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I don’t normally think of myself 
as “an agent of change.” The prob-
lems we face today are so daunting 
that I often feel powerless to help 
bring about the kind of change our 
world so desperately needs.

I sense I am not alone in strug-
gling with this sense of powerless-
ness. Yet I think there is something 
beyond the sheer enormity of the 
problems we face that provokes 
this sentiment. We in the West tend 
to identify power with control, and 
when things are out of control (as 
they seem to be right now), we as-

sume we lack any power to make 
things better. But what if the power 
we possess is something other than 
such an ‘all or nothing’ affair, a ca-
pacity we might still exercise even in 
those situations where we have little 
or no control?

Hannah Arendt, a twentieth-cen-
tury German-Jewish political theo-
rist, teaches that humans are never 
powerless, even in those dark situa-
tions where we tend to see only im-
potence, futility, and impossibility. In 
her well-known book Eichmann in 
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of 
Evil, she illustrates this point by com-

paring the stories of two Nazi offi-
cers, Peter Bamm and Anton Schmid. 
While both men were unsympathetic 
to the Nazi cause and its genocidal 
aims, each held a completely dif-
ferent understanding of the power 
they possessed to oppose it. Bamm, 
an army physician who witnessed 
the state-sanctioned mass murder 
of Jews in Sevastopol, argued in his 
memoirs that any attempt to resist 
the Nazis’ genocidal efforts would 
have been futile, because the German 
totalitarian state made certain that 
anyone who opposed it would disap-
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pear in silent anonymity, rendering 
all acts of resistance null and void. 
Unlike Bamm, Schmid used whatev-
er means at his disposal, including 
procuring false identification papers 
and securing military vehicles for 
transportation, to help Jews escape 
the fatal end the Nazis had planned 
for them.1

Although Schmid ultimately paid 
for his efforts with his life, we miss 
Arendt’s point about human power 
if we interpret his action as a type 
of superhuman heroism. Before his 
execution for high treason, Schmid 
wrote to his wife that he “only acted 
as a human being and desired doing 
harm to no one.”2 On his own, Schmid 
proved to be no match for the fear-

1 Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in 
Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of 
Evil (New York: Penguin, 1994), 230 ff.

2 See “Anton Schmid | Righteous 
Among the Nations,” accessed August 
4, 2022, https://www.yadvashem.
org/righteous/stories/schmid.html.

some power of the so-called Third 
Reich, and certainly he understood 
his relative weakness in the face 
of the brutally oppressive Nazi re-
gime. Yet that recognition of relative 
weakness did not prevent him from 
noticing and exploiting real oppor-
tunities for helping those in his path 
who came to him in need; he did not 
equate his weakness with power-
lessness.

When the Pharisees asked Jesus 
when the Kingdom of God would 
come, Jesus answered them enigmat-
ically, saying, “The kingdom of God is 
not coming with things that can be 
observed; nor will they say, ‘Look, 
here it is!’ or ‘There it is!’ For, in fact, 
the Kingdom of God is in your midst.” 
(Luke 17:20-21, NRSV) In this pas-
sage, I hear Jesus saying that the 
possibility of participating in God’s 
way of shalom, of embracing justice 
and peace, is always available to us if, 
like Anton Schmid, we have the imag-
ination to recognize it and the faith 
to trust it. In this light, Peter Bamm’s 
claim to lack power amounts to re-
linquishing the power he in fact pos-
sessed. It scares me to think how of-
ten I do the same thing.

Jesus’s preaching about God’s 
kingdom asks us to trust that we 
will find truly abundant life once 
we embrace God’s call to follow the 
way of shalom. This liberating path 
will make us alive to the possibili-
ties of healing and transformation all 
around us, which God has shown us 
we can make real as soon as we fore-
go the paralyzing assumption that 
we must be in total control before we 
can exercise any power.

Perhaps the question we should 
ask ourselves, then, is not ‘what can 
I possibly change?’, but rather, ‘What 
might I become capable of once I 
trust that change is possible?’

continuation from page 1

Anton Schmid was later recognized as 
Righteous Among the Nations, an honor-
ific used by the State of Israel to describe 
non-Jews who risked their lives during 
the Holocaust to save Jews from extermi-
nation by the Nazis for altruistic reasons.

Ronald A. Kuipers is President 
of the Institute for Christian 
Studies in Toronto, where he 
also serves as Professor of 
the Philosophy of Religion.
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Becoming Agents of Change:
Youth Leading the Charge
By Serisha Iyar

We often see changemakers as 
those with immense power that can 
shift societal norms. From politicians 
to civil society, to activists, we tend to 
view change through the eyes of so-
cial capital. However, more and more 
youth are being looked to for their 
leadership and expertise, as we seek 
to build a better future. And they are 
succeeding. From climate strikes to 
defending encampments, they have 
demonstrated how to draw support 
for the changes they seek.

Still, there remains resistance to 
having young people at the forefront 
of movements and heading up orga-
nizations. As we look to follow the 
lead of the next generation, we must 
strategize around how to ensure they 
are valued, supported, and resourced 
in their efforts. This is especially im-
portant for those working within the 
non-profit sector where youth, par-
ticularly those of colour, have a histo-
ry of being exploited for their labour.

Looking ahead, there are some 
areas to highlight where altering 
organizational practices can help 
champion youth leading the charge.

The importance of challenging 
and eliminating tokenism is one of 
them.

Across the sector, the creation of 
youth advisors and councils in the 

name of representation has contin-
ued to become popular. Usually, they 
are unpaid positions aimed at invit-
ing youth to the proverbial table of 
change-making. Sometimes, this can 
be a good first step in recruiting new 
folks, but without decision-making 
power and agency, these diversity 
and inclusion measures reap few 
benefits for anyone. Instead of token-
istic spaces, we need to recognize the 
labour being used and provide fair 
and equitable compensation. As well 
as moving beyond “the checkbox” 
and towards actively implementing 
the recommendations youth bring 
forward.

It is additionally important to rec-
ognize who is welcomed into these 
spaces. Privilege based on race, class, 
gender, ability, and immigration 
status often dictates which young 
people have the opportunity to be-
come changemakers. When looking 
to learn from or highlight the work 
youth are doing, we cannot continue 
to embrace the same few people of 
stature, while ignoring the rest.

This also means prioritizing ac-
cessibility.

It is essential that everyone feel 
safe, equipped and able to engage 
fully. For non-profits, the common 
rhetoric always revolves around bud-

getary constraints. This then leads to 
the active exclusion of people who 
require support services, which are 
deemed costly. Navigating all barri-
ers to entry should be a core priority 
for organizations wanting to engage 
with young changemakers.

A final key consideration for the 
sector should be how to utilize the 
status of organizational platforms to 
amplify the work already being done 
by youth. This could include promot-
ing work by mobilizing social media 
audiences, constructing operation-
al methods of funding grassroots 
movements, or sharing access to tan-
gible resources.

Youth continue to be one of the 
largest driving forces behind advo-
cating for a better world. And they 
are doing so in unique ways, from 
providing intergenerational educa-
tion to reimagining how our govern-
ments and societies could operate. 
It is time to step back, stop offering 
guidance, and start learning from to-
morrow’s agents of change.

Serisha Iyar serves as the 
Executive Director of Lead-
ing in Colour, an organiza-
tion dedicated to peer-to-
peer knowledge sharing 
amongst racialized youth.
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I was still living in the refugee 
camp in Swaziland when, on the 
night of October 8, 2014, I woke up 
to high pitched screams and hyster-
ical, distressed cries of three wom-
en—two of whom I would soon learn 
were my teen peers. It was around 
4.30 a.m. I seemed to hear sounds of 
burning. I thought I was dreaming; 
nightmares are the norm in refugee 
settings. All sounds seemed too fresh 

and too familiar. Then a commo-
tion started with people waking up, 
shouting and calling for help, others 
cussing the camp administration. 
It wasn't a dream, it was a real-life 
nightmare. A tent owned by a fam-
ily of 6 had been set ablaze in that 
early morning. A boy’s life was lost 
and another young girl survived but 
was burnt beyond recognition. This 
tragedy had stemmed from ongoing 

conflicts between different national-
ities that lived in the refugee camp. 
Just 5 years before, my family had 
gone through a similar trauma—a 
situation that would be the last blow 
to send us out of the Democratic Re-
public of Congo.

This happened almost a year 
and six months after I had founded 
a youth club in the refugee camp to 
unite the youth and prevent such 

By Njamba Koffi

Becoming Agents of Change:
Power, Privilege, and Choice
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Njamba Koffi is the author of Refuge-e: 
The Journey Much Desired, an autobiog-
raphy about his experience growing up 
as a refugee.

or meaningful community-inspired 
activism that has the capacity to 
transform lives: from volunteering in 
refugee detention centres and immi-
grant serving organizations to hiring 
refugee professionals, or even spon-
soring refugee youth to study and 
change the course of their destiny. 
But even with that kind of power and 
privilege, the extent of societal and 
individual desensitization or apathy 
towards refugees and migrants is 
appalling. Below is another personal 
encounter.

I was transiting through South 
Africa in the summer of 2019, com-
ing from a conference in Victoria, BC, 
with a stopover at Yale University in 
the U.S. I had just spent three weeks 
teaching four courses on the refugee 
experience to high school students 
from all over the world during the 
Yale Young Global Scholars program. 
At 5 a.m in the morning, while exit-
ing the O.R. Tambo International Air-
port in Johannesburg, a lady nearly 
refused to give me a transit stamp. 
I had all the required documents. I 
needed two weeks in South Africa 
to visit some friends before heading 
to Swaziland—which should have 
been automatic because of bilateral 

agreements between the two coun-
tries. Except . . . I was a refugee, using 
a refugee travel document. None of 
my well documented travel history 
seemed to matter to her: the Schen-
gen, Canadian, or U.S. visas stared at 
her as she flipped through the pages 
of my travel document. When she re-
alized I was well within my rights to 
travel and she had no choice but to 
let me go—and possibly that I was 
holding back the line—she looked at 
me, disgusted, and said "people like 
you should never be allowed to trav-
el." She stamped my travel document 
and gave me 24hrs to be out of the 
South African soil.

You see, this woman made a 
choice to express her xenophobia, 
to mistreat, to hate just because of a 
label I have been given by my fateful 
situation. What choices do you make 
in your day-to-day life and work, 
especially in contextual encounters 
with refugees?

Njamba Koffi, 24 years old, is an award-winning 
community leader, author, poet, public speaker 
and (amateur) musician. 
Originally from the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, he 
has lived and traveled in 
multiple countries in East 
and Southern Africa, Western 
Europe and North America.

tragedies. It re-enforced my strong 
desire to do . . . something. Now, I ad-
vocate for the rights of refugees, par-
ticularly the youth, and the rights of 
minorities in general. A collection of 
these tragic experiences inspire me 
to be an agent of change.

The UNHCR estimates there are 
almost 90 million forcibly displaced 
peoples around the world, with 
more than 27.1 million having been 
granted refugee status. Each of these 
individuals has their own stories of 
trauma and struggles. When we are 
not fighting for the wellbeing of our 
families and refugee communities, 
we are fighting for our survival. Each 
of us, having picked up a few belong-
ings and lost our homes, is an agent 
of change.

People in relatively peaceful 
countries like Canada are born with 
enormous privileges, and that comes 
with power. If you are one of them, 
you have a choice to be kind and to 
treat humans like humans regardless 
of whether you know and under-
stand their struggle or not. You can 
decide to engage in advocacy work 
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In June, 2000, the city of Windsor, 
Ontario hosted the Organization of 
American States General Assembly. 
I had just started my first full-time 
public policy job and was excited 
to attend such a high-profile event. 
Rallies and protests were already 
familiar spaces to me and I consid-
ered them important opportunities 
to encourage political change. That 
afternoon in Windsor, though, was 
the first time I marched in a tailored 
suit and heels because immediately 
afterwards, I would be going “inside” 
to attend the OAS opening ceremony.

At that time, there was an active 
debate about “inside” and “outside” 
engagement strategies among civil 
society. Was protesting “outside” an 
effective way to raise issues and in-
fluence change? Was meeting with 
officials “inside” indicative of sell-
ing-out? Was it possible to do both 
with integrity?

In the decades since that march 
through Windsor, I found myself ex-
ploring multiple (false) dichotomies: 
do we offer charity or work for jus-
tice? Does personal action matter—
or is collective engagement the only 
way to go? Can “the system” be ef-
fectively reformed or does justice re-
quire wholesale transformation?

The essence of each of these de-
bates is this: what is the best way to 
work for social change?

Advocacy and public policy are 
part of my being and the pursuit 
of justice is a responsibility I take 
very seriously. Over the course of 
my career, I’ve marched in sever-
al countries. I’ve met with Cabinet 
Ministers and Opposition leaders, 
backbenchers and Parliamentary 
Secretaries, high profile academics, 
religious leaders, and activists. I’ve 
coordinated advocacy campaigns, led 
workshops, and delivered sermons. 

By Karri Munn-Venn

I’ve written hundreds of letters, arti-
cles, and discussion guides. And, I’ve 
made more phone calls than I can 
count. Political engagement has been 
my go-to tool in the work of creating 
positive social change. But it isn’t the 
only way.

By the time this article is pub-
lished, I will have left CPJ to farm 
full-time.

We’ve been on this land for more 
than two years already: working, 
learning, building, and growing. Still, 
the move to full-time farming is a big 
deal. I’ve been engaged in the work 
of social, ecological, and climate jus-
tice my entire adult life (including 
the last 14 years at CPJ).

On the surface, going from poli-
cy analyst to wool farmer might ap-
pear to be a complete 180 degree 
change. It isn’t. In my climate justice 
work with CPJ, I’ve often emphasized 
that “we protect what we love.” And 

Sowing the Seeds of Justice and Joy



the Catalyst Winter 2022/23   l   7

though I didn’t aspire to be a farm-
er, I have discovered groundedness, 
connection, and love in this work. 
Farming has eased my climate anx-
iety and brought me closer to some 
of the practical solutions required to 
address the climate emergency.

Going forward, my day-to-day 
will look very different. What’s beau-
tiful to me though, is that this career 
change is really about finding new 
ways to continue the work that I have 
always done.

Dr. Ayana Elizabeth Johnson 
(marine biologist, policy expert, 
and writer) developed a strikingly 
simple and useful resource that res-
onates deeply for me: the Climate 
Action Venn Diagram. (Admittedly, I 
am quite partial to a good Venn dia-
gram!) What I really like about it is 
that it moves us away from a linear, 
predictable, checklist to a more nu-
anced and personalized approach to 
climate action. Dr. Johnson asks the 
question, “How can you – specifically 
you – help address the climate cri-
sis?” She offers three questions (see 
illustration below) that together lead 
to your answer.

There is real value in the ap-
proach that says:

1. Do this to reduce your emis-
sions;

2. Write to this politician to 
press for change;

3. Talk to these people to build 
the movement; and

4. Go to this march to amplify 
these voices.

It's a path I’ve travelled for de-
cades and I appreciate its clarity and 

direction. What’s lacking, however, is 
a focus on the unique gifts, passions, 
and abilities that each of us bring. 
Dr. Johnson’s approach emphasizes 
everyone’s individual agency and 
signals that both personal and col-
lective action matter—as do both 
personal and collective well-being. 
She encourages everyone to “get to 
the heart of your climate Venn for 
as many minutes of your life as you 
can!”

Though my personal journey has 
centred on research and advocacy 
for better public policy—and I’ve 

found tremendous satisfaction in 
this work—it has also included mak-
ing, mending, upcycling; sourcing 
natural and recycled fibres for my 
knitting; as well as reducing energy 
consumption and waste. Now, it also 
includes growing my own food and 
yarn, practicing integrated crop-live-
stock management, and creating 
useful products from waste (ask me 
about our wool pellets!).

Farming is definitely hard work, 
and we’ve experienced some heart-
breaking losses. Still, there is some-
thing about being outside, in nature, 
connected with the source of my 
food and my craft, that for me is in-
credibly moving. The depth of joy I 
have found in farming is awesome. In 
other words, practicing regenerative 
agriculture most definitely sits at the 
centre of my “Climate Venn.”

Karri Munn-Venn joined CPJ 
as the socio-economic policy 
analyst in 2008. She moved 
to the climate justice portfolio 
in 2012 and served as senior 
policy analyst from 2015 until 
August 2022. Karri lives, plays, 
and farms at Fermes Leystone 
Farms on the unceded traditional territory 
of the Anishinabewaki and Omamiwinniwag 
(Algonquin) Peoples in rural west Québec.

Being an agent of change is about 
taking action that makes a lasting 
difference. For me, it is also about 
sharing the lessons we’re learning 
from the plants, the animals, and the 
very land that sustains us. It is an on-
going journey of reflection, explora-
tion, and engagement focused on the 
nurture of self, soul, family, commu-
nity, and creation.

I know that growing spectacular 
pumpkins, raising healthy chickens 
that lay colourful eggs, and con-
verting waste wool into organic fer-
tilizer won’t in-and-of-itself solve 

the climate crisis. But I also know 
that modelling a life of relative sim-
plicity and a mindset of abundance 
will make a difference. I know that 
practicing small-scale regenerative 
agriculture and sharing the ways in 
which our farming decisions can in-
form climate-friendly agriculture 
policy also helps.

Truth be told, I’ll always be an ad-
vocate, I might just go about it a little 
differently than I did before.

Karri's flock of sheep on her Leystone Farms.

https://www.instagram.com/climatevenn/
https://www.instagram.com/climatevenn/
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By Aliénor Rougeot

In the face of the climate crisis 
and growing inequities, all hands are 
needed on deck to place justice at 
the top of the agenda. Polls repeat-
edly show that concern for inequi-
ties and climate catastrophe is on the 
rise.1 Meanwhile, opportunities to 

1 Coletto, David. “What Do 
Canadians Think about Climate 
Change and Climate Action?” Aba-
cus Data. Accessed December 1, 
2022. https://abacusdata.ca/cli-
mate-change-cop26-canada/.

make a life out of activism are more 
numerous and more accessible than 
ever before. Why is it the case, then, 
that throughout the years and across 
causes, it’s always the same small 
group of folks permanently “on deck” 
for social and climate justice, while 
most are content with cheering on 
the sidelines?

Over the last four years, I have 
worked to bring young people from 
the sidelines of climate action onto 
the playing field. I have learned that 

a handful of myths about “activism” 
are holding back many otherwise 
motivated and well-resourced in-
dividuals. Dispelling these myths is 
necessary if we want to have suffi-
cient collective momentum to ad-
dress the colossal challenges ahead 
of us.

Myth 1: Unless you are a well-spo-
ken, charismatic leader, you won’t 
make an impact.

Finding Your Inner Activist: Debunking
Three Myths about Being an Activist

https://abacusdata.ca/climate-change-cop26-canada/
https://abacusdata.ca/climate-change-cop26-canada/
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Aliénor (Allie) Rougeot is 
a Toronto-based climate 
justice activist. She is a 
climate and energy Program 
Manager at Environmental 
Defence Canada, where she 
advocates for a just transition 
for workers and communities and for the safe 
reclamation of the oil sands region. Prior to this, 
she was a leading figure of the student climate 
strike movement in Canada. She was featured 
in The Starfish's 25 under 25 Environmentalists, 
and by Corporate Knights in their 30 Under 
30 Sustainability Leaders. Photo Courtesy of 
Environmental Defence Canada.

Truth: You already have the 
personality and skill set to be an 
activist.

Activism is not about holding 
a megaphone, making memorable 
speeches, or leading crowds, but 
about leveraging whatever power 
you have to tip the scale in favour of 
a cause. Movements run on a diversi-
ty of skill sets and personalities, and 
only a fraction of activists choose to 
do public speaking and chant-lead-
ing. In the youth climate movement, 
we rely on detail-oriented folks to 
think through logistics and safety of 
action, on good communicators to 
come up with messaging and out-
reach strategies, on creative minds 
to bring visuals and a compelling 
aesthetic to our work, and on care-
takers and connectors to ensure rela-
tionship building and conflict media-
tion are not put on the back burner. 
With every new person who joins 
the group, we discover a new need. 
Your first step into activism is to offer 
your areas of expertise and skills to 
a few groups whose work you would 
like to contribute to, and you’ll be 
surprised by how quickly you’ll get a 
full to-do list in response!

Myth 2: You cannot be an activ-
ist if you are not a subject-matter 
expert.

Truth: You’ll make a much greater 
impact by starting now and learn-
ing as you go.

I first learnt about climate change 
in high school. Should I have waited 
until 2024, enough time for me to 
graduate and complete a bachelor's 
and a master's degree in climate be-
fore doing any form of activism?

No one expects the folks from ac-
counting and sales at AirCanada to 
know how to actually fly a plane. Sim-
ilarly, in our organizing groups, not 
everyone is a climate science expert 
or has the lived experience to come 
up with poverty-reduction strate-

gies. Our movements take guidance 
from people with lived and learned 
experience when it comes to writ-
ing demands, yet most of the group 
knows only enough to care about the 
issue and to explain it at a high level.

It is necessary for activists to 
commit to lifelong learning on their 
subject matter, but it is not the case 
that you need to master all the caus-
es, consequences, and solutions of an 
issue in order to start advocating for 
the issue to be addressed.

Myth 3: You need a baseline level 
of power, fame, or money to start, 
otherwise it’s a waste of time.

Truth: Starting where you are is 
the most strategic place for you to 
start.

 The rise of “celebrity-activists” 
has ironically left many people hesi-
tating to join the movement, because 
it reinforces the myth that an activ-
ist is someone with a large following 
and access to the top decision-mak-
ers.

Research shows someone is most 
likely to change their mind if the in-
formation comes from someone they 
already trust, or to whom they can 
relate.2 I have witnessed parents go 

2 Kramer, R. M. (2014, August 
1). Rethinking trust. Harvard Busi-
ness Review. Retrieved December 1, 
2022, from https://hbr.org/2009/06/
rethinking-trust

from total indifference to active sup-
port for climate action in a matter of 
months after their child joined our 
group. Entire workplaces have mo-
bilized around issues after hearing 
about them from one or two of their 
coworkers. Not only is it possible for 
you to lead your community into a 
protest, a fundraiser or a transfor-
mation, it is very likely impossible 
for someone outside your commu-
nity to do so. You can helicopter in 
a famous activist from abroad who 

might impress and seduce for a day, 
but lasting change comes when those 
within communities are empowered 
to roll up their sleeves.

The best place for you to start 
being an activist is in your existing 
communities, whether it be your 
faith-based group, workplace, friend 
group, or dinner table. Do not under-
estimate the power of your relation-
ships, knowledge, and experiences, 
they are all you need to become a 
successful agent of change.

Aliénor leading the September 23rd 2022 youth climate strike in Toronto, where sev-
eral thousands of students, youth and their adult allies took the streets to demand 
climate justice. Photo by Joshua Best.

https://hbr.org/2009/06/rethinking-trust
https://hbr.org/2009/06/rethinking-trust
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Looking for inspiring, relevant, and practical 
resources on justice issues?
Our Advocacy Toolkit along with three of our book publications–Living Ecological Justice, Living 
Justice, and Journeys to Justice–bring together scriptures, reflections, activities, and prayers that 
cover a wide range of contemporary socio-economic and environmental issues. With contributions 
from diverse and faithful Canadian Christians, these guides are excellent resources for individuals, 
small groups, book clubs, and congregations. Visit our website, cpj.ca, for more information about 
each publication.

Here's how to order:
To order, visit our website at cpj.ca/books or cpj.ca/advocacy-toolkit and place your order there. 
Otherwise, you can let us know how many books you want by writing a cheque for the total amount 
required. It is $20.00 per copy of Journeys to Justice, $15.00 each per any other book, or $25.00 
per set (Living Justice and Living Ecological Justice.) Send the cheque with the order description 
and your address and phone number or email address to Citizens for Public Justice, at 200-334 
MacLaren Street, Ottawa ON, K2P 0M6. For more information, email orders@cpj.ca or call us at 
613-232-0275 ext. 236.

http://cpj.ca/books
https://cpj.ca/advocacy-toolkit
mailto:mailto:orders%40cpj.ca?subject=
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Liam Maclure is a community 
organizer in British Columbia 
who has worked for different 
grassroots organizing 
nonprofits, like Greater 
Victoria Acting Together and 
Metro Vancouver Alliance.

By Liam Maclure

Collectively, we have lost our 
way. Across the world, greenhouse 
gas emissions are rising to levels that 
threaten other species, biodiversity, 
and ourselves. We have failed to un-
derstand how polluting industries 
and constant economic growth can-
not coexist with sustainable living if 
profit and materialism remain the 
focus. We have failed to acknowl-
edge how low-income countries will 
suffer in extreme and overwhelming 
ways if the prosperous and demo-
cratic West cannot pave the way for 
everyone to find a livable future.

And perhaps most pertinently, 
we have lost faith in a way forward 
together beyond our own individu-
al lives. Faith in God, or what other 
traditions call inter-being or collec-
tive purpose, has been lost in the 
global move towards individualism 
that pervades many aspects of West-
ern life. But individualism is a toxic 
epidemic that sears through society 
and isolates people from each other. 
With our individualistic outlook on 
life, people all over Canada are feel-
ing overwhelmed, imagining they are 
personally responsible for systemic 
problems.

The way forward involves us see-
ing beyond ourselves and organiz-
ing our local communities. We must 
take responsibility for the actions we 
have taken, and we must also work 

to support others in our communi-
ties to do the same. Rather than re-
lying solely on governments or cor-
porations for change, we need to first 
become agents of change in our local 
communities.

Moving forward, Canadians 
should prioritize the development 
of an appreciative, respectful and 
compassionate relationship with the 
world. Eating less meat that is pro-
duced unsustainably, and using pub-
lic transportation when possible are 
two meaningful steps we all can take 
to develop a better relationship with 
the natural environment. 

At the same time, we must avoid 
feeling like we are solely responsible 
for the entire climate crisis. Anxi-
ety and guilt for a systemic problem 
breeds inaction and hopelessness. 
The way forward is one created 
through action in communities and 
hope through collective change.

It is worth noting the difference 
between organizing and mobilizing 
in this context. Frequently, grass-
roots organizations seek to mobilize 
people around a particular issue, 
like community clean-ups or voting 
for a greener political party. While 
these initiatives result in great par-
ticipation in an event and can work 
towards a particular policy goal, they 
often fail to compel people to look at 
their own lives after the event and 

seek ways to live a better, more faith-
ful, and environmentally sustainable 
life.

Organizing is fundamentally 
about supporting and empower-
ing communities to identify ways to 
make change. To stave off the climate 
crisis, we need to let go of our pre-
conceived notions about the right 
way for others to become politically 
active, or the “necessary” changes 
they need to make in their lives. In-
stead, we need to get to know our 
community members; we need to 
understand what issues matter to 
them, and how we can move them 
from caring about an issue to under-
standing how to leverage our col-
lective power to bring about lasting 
change.

Organizing, unlike mobilizing, 
builds power from the bottom-up 
and creates momentum that can 
transform communities from passive 
recipients of services or programs to 
active agents of change. That process 
of transformation can help us ad-
dress the climate crisis and also re-
duce social isolation through build-
ing stronger communities.

The Way Through the Climate Crisis
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masses, Jesus wants to take his orga-
nizers to the other side of the Sea of 
Galilee. That’s Gentile territory, and 
not a place that these Jewish boys 
desire to go. But Jesus gets them in 
the boat, and as soon as they embark 
on their voyage a storm kicks up. And 
it’s fierce.

Now ancient sea-storms, as 
we know from the Hebrew tradi-
tion (think Jonah and Job), are like 
today’s rising seas. There’s a sur-
plus of meaning at work. Just as su-
per-charged hurricanes proclaim the 
violence of extractivism (for those 
with eyes to see), the ancient storm 
communicates the disciples’ fears to-
ward “the Other” on the other side of 
that lake. 

Moreover, since the storm sym-
bolizes the natural order, “everyone 
knows” that coming together of Jews 
and Gentiles is not only difficult, but 
impossible.

But not Jesus.
Though all around him declare, 

“inconceivable,” “too dangerous,” and 
“not worth the risk,” he summons 
bravery and organizes his comrades 
to face their fears. Head on.

And miraculously, they make it.
[Jesus] rebuked the wind and… 

the wind ceased (v. 39).
The disciples thought they were 

going to die, and for good reason. 
The storm was real. The ship “was 
nearly swamped” (v. 37). But togeth-
er, in and through the One who re-
fused defeatism, they get through the 
climate crisis, to then arrive— like so 
many climate refugees— in a foreign 
land.  

Reading this word in our world, 
what do you hear and see?

I hear a call to enter the biggest 
struggle of our time, with intention, 
even though it scares the living heck 

Before European contact in 1835, 
the population of the Haida Nation 
was upwards of 9000 strong. Fifty 
years later, disease brought by for-
eign merchants decimated the peo-
ple, and there were less than 1500.

Let that sink in.
Over 80% of your community… 

gone. It’s an apocalypse. And yet the 
Haida’s experience, unbelievably, 
was far from unique amongst the na-
tions of Turtle Island.

How did the surviving Haida live 
on? How were they able to keep on 
keeping on “post” apocalypse?

Today, Indigenous land defend-
ers and climate scientists warn of an-
other apocalypse— the breaking of 
planetary boundaries through global 
heating. We all know the terrifying 
facts, so I won’t repeat the numbers, 
losses, and causes. Instead, consider 
an appeal to the heart from climate 
scientist Sir David King.

“I have a grandchild who is 2 
years old, and she will live to the end 
of the century. Will she be able to 
look at her children, if she has chil-
dren, and say that they will be able to 
live to the next century?

No. Not at the moment.”
Let that sink in.
We are facing ecological collapse. 

It’s an apocalypse that threatens the 
possibility of human civilization.

When humanity’s house is being 
set ablaze by merchants of death, 
how do we live, move and have our 
being?

Here’s one response.
We need bravery. But not just any 

bravery. Bravery amidst fear.
In Mark’s gospel we find Christ 

mobilizing his friends, amidst im-
mobilizing fear, into paths of radical 
change (4:35-41). Here’s the scene:

Having spent the day with the 

Steve Heinrichs is a white 
settler Christian in Treaty 
1 Territory who loves 
to partner with faith 
communities in the shared 
paths of decolonization and 
decarbonization.

By Steve Heinrichs

“It has been told to me that Bravery exists only in relation 
to fear; an act is not a brave one unless you are afraid.”

- Dr. Ruth Green (Kanien’kehá:ka)

out of us and we think that “salva-
tion” is impossible.

My eyes see Indigenous and vul-
nerable frontline communities out 
there on the lake, in the midst of cha-
otic waters, courageously fighting 
climate injustice and the powers of 
capital at cost.

But where’s the church?
Are we in one of those boats, 

trying to silence the storms? Or are 
we playing it safe back on the shore? 
Maybe we’re cheering on those who 
are running the risks? Maybe we’re 
even crafting an e-petition and book 
study group on the issues? Maybe we 
want to be on the waters and in the 
fight, but fear holds us back. Maybe 
we think, “I cannot do this!”

We’re often told, “Do not be 
afraid.” But how can one not be afraid 
as we live in this pre-apocalyptic mo-
ment? As Dr. Ruth Green and the An-
ishinaabe “Way of Life Teachings” 
remind, bravery is not found in the 
absence of fear. But in the midst of 
fear itself.

Today, the Haida population is 
more than 4500.

Let that sink in.
The fearful storms of settler co-

lonialism “nearly swamped” their ca-
noe. Yet the Haida organized (check 
out Davies’ The Haida Gwaii Lesson), 
and through persistent bravery, 
made their way to the Other Side.

Groundings


