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Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground unperceived by your Father.
(MT 10:29)

The rain had let up, and the fallen oak leaves shimmered in the dawn light. Just beyond us, the road to the park
was closed. Fourche Creek was beyond its banks, and the water covered the pavement—an ever more familiar
sight. David was there waiting, his clipboard ready with the list of possible species
for the day...This was the beginning of the Christmas Bird Count, an annual
tradition for 120 years. Teams like ours would be traveling through count circles
around the country to gather data about American birds. Data from counts like
these are what led scientists to deliver a startling headline in 2019: we now have

3 billion fewer birds in North America than we did before 1970, a 29 percent
decline...This decline is caused by a wide variety of factors, all born from the
industrial domination of life on the planet. Habitat degradation and loss is the
largest one...Domestic cats allowed to roam freely are another major threat to birds, one closely linked to
habitat loss; they kill more than 2.6 billion birds in North America each year. Windows, cars, and collisions with
industrial structures combine to kill another billion. Hanging over all of these causes is the climate crisis, with
its raging wildfires, eroding shorelines, droughts, and floods—all of which harm fragile ecosystems.

Now that I’ve brought up the term climate, it would be easy to pivot to a prescribed course of action that
involves solar panels, electric cars, and enacting the Green New Deal. But while the climate crisis is a real and
existential threat to the flourishing life of the planet, the problem birds face points us to a deeper crisis—one
that won’t be solved by a transition to clean energy. To borrow a concept from family therapy, the climate crisis
is the identified patient of our planetary dysfunction. The identified patient is the sign of a larger problem
beneath, what psychiatrist R. D. Laing calls “a wider network of extremely disturbed and disturbing patterns.”
Diagnosing this patient and solving their presenting problem is important, but it won’t alleviate the underlying
systems of dysfunction. Addressing the climate crisis is critical—but it won’t end the dysfunction of industrial
civilization...Birders look at a concrete aspect of the whole. In some ways, this provides a better grasp of our
situation than those interested only in carbon counts. It’s hard to pay attention to birds without beginning to pay
attention as well to plants, insects, water, and other components in the many webs of life...Birders know that to
fix the climate crisis under the current industrial model will not end threats to the wild world we hold dear so
much as alter them.

Christians worship a God who cares for the fall of each sparrow. We should be concerned that there are now far
fewer sparrows in North America than in 1970, that the beautiful, orange-faced saltmarsh sparrow is vulnerable
to extinction because of habitat loss from coastal development and climate-driven sea level rise. We should be
concerned about the fall of a white-throated sparrow that collided with a glassy skyscraper or a song sparrow
that fell victim to a loose cat, prowling the woodland edge of a new suburban neighborhood. In our concern, we



should recognize the systemic pathology of industrial civilization that has brought us to a crisis with the climate.
We need reconciliation with the whole, not just a solution for the identified patient.

....Instead, as with so many aspects of our broken world, the real healing of injustice comes through a long walk
of humble mercy and the repentance that means changed hearts and lives. If the church is going to take
seriously the fall of three billion birds and all that means, then we must seek the life of conversion that our
discipleship demands of us... We need practices that we can begin now, in our homes and churches and
communities—practices that, when enacted with grace and imagination, open the way for a different reality to
begin to grow within the ruins of the world as it is.

Here are five groups of practices...

Withdrawal. Writer Paul Kingsnorth has been one of the leading critics of what passes for environmentalism
these days. In his essay “Dark Ecology,” he argues for withdrawal as a better stance than engagement in
wrongheaded action. “Withdraw not with cynicism,” he writes. “Withdraw so that you can allow yourself to sit
back quietly and feel, intuit, work out what is right for you and what nature might need from you. . . . Withdraw
because action is not always more effective than inaction. . . . All real change starts with withdrawal.”

...In this time of unknowing in the face of ecological crisis, we should recover the ancient practices of silence
and stillness, sabbath and solitude. Many of us have engaged with these practices in the space offered by the
COVID-19 pandemic, but the pull to “return to normal” is strong. The church should be a place of resistance to
the normal, a space where action is not prized over stillness, where the appropriate response is always grounded
in the quiet of discernment and prayer. We need to become a people who act from the assurance of God’s love
and sovereignty rather than from the anxiety of the failing powers of the world.

... To study, to look and pay attention, to climb mountains and enjoy flowers— these are among the key
activities of our withdrawal. When we engage them, we will begin to pay attention, at least, to what we are
losing. And when we do act, it will not be from the heights of abstract power but from the ground of humble
grace.

Geography. There has been a growing conversation, cultivated by scholar and activist Ched Myers, about a set
of disciplines called watershed discipleship. This is a way of placing our faith, incarnating it within the “basin
of relations” that is our local watershed. A watershed is an ecological space linked by a fundamental
requirement of life: water. Each of us lives in a watershed, and turning our attention to the relationships born
from our streams and rivers and lakes could be a way for us to begin to care for our nonhuman neighbors,
providing them safe harbor.
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Corkscrew Swamp watershed, a critical area for wading birds. Their youth group began to make regular visits to
a local Audubon preserve to learn about the ecosystems that make up the area. This guided the congregation into
a different relationship with their place and a different way of being the presence of Christ in their community
than any abstracted carbon-reducing activity would. And if they were to get solar panels, it would change the
reason for such action—away from decontextualized carbon cutting and toward the love of their particular
ecological neighbors...

Sanctuary. The idea of sanctuary has a rich tradition in the church and has found new life in the practice of
providing safe harbor for immigrants. This concept can be extended to the nonhuman world through the creation
of micro refuges for our wild neighbors. Entomologist Douglas Tallamy’s
books Bringing Nature Home and Nature’s Best Hope are compelling guides
to how we can transform our human landscapes to become better hosts for
wildlife. Fundamental to this is replanting our landscapes with native plants
that host diverse insect populations. (Many insects, especially caterpillars,
cannot eat non-native plants.) Insects are foundational to our ecosystems, and
much of the loss of wildlife such as birds is a result of the drastic loss of
insects.

What if churches ripped out their lawns and parking lots, replanting their landscapes with native plants? Not
only would these plants be more resilient to the climatic changes upon us, they would also provide habitat and
food to creatures squeezed by development and the pressures of our changing climate. (The Audubon Society’s
Plants for Birds resource includes a helpful tool for finding beneficial native plants for your zip code.)...

Skill sharing. Our church communities have the opportunity to do more than simply preserve habitats or
become refuges for the wildlife of our watersheds. We can also get our hands dirty by becoming centers where
we learn practices and skills for the world ahead of us.

“We must achieve the character and acquire the skills to live much poorer than we do,” writes Wendell Berry.
“We must waste less. We must do more for ourselves and each other.” Our churches could be places to acquire
both the character and the practical skills for our time of ecological crisis. Such skill learning is a wonderful
opportunity for intergenerational exchange. I was once a part of a series of workshops on canning vegetables
that was filled with young people and taught by a woman in her 80s with a lifetime of practice. As we recover
the arts of mending and repairing, of growing and cooking, we can turn again to the wisdom of our elders.

...The church itself also has the potential to share and cultivate soft skills that will be critical for the age of
ecological crisis into which we are moving. In a world where food may be scarce and tribalism rampant, the
church should be a place that preserves the skills of humane conversation and community. As C. Christopher
Smith writes in How the Body of Christ Talks, “conversation is at the very heart of our being, as humans
created in the image of the Triune God, who exists as a conversational community.” Churches, which embody
and teach this truth, should be places where substantive and critical conversation takes place in a context guided
by silence and listening, open always to the insight of the other. Such careful conversation, built in the context
of our common life, could offer real hope and help to a world that does not know how to be together but will
need to be united in order to maintain the goods of humane and creaturely life into the future.



Mercy. A world in the midst of ecological crisis is a world in need of mercy and compassion. The tradition of
the corporal works of mercy offers an important set of actions for any church that hopes to respond faithfully to
its neighbors, human and otherwise, in a time of climate chaos. The work of feeding the hungry, giving drink to
the thirsty, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, housing the homeless, visiting the prisoner, and burying the
dead should be engaged with a renewed imagination as we move into the time now upon us. (cf MT 25)

What, for instance, does offering water mean in a time of drought and polluted streams? What does housing the
homeless mean for both climate refugees and wild creatures who are left without habitat? These are questions
we should ask as we engage in the works of mercy in a time of planetary crisis. The Ekklesia Project has created
a helpful resource (which I coauthored) to begin this work with its pamphlet “Embodying Care: The Works of
Mercy and Care of Creation.”

The years ahead will be critical to the future of the life we have known on our planet. We need energy
transitions, infrastructure changes, and much of what has become the standard response to the climate crisis.
But that crisis is only a symptom of a disease that goes to the heart of the human relationship with creation...
The church has a unique and important role to play in the cultivation of a different way of living as creatures
within the whole of creation. Such work carried out humbly, on a humane scale, can be meaningful and rich,
even if it does not solve all the problems we’ve wrought. The world, after all, is God’s to save, and our own
attempts to play God have been part of our problem. Our call is to love and care for our neighbors within our
limits. This is work enough for those who engage it fully—and for some corners of creation, it can make all the
difference.

A few weeks after the Christmas Bird Count that wet winter, I went birding with Bill from my bird count team.
Bill is in his 80s and has been birding since he was a teen. He has seen the
decline of many species, the changing range maps of others; he has
witnessed the impoverishment of the natural world as well as its grace.
That day we hoped to find a whooping crane that had been spotted at a
nearby wildlife refuge. Whooping cranes once numbered in the tens of
thousands in this country, but through hunting and habitat loss their
population had dropped to about 22 birds by 1941. Through the care and
love of a few people and the community support to make it possible, as of
2011 there were more than 400 whooping cranes in the wild.

In the midst of the refuge, we found the bird as promised—elegant with white plumes and long legs, towering
over the nearby great blue herons. Here was a bird that almost became extinct, wading in a pond beside a gravel
road, witness to another way for humans to live in the world. In seeing it I had some hope that even in the face
of ecological crisis there are things we can do, actions we can take that will help heal the damage we have done.
We can, if we come together, save one species, one fragment of woodland, one place from the march of the
machine. We can learn to take care of each other, even into our deaths. We can welcome strangers and share
what we have with those in need. These are practices in which the church has long been engaged, practices that
must be renewed as we move with the hope of the resurrection into this world gripped by death and its powers.

*Ragan Sutterfield is associate rector of Christ Episcopal Church in Little Rock, Arkansas. His most recent
book is Wendell Berry and the Given Life.



