and their religious
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institutions, the findings reveal that the activists’ theological responses often
encounter resistance from local faith communities. This highlights the com-
plex interaction between theological innovation and communal acceptance,
emphasising the challenges faced when proposing new theological responses
in local religious contexts.

The research should convincingly demonstrate that theology has a significant
capacity to foster innovative and creative pathways towards sustainability.
Moreover, it serves as a vital element of resilience in confronting the adverse
impacts of climate change, regardless of whether such responses are initiated
in or outside formal religious institutions. This underscores the need to inte-
grate theological perspectives into the wider academic and policy discourse,
particularly when addressing issues that transcend purely scientific consider-
ations. Such integration could contribute to bridging the persistent gap be-
tween the urgent scientific evidence that advocates immediate action and the
observed deficiencies in its effective implementation.

Future options

Throughout the research process, I identified several promising avenues for
further investigation that, owing to the scope of this study, remain to be ex-
plored. My findings emphasise the critical importance of integrating theolog-
ical perspectives into research on both climate activism and broader environ-
mental initiatives. In this section, I briefly outline potential directions for fu-
ture research to develop this understanding.

While my study incorporated actors from various faith traditions, the theolog-
ical framework used for analysis was specifically rooted in Christian theology.
Considering the interfaith climate activism that prevails in the South African
context and the emerging interfaith climate collaborations in Sweden, I would
propose a more comprehensive theological investigation into interfaith cli-
mate activism. Such a study should incorporate diverse theological perspec-
tives to illuminate a broader spectrum of theological themes, which was lim-
ited by the scope of my current approach.

Studying faith-based climate activism in two distinct contexts has underscored
a significant gap: activists, and potentially also religious institutions, in Swe-
den are noticeably lagging behind their South African counterparts in having
spirituality and theology as resources for resilience. While the South African
material reveals that these have been proven to play a vital role in fostering
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climate resilience aimed at managing extreme weather events, especially
through the development of resilient communities, this potential remains un-
explored in Sweden. In the Swedish material, climate resilience is limited to a
psychological trait in which faith brings comfort for those suffering from cli-
mate anxiety. Given the escalating severity of the climate crisis, | strongly
suggest that research into the role of theology in promoting climate-resilient
communities is a crucial avenue for future scholarly enquiry. Including theol-
ogy would enhance current research on community-based climate resilience.

I suggest that including groups of people who feel the direct impact of climate
change — particularly those who, as in their daily lives they have to handle the
consequences of the climate crisis, are forced to engage in adaptive strategies
such as food cultivation, water management, livestock care, and heat resili-
ence — could substantially enrich our understanding of diverse activist re-
sponses and innovative practices in the face of environmental crises. These
groups, often operating under resource-constrained conditions, may, similar
to the faith-based climate activists explored in my study, be strengthened by
faith, positioning them as vital actors of innovation amid the climate emer-
gency. Therefore, I emphasise the need for expanded empirical theological
research into the theologies of these communities, particularly from the per-
spective of climate resilience. Such investigations could uncover how their
faith-based frameworks enhance the capacity to adapt to and endure environ-
mental crises, providing valuable insights that could inform broader climate
resilience strategies.

My study reveals that spirituality and theology can play a pivotal role in facil-
itating inner transformation among activists. Spirituality and theology aid in
reconnecting with others, nature, God, and self, exploring beyond material
values, and integrating various types of knowledge, ultimately enriching the
understanding of and response to climate challenges. Although this study does
not address whether such inner transformation translates into tangible outer
change, I suggest that this would be an important avenue for future research.
This gap aligns with broader scholarly concerns about the concrete contribu-
tions of religion to the systemic transformation that is necessary to mitigate
fossil fuel emissions.

In various academic disciplines and among climate actors worldwide, visual-
ising alternative futures and sustainable societies has been identified as a crit-
ical need. My findings suggest that spirituality and theology serve as valuable
resources for creative future imagining. Despite the current lack of focused
research in this area, incorporating faith and theological perspectives into
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climate studies could significantly advance our understanding of and efforts
towards sustainable transformation.

Epilogue — An emerging revival movement?

While the ongoing debate questions whether we are witnessing a genuine
“greening” of religions and seeks to evaluate the impact of climate activism,
my research concentrates on individual faith-based activists and their theolo-
gies, rather than on organised movements.*® Nevertheless, the findings reveal
notable parallels with historical revival movements, suggesting that faith-
based climate activism could serve as a catalyst for a broader revival. Such a
movement has the potential to reinvigorate religious institutions and, moreo-
ver, to inspire societal transformation, an aspect underscored in Chapter 1 as
vital to addressing the climate crisis effectively.

The revival movement phenomenon is often primarily linked to the rapid
growth of Christianity; however, historical evidence shows that such move-
ments are found in a broad range of faith traditions.**' I have observed com-
pelling parallels between religious revival movements and faith-based climate
activism, as demonstrated by the efforts of activists from various religious
backgrounds. These similarities emphasise the wider relevance of revival dy-
namics beyond a single faith context, and underscore their importance in con-
temporary environmental advocacy. Nonetheless, since Christianity is the
dominant religious tradition in my material, I draw on characteristics of Chris-
tian revival movements in the following.>®

When activists engage with climate knowledge, the transformative process
they undergo could be understood through the lens of a concept that is

360 Numerous scholarly investigations have examined the proposed phenomenon of the “greening
ofreligions”. Nevertheless, empirical evidence does not conclusively support the existence of such
atrend. See, for example, Hulme, “Climate Change: Varieties of Religious Engagement”; Haluza-
DeLay, “Religion and Climate Change”; Koehrsen et al., “How ‘Green’ Can Religions Be?”;
Kohrsen et al., Religious Environmental Activism; Taylor, “Earth and Nature-Based Spirituality
(Part I)”; Taylor, “Religion and Environmental Behaviour (Part Two): Dark-Green Nature Spirit-
ualities and the Fate of the Earth.”

361 See, for example, Lapidus, “Islamic Revival and Modernity”’; Kumar, “Hindu Revivalism and
Education in North-Central India”; Lai, “The Religious Revival in China.”

362 In my argument, 1 specifically reference certain aspects of Christian revival movements as
described by Michael J. McClymond in The Wiley Blackwell Companion to World Christianity.
However, the characteristics McClymond identifies are consistent with other research on Christian
revival movements, revival movements beyond Christianity, and, more broadly, revitalisation
movements. [ also use other research to identify further the characteristics of revival movements.
McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements.”
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prevalent in revival movements: “awakening”. This process is characterised
by a heightened sense of immediacy and a notable shift from a state of una-
wareness to one of informed urgency. Prior to this awakening, activists may
lack a comprehensive understanding of the severity of the climate crisis or
have only a superficial awareness. The awakening itself typically involves a
progression to a more profound, experience-based understanding of the cli-
mate crisis, which then catalyses or intensifies their commitment to climate
action. In the Swedish context, the awakening is also frequently characterised
by intense emotional responses, such as climate anxiety. Importantly, in the
faith-based activism studied here, this awakening is mainly driven by experi-
ence-based climate knowledge rather than by heightened spiritual experiences
and emotions connected to spirituality, setting it apart from traditional revival
phenomena.’$* However, the awakening of the activists elevates the climate
crisis to a matter of life and death, a sentiment often associated with revivalist
phenomena. Typically, stagnation in religious institutions does not serve as a
catalyst for revival; instead, it is often stimulated by pressing contemporary
issues that generate uncertainty about the future.’**

While the initial catalyst for climate activists’ awakening is not spiritual, the
role of personal and experience-based factors is indispensable in faith-based
climate activism, paralleling characteristics observed in revival movements.
My empirical material indicates that knowledge grounded in lived experi-
ences, both spiritual and related to the climate crisis, is crucial to their activ-
ism. Although spiritual experiences do not directly trigger awakening or an
intense emotional response, they serve to reinforce and drive ongoing activism
efforts. Analysing the material through the four voices of theology framework
reveals that normative or formal theological voices tend to exert less influence
than personal experiences in shaping the activists’ theological voices. Further-
more, these personal encounters transform their theological understandings.
This pattern resonates with scholarly arguments about feminist theology as a

363 McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements,” 245.

364 Mark Shaw, in the academic discipline of Global Christianity, examines the dynamics of
global revival by analysing contextual examples from Africa, Asia, North America, and South
America during the 20th century. He describes this as the justice component of revival move-
ments, arguing that revival movements are “both caused by change and a catalyst of change.
They arise from a widespread sense of fear and uncertainty about the future. ... Revivals are
not generally caused by stagnation in the church. Something more dramatic is needed. The soil
into which revival is sown is one of discontent, uncertainty and volatility”. Shaw, Global Awak-
ening, 23.
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revival movement, which emphasises the centrality of lived experiences in
theological development and reform.3s

Evidence from both the South African and the Swedish contexts indicates that
this awakening often engenders significant tensions with activists’ religious
institutions, particularly their local faith communities. This phenomenon is a
salient characteristic of revival movements, as it reflects a fundamental dis-
cord between individuals who have undergone spiritual awakening and the
faith institutions that remain unaltered by such experiences.*® I contend that
these tensions are significantly increased by underlying theological discrep-
ancies. The activists’ holistic theologies, which emphasise the intrinsic unity
of transcendent reality and worldly matters, fundamentally challenge the the-
ological perceptions they encounter in their local faith communities. A key
source of this tension lies in the activists’ prioritisation of orthopraxy over
orthodoxy: their focus on correct practice rather than on doctrinal orthodoxy
conflicts with the established theological norms they encounter in their local
faith communities. Furthermore, their development of eco-centric theological
perspectives throughout their activism serves to deepen the theological divide,
thereby widening the gap between the activists and their local faith communi-
ties.

My analysis suggests that the theological doctrines expressed in religious in-
stitutions at the national level closely align with the theologies and environ-
mental commitments advocated by activists. The material also reveals a no-
ticeable discrepancy, recognised by activists, between the doctrinal teachings
promoted by these institutions and their actual practices at the local congrega-
tional level, indicating a gap between ideology and implementation. The ten-
sion arising from their encounters with local faith communities significantly
hampers the activists’ capacity to articulate and manifest their activism in
these traditional religious contexts. Consequently, these activists seek alterna-
tive platforms beyond conventional religious institutions, such as secular cli-
mate organisations or faith-based platforms dedicated to environmental issues.

Nonetheless, in both settings, activists experience profound frustration stem-
ming from their inability fully to articulate and practise their holistic theolo-
gies in local faith communities. Such an imagined community would embody

363 This is similar to what Amanda Porterfield argues for, with the support by writings by Shelia
Collins, in her article on feminist theology as a revitalisation movement, that personal experiences
are a more significant source for the revitalisation movement than theoretically formulated theol-
ogies. Porterfield, “Feminist Theology as a Revitalization Movement,” 235.

366 McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements,” 245-46.
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qualities that secular climate organisations and environmental faith-based
platforms cannot entirely replace, given the absence of the relational, contex-
tual, and worshipping reality that is characteristic of local faith communities.
This dynamic highlights the complex interaction between experience-based
awakening and the theologies encountered in the local congregations of reli-
gious institutions.

It is important to note that, throughout history, revival movements have con-
sistently pursued dual objectives: to revitalise religious institutions and to cat-
alyse broader societal transformations.’’” This pattern is evident in the faith-
based activism examined in this study, which responds primarily to the press-
ing climate crisis. In addition, these movements embody an aspirational desire
for their local faith communities to align with and support their commitment,
thereby reinforcing the intertwined nature of religious revival and societal
change. To faith-based activists, operant theological voices are at the heart of
their theologies, as they view climate action as a fundamental expression of
their faith. This perspective aligns with another key aspect of revival theology:
emphasising practical activism as a manifestation of faith.’® Typically emerg-
ing during uncertain times, these revivals inspire people to manifest faith that
is aimed at affecting positive change in the world.>®

Another trait identified in my research that aligns with revival movements is
the way in which the awakening evokes eschatological perspectives.’” How-
ever, as previously noted, the eschatological view of these activists is not fo-
cused primarily on afterlife concerns but on worldly issues — notably, the cli-
mate crisis. These perspectives are articulated as collective eschatological vi-
sions that aim for the salvation of humanity, the planet, or even the cosmos.
Importantly, the greatest source of comfort does not lie in having detailed

367 While different interpretations of religion have, on the one hand, been used as a source to
legitimise oppressing and exploiting humans and nature, revival movements have, on the other
hand, also contributed to positive developments, such as the contribution to abolitionism and
the possibility for the enslaved to demand freedom, to women’s leadership, and to democracy.
Thus, revival movements throughout history have had both trans-local and global impacts.
McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements,” 151, 244; Fahlgren et al.,
Ostddade vickelser, 12, 15.

368 Historically it has been exemplified in the fight against slavery and for women's rights.
Fahlgren et al., Ostddade vickelser, 37, 38, 41, 71.

3% In his study on Christian revival movements in diverse contexts, Shaw characterises this as
a transition from “survival mode” to “transforming mission”, encompassing not only evange-
lism but also social action. He conceptualises this mission as holistic, occurring both locally
and globally. Shaw, Global Awakening, 18.

370 McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements,” 244.
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visions but rather in reliance on God, which could be interpreted as embodying
an eschatological hope.

Throughout history, periods of revival have served as catalysts for intensified
theological debate, particularly about themes such as sin, faith, and repent-
ance.”' Currently, the faith-based climate activists critique their religious in-
stitutions and faith communities, which could be understood as theological
disputes. Their awakening has brought operant theological voices to the fore,
and they are eager to see others join their cause. While these activists generally
avoid using terms such as “sin” and “repentance” when condemning institu-
tional inaction, their advocacy of climate justice rests fundamentally on prin-
ciples of accountability, calling for those who emit fossil fuel gases to accept
responsibility not only to mitigate the emissions but also to support commu-
nities that are adversely affected by the climate crisis they did not create. The
activists encourage their institutions and faith communities to act in alignment
with these principles, reflecting an implicit expectation that their religious in-
stitutions will acknowledge their “sin” and “repent”.

The absence of an explicit discourse of sin and repentance among faith-based
activists in both contexts signals a crucial distinction between faith-based cli-
mate activism and traditional revivalist paradigms.’”> However, this omission
warrants further theological enquiry, particularly when examining the process
of reorientation in the Swedish context, conceptualised as a climate-
knowledge-based metanoia facilitated by spirituality. In Christian theology,
metanoia is typically characterised by the recognition of guilt, which then pro-
gresses to repentance, restitution, and proactive efforts to amend harm. Theo-
logical scholarship has underscored this trajectory as a compelling theological
pathway for advancing Christian environmentalism.?” In the light of this, the
Swedish activism, with its pronounced focus on lifestyle modifications, could
be interpreted as a mechanism for managing unarticulated guilt about unsus-
tainable lifestyles. It may also be linked to a collective sense of national re-
sponsibility for the environmental crisis, stemming from a history of economic
development that has relied on fossil fuel emissions. This interpretive lens po-
sitions lifestyle changes not merely as behavioural adjustments but also as

371 McClymond, “Christian Revival and Renewal Movements,” 245.

372 This observation corroborates the findings of Malcolm et al., who show that Christian climate
activists in the United Kingdom are ambivalent about categorising humans’ environmental dam-
age to nature as a sin. Notably, Roman Catholic activists in particular hesitated to employ the
terminology of sin in this context. The arguments presented for refraining from using the term
“sin” included concerns that it may impose an excessive burden of guilt or serve as an obstacle to
transformative action. Malcolm et al., Religion, Theology and Climate Change, 33.

373 Aourelien Andrianos, “Ecological Sin, Metanoia (Repentance), and Eco-Conversion,” 68.
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acknowledging one’s sin and acts of repentance, thereby aligning with revival-
ist frameworks.

Another notable parallel with revival movements is the strong and pervasive
international networks, which often form a defining feature of such move-
ments.’* Despite their critiques of local faith communities, activists in both
contexts demonstrate a high regard for these communities and actively engage
with broader international religious institutions. This dynamic underscores the
critical role of global religious networks in shaping contemporary activist
practices. Furthermore, unlike their local counterparts, global and transna-
tional networks serve as essential platforms for climate activism, offering
sources of inspiration and support, at least for activists in South Africa.

After a thorough analysis of various aspects of revival theology in the material
and its alignment with the defining characteristics of revival movements, |
contend that the material demonstrates an embryonic potential for a revival
movement that is driven by faith-based activists who respond to the climate
crisis. This emerging movement has the capacity either to become integrated
into existing religious institutional frameworks or to diverge from them en-
tirely, thereby facilitating independent trajectories. My empirical evidence
shows that faith-based activists often live out their holistic theologies beyond
traditional faith communities. At the same time, they eagerly seek local faith
communities in which to practise their holistic theologies. These findings sug-
gest that this potential revival movement might detach from established reli-
gious institutions, leading to the creation of new faith communities in which
holistic theological paradigms could be fully realised.>”*

On the other hand, as previously noted, numerous theological themes derived
from my material show notable similarities with theologies articulated by
prominent religious organisations and initiatives, such as the WCC, the Cath-
olic Laudato Si” movement, as well as the United Nations Environment Pro-
gramme Faith for Earth Coalition initiative on Islam as a catalyst for environ-
mental stewardship. Similar theological motifs are also observable in religious
institutional initiatives at the national levels of both South Africa and Sweden.
These parallels suggest that religious institutions may be more inclined to

374 Shaw, Global Awakening, 31, 115.

375 As early as 1982, in the Swedish context, Olov Hartman — who was a priest in the Church of
Sweden, who engaged in environmental issues, and who was author of an extensive list of books
— claimed that concerns about nature and the environment could be yet another revival that the
Church of Sweden was about to overlook. Hartman, Fagelstrdck, 192.
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embrace faith-based climate activism, as it aligns with their promoted theolo-
gies and organisational commitments.

However, critical examination of the theological foundations of the tensions
faced by activists reveals specific obstacles that could hinder the “greening of
religions”. Activists report a persistent divergence between official doctrinal
teachings at global and national levels and the actual practices in local faith
communities. This discrepancy fosters ongoing tension and engenders uncer-
tainty about the future of faith-based environmental responses. This situation
raises crucial questions about whether local faith communities will evolve to-
wards a more inclusive, climate-responsive stance or maintain their insular
approaches. Such dynamics reflect patterns seen in revivalist movements, em-
phasising the complex relationship between institutional theological doctrines
and grassroots environmental activism. This underscores the difficulties in-
volved in cultivating cohesive faith-based climate initiatives. Nevertheless,
historical precedents demonstrate the influential role of revival movements in
revitalising and reformulating theological paradigms in religious institutions,
having an impact on both doctrinal orthodoxy and practical orthopraxy. Con-
sequently, the trajectory of this nascent revival depends critically on how re-
ligious institutions respond to the theologies manifested by faith-based activ-
ists, thus shaping the future landscape of faith and environmental activism.

In contrast to intra-denominational tensions, my research indicates that cross-
faith collaboration on climate initiatives in South Africa is not hindered by
interreligious conflicts. The emphasis on orthopraxy diminishes the signifi-
cance of theological differences and doctrinal divergences. The urgent need to
address the climate crisis supersedes theological disputes, thereby creating an
environment conducive to the emergence of an interreligious revival move-
ment. This movement has the potential to catalyse meaningful socio-environ-
mental transformation.

To conclude, historically, religious revivals have shown a capacity not only to
reshape theological doctrines and practices but also to instigate extensive so-
cietal transformations. Therefore, should faith-based climate activism develop
into a comprehensive revival movement, it could function as a significant cat-
alyst for societal transformation. This underscores the potential of faith-in-
spired responses to environmental crises to move beyond the transformation
of individuals and to influence broader cultural and political landscapes,
thereby aligning with the imperative for urgent action that is emphasised at
the outset of this thesis.
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Appendix 1 — List of interviewees

To protect the privacy of the interviewees, pseudonyms are used. An overview
of the interviewees is provided in Chapter 2, in the section headed “Interview-
ing”, under “Characteristics of interviewees”.

South Africa

Amir — Interview conducted on 7 May 2022.

Amir actively participates in civil disobedience in South Africa and occasion-
ally abroad. He works professionally on climate and other environmental is-
sues. Muslim.

Betty — Interview conducted on 20 May 2022.

Betty has been involved in political administration and environmental activ-
ism throughout her life. She is currently managing a farm that employs eco-
friendly methods and actively supports younger environmental activists. She
is one of the older among the South African interviewees. Khoi.

Busi — Interview conducted on 10 February 2023.

Busi collaborates locally with other faiths on environmental and climate is-
sues, participating in activities such as strikes, while also addressing these
matters in her local parish through worship and community clean-up initia-
tives. Christian.

Dina — Interview conducted on 18 August 2022 (via Zoom).

Dina is involved in environmental activism, mainly by managing food garden
projects for vulnerable communities, as well as through writing. She is a
trained academic theologian and a Christian.

Dumisani — Interview conducted on May 20 2022 (via Zoom).

Dumisani has worked at several faith-based organisations in various southern
African countries, focusing on climate change and environmental issues, in-
cluding activities such as lobbying and awareness-raising. Christian.
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Fatima — Interview conducted on 9 February 2023 (via Zoom).

Fatima engages in interfaith grassroots efforts to emphasise environmental is-
sues, but her contribution is especially related to indigenous rights. She has
left her Christian faith community and is exploring her Khoi identity, which
includes her role as an environmental activist.

Grace — Interview conducted on 20 May 2022 (via Zoom).

She takes part in environmental activities in the local community, including
lobbying and raising awareness in collaboration with various faith traditions.
Christian.

Linda — Interview conducted on 19 May 2022 (via Zoom)

Linda has been actively engaged in campaigning and working at a religious
institution for many years to address environmental and climate issues. She
trains others at various levels in her religious institution. She is a trained aca-
demic theologian. Christian.

Musa — Interview conducted on 20 May 2022.

Musa is involved with an environmental organisation at both national and lo-
cal levels, organising cleanup initiatives in vulnerable urban areas and con-
ducting awareness-raising activities. Muslim.

Sharon — Interview conducted on 6 February 2023.

Sharon has worked with various environmental organisations over the years,
and takes an active part in interfaith collaborations, such as awareness-raising
initiatives and training others. Interfaith.

Sthembiso — Interview conducted on 16 May 2022 and 13 March 2023 (the
last one via Zoom).

Sthembiso has worked at the national level in various environmental organi-
sations, yet he is also actively involved in his church at all levels, from local
to international, which includes lobbying and training others. He is one of the
younger among the South African interviewees. Christian.
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Sweden
All the Swedish interviewees identify as Christian.

Camilla — Interviews conducted on 7 September and 29 December 2021 (the
second one via Zoom).

Has been involved in various forms of activism for several years, including
civil disobedience actions through Extinction Rebellion, both in and outside
Sweden, as well as actively participating in Fridays for Future and awareness-
raising activities.

Jenny — Interviews conducted on 19 August 2021 and 8 December 2021 (the
second one via Zoom).

Has been engaged in various forms of activism for most of her life, with a
deep interest in and understanding of theological perspectives. She also organ-
ises climate activism events and awareness-raising activities for others.

Karin — Interview conducted on 15 September 2021.
Has been actively involved in Fridays for Future for several years, as well as
coordinating other climate networks and activities, including awareness-rais-
ing initiatives. Trained academically as a theologian.

Kristina — Interview conducted on 11 January 2022.
New to activism, she has become more actively involved in recent years and
is deepening her understanding of the crisis together with others. One of the
older among the Swedish interviewees. Engaged in her local congregation, but
struggles to find a platform for her climate activism.

Magdalena — Interview conducted on 15 October 2021.

Actively engaged in Fridays for Future over the last few years, as well as col-
laborating with other local actors to raise awareness about the climate crisis.
Trained academically as a theologian, and has a deep interest in contemplative
practices.

Maria — Interview conducted on 2 February 2022 (via Zoom).

She has been deeply involved in climate activism, including civil disobedi-
ence, but in recent years has shifted more towards contemplative practices.
She is an academically trained theologian. One of the younger among the Swe-
dish interviewees.
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Nils — Interview conducted on 13 January 2022 (via Zoom).

Actively involved in activism and exploring contemplative practices for sev-
eral years. One of the older among the Swedish interviewees. Trained aca-
demically as a theologian.

Ove — Interview conducted on 13 December 2021.

He has been actively engaged in grassroots activism with Fridays for Future
for several years, and also leads climate workshops for all ages in Christian
congregations. One of the older interviewees in the Swedish context. Trained
academically as a theologian.

Thomas — Interview conducted on 11 September 2021.

Has been involved in various forms of activism for several years, including
civil disobedience through Extinction Rebellion, and is simultaneously en-
gaged in organising occasions for contemplative practices for others, as well
as climate campaign activities such as Fridays for Future.

Vera — Interview conducted on 22 December 2021.

Youth activist engaged in her church’s youth network. Has experience living
in a disadvantaged African country, and has also worked on climate issues
with a global outreach. She is the youngest among the Swedish interviewees.
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Appendix 2 — Interview guide

Introduction

Reminding the interviewee of the focus of the study, formalities, and set-up

of the interview.

Interview themes and possible follow-up questions
1. Who are you, and what do you do?

a.

b.
C.
d.

Could you describe what your climate commitment looks
like today?

How did it all begin?

What is it you want to achieve?

Could you give an example of a time when you did some-
thing that made you especially satisfied?

2. Why do you do what you do — and what role does your faith
play in your climate commitment?

a.

Science clearly states what needs to be done — so what
does faith contribute with?

What motivates you?

Do you think that being involved in climate activism is
challenging? If so, where do you find strength and hope?
Does God/your faith play a role in your engagement?

Can you give any concrete example of when you have felt
that your faith was significant to your climate commit-
ment?

3. Faith and political/social engagement

a.

Throughout history, a commitment to political change
and religious faith have sometimes been viewed as being
in opposition to each other, in conflict. What is your
opinion on that? If politics and faith are somehow con-
nected, how does that manifest? How does it play out in
your life?

There are various ways to view what constitutes political
or social engagement or activism. Do you believe that
your climate commitment is political? How? Or why not?
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Where and what kind of political and social change do
you want to see?

What do you think of the climate commitment of your
own (and other) religious institution’s/faith traditions’ cli-
mate commitment?

Can you express your climate commitment in your own
religious context? If so, where? Why? If not, why not?

4. Looking to the future

Closing questions

270

In the climate crisis, the question of the future is central.
What are your thoughts about the future? Where are we
going?

If you got the chance to imagine a future in which we
have successfully addressed the impacts of climate
change and live within the planet’s limits, what would
that look like?

Does your faith play a role in shaping such a vision of the
future?

If we imagine such a positive vision of the future, what
could religious faith contribute to building and creating
such a society?

a. Idon’t have any further questions. Is there anything
else you believe is important that I have not asked
about or that you would like to share?

b. Do you think that the questions were relevant in your
context? Are there other questions that you suggest |
add?
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