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This book is dedicated to three groups of people.

 

First, to physical, biological, and social scientists whose research helps us better understand and respond to our current situation.

 

Second, to spiritual leaders who inspire people to discover a new way of being human, in deep connection with one another, with the Earth and all her creatures, and with the sacred web of life that binds us together in love.

 

And third, to parents, educators, and all who support today’s children and young people, inspiring them to live a meaningful life, guiding them to see the deep opportunity hidden in this critical moment, and modeling for them what it means to live each day with wisdom and courage.
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Introduction

That Unpeaceful, Uneasy, Unwanted Feeling

So at the moment the situation appears grim. And yet there are plenty of reasons to feel hopeful about the future. To name just a few: (NOTE TO EDITOR—Please insert some reasons to feel hopeful about the future, if you can think of any).

Comedian Dave Barry1

 

More than any other time in history, mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness. The other, to total extinction. Let us pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.

Filmmaker Woody Allen2

 

‘Do you know what the opposite of love is?’ ‘Hate,’ I said. ‘Despair,’ Sister said. ‘Despair is the opposite of love.’

Poet Lisa Wells3

 

You woke up again this morning with that familiar unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feeling. You wonder what to do about it. You suspect that if you pay attention to it, it will unleash some inner turmoil. You could keep trying to ignore or suppress it − but that can’t be good either.

You see a book with this title and you wonder, ‘Am I ready for this? My unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feeling could be ignored for another day, right? After all, it’s only an intensifying and persistent sense of anxiety growing from the realisation that we humans have made a mess of our civilisation and our planet, and not enough of us seem to care enough to change deeply enough and quickly enough to save it.’

Or maybe it’s even worse than that: yes, enough of us care, but it’s already too late for us to change fast enough to make a significant difference. It’s the feeling that catastrophe of some sort is inevitable, that we’re on the moving pavement to the end of the world. We can ignore that for a while longer, right?

Many of our friends and family don’t seem very concerned. They think there’s something seriously wrong with anyone who would pick up (or write!) a book called Life After Doom. They see our shared sense of dread as a character flaw or maybe a mood disorder. ‘What’s your problem? Cheer up!’ they say, which teaches us to keep our real feelings to ourselves.

You can’t blame folks who don’t smell what we smell − something burning, something decomposing. For them, just making it to Friday takes all the energy they can muster. They don’t have the time or energy to think twice about the well-being of our civilisation or of the thin, fragile layer of air, water and soil in which the web of life trembles. They certainly don’t have the bandwidth to read a book about anything so depressing or grandiose as doom. When they see you carrying a book like this, you can’t blame them for giving you a side glance that says, ‘Give me a break. Talk about champagne problems! I’m worried about running out of money before I run out of month, and you’re worried about the collapse of civilisation? What’s wrong with you?’

Sometimes we ask that question of ourselves. But here we are.

Sometimes the feeling is crushing, as if the Wall Street bull were standing on our chest.

Sometimes it’s as vague and quiet as a plague, ready to suck the life out of our whole beautiful blue, fragile planet.

It’s anxiety that we feel, yes, and a tender, sweet, piercing sadness, not just for ourselves, but also for everyone and everything everywhere, all at once. First, we feel it like a lump in our throats. We worry that it’s cancer. Then we see it tightening like a noose around the throats of our children and unknown descendants who will be born into a future much uglier than our own. Sometimes it leaves us so angry we scare ourselves. Sometimes it leaves us feeling like we’re mourning a dying friend or lover or mother.

We feel this doom because we are awake, at least partially awake. The more we wake up, the worse we feel. It’s so tempting to fall back to sleep.

No wonder certain politicians hate the idea of being ‘woke’.

It’s because of our common sense and uncommon sensitivity that we feel this way. It’s our moral seriousness, our commitment to keep our eyes open, even through tears.

Sure, like most people, we smile, tell jokes, do our jobs, cook, tend our gardens, fight traffic, create traffic, enjoy our hobbies, sip a cup of coffee in the morning and maybe have a beer or something stronger at night. But even as we go about our normal routines as normal people, we can’t shake off this sense that we’re in trouble − all of us, really serious, tangled-up trouble. It’s the feeling that our civilisation’s Jenga tower is about to crumble, our inner sanctum of normality is about to be breached, our global status quo is about to blow, our scariest worst-case scenarios are about to stop being imaginary.

If we felt doom about the global climate crisis alone, that would be bad enough. But we have also come to see that global overheating is the toxic cherry on top of a hot, festering mess of other global problems, problems that go untreated because they remain unacknowledged.

We’re like a selfish partner in a long-dysfunctional marriage: one afternoon we find a note on our pillow, an empty bedroom closet and a half-emptied bank account, and we suddenly realise that things have been worse than we thought, and this moment has been decades in the making.

We’re passengers on a brakeless economic runaway train engineered by and for a feckless global elite who amass more economic, media and political power every second. No, it’s even worse than that: we aren’t passengers on the train; we − along with the whole Earth − are the fuel.

We simmer in a social stew of overheating human emotions that spawn intensifying storms of extremist resentment, racism and bigotry. We are barraged by breaking news bulletins from global social and mass media conglomerates obsessed with profits and page views and largely oblivious to truth and harm. We vote as conflicted citizens in divided electorates trying to salvage corrupted democracies in which craven politicians again and again prove themselves too ignorant to understand our current situation and too impotent to do anything about it.4 If we’re religious, we can’t help but notice how many of our religious leaders look less like their founding prophets and more like those craven politicians on whose laps they dance for swelling profits.

We observe this writhing knot of intensifying trouble, and the whole mess feels not only too big to solve but too big and snarly to understand fully.

So the open secret of doom finds us everywhere. Trees tremble as they tell us about it, weeping. Water whispers it to us. Birds and insects testify about it through the heartbreaking silence that speaks of their absence. Forgotten forests, bulldozed into shiny new housing developments, haunt us like ghosts. Even though politicians try to distract us with their daily gush of hot air, the scorching winds of a destabilised climate breathe the chilling truth down our necks.

Those of us who are younger wonder if we should bring children into this unstable world. We wonder if they’ll curse us for giving them life in a house-of-cards society that their parents and grandparents perfectly designed to collapse on their heads.

Those of us who already have young children are fully occupied changing their nappies, helping them with homework, driving them to soccer and paying the bills, all while saving too little for their college funds. As we fall exhausted into bed at night, we whisper a prayer that somebody somewhere is, please God, addressing these global problems that we don’t have the energy even to think about or talk about, much less solve.

Those of us who are older want to write our grandchildren apology letters, lamenting we didn’t do more sooner.5 But we hesitate because we don’t want to traumatise them with information they’re not ready to handle. We wonder what difference we can make for future generations with the precious time we have left.

I began writing these words a few days after an unexpected visit by Hurricane Ian to Southwest Florida where I currently live. (I love the Florida weather for about nine months of the year. I love what’s left of Florida’s natural environment, a priceless treasure which is sold piece by piece to the highest bidder, day after day after day. I don’t know how much longer I’ll last here. But I stay − for now − inspired by this maxim: ‘Live so that if your life were a book, Florida would ban it.’)

The weather was eerily calm in Ian’s aftermath, but I felt a sense of doom rumbling like a bass note in my chest, because we humans are making increasing numbers of increasingly violent storms increasingly inevitable. You think this is bad? You haven’t seen bad yet, a little voice inside me whispered. I haven’t been able to shake this feeling: the world we consider safe and normal is just one disruption away from upheaval.

Normal is so easy to take for granted. Our climate and environment, our political and economic systems, our social norms and institutions, our hospitals and schools, our can-do spirit and our shared spirituality − they seem as dependable as electricity, running water, and the availability of Google and Amazon. But one hurricane or wildfire; one terrorist attack or coup; one election result, or one voice making one declaration of war; one middle finger pressing one fateful button; one bacterium or virus against which we have neither immunity nor vaccines, and everything normal is pounded to wreckage and washed away in a surging storm of change.

We can’t believe we ever took for granted something as precious as ‘normal’.

Doom could be described as a kind of pre-traumatic stress disorder that arises when our old normal is deteriorating and no new normal has come into view. For our purposes, it isn’t a single catastrophic event at some point in the future. Instead, it is the emotional and intellectual experience shared by all who acknowledge the dangerous future into which we are presently plunging ourselves, our descendants and our fellow creatures.

Many of us have experienced a sense of doom on an individual level. Yesterday we were living a normal, healthy life. Today we get a scary biopsy result or blood test or heart scan, and suddenly we are counting our remaining days and updating our will. We grieve the arrival of this devastating new reality with cycles of shock and denial, anger, bargaining and depression. Eventually, we may resolve our inner turmoil with a degree of acceptance. With the help of our family, friends and faith communities, we may even find or make some meaning in this madness, as the biopic starring us moves towards its final scenes.

These days, more and more of us are experiencing the stages of grief as a shared social experience. Our whole society seems to be ping-ponging back and forth between shock and denial and anger and bargaining and depression.6

Those are the kinds of unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feelings that might lead you to pick up a book like this one.

Before you read on, I need to be clear about who this book is and isn’t for.

First, if you are already on the edge of a narrow ledge of anxiety and depression because of personal challenges, grief or illness, this book is not for you, at least not right now. You have enough on your plate; this book will still be here when you are in a less stressed place.

Second, Life After Doom is not for you if you think that problems like climate change, ecological overshoot, economic inequality, racial injustice and religious corruption are nothing but a hoax. Nor is it for you if you are looking for statistics and charts to convince you how bad things are. There are others who specialise in that important work.7 Nor is it for you if you’re looking for a book that is primarily religious or theological. As you’ll learn in chapter 2, I was for many years a pastor and have written books that focus on spirituality. But this book is written by a human being for you as a human being, whether you consider yourself religious or spiritual or secular or sceptical, because we’re all in this mess together. I promise to do my best to make my spiritual background an asset rather than an obstacle for you.

Life After Doom is for everyone who has reached a point where not facing their unpeaceful, uneasy, unwanted feelings about the future has become more draining than facing them. It’s for anyone who understands that we’ve entered a dangerous time and we need to prepare ourselves to face that danger with wisdom, courage, character and compassion.

You should know something about the way this book has taken shape. As I’ll explain in chapter 1, I began waking up to our current situation nearly thirty years ago. Then, nearly twenty years ago, I researched and published a book on global crises. About two years ago, I felt I should return to the subject and immersed myself in the latest data. During my research, there have been moments when I felt like the ground was falling out from under my feet. I have thought about things I’ve never thought about before and felt things I’ve never felt before. I wondered why I took on this project, then reminded myself that I felt this project, in some ways, chose me.

On many days, I’ve got up from my desk and walked for miles, mindfully putting one foot in front of the other, contemplating the realities to which these words can only gesture, hoping St Augustine was right when he said, ‘Solvitur ambulando’ (‘It is solved by walking’). As I walked, waves of fury, despondency, dread, grief and wordless groaning would wash over me. I was not only processing my own emotions: I was also wondering how I could best help you, because I don’t want to traumatise you, but I don’t want to sugarcoat anything for you either. I want to provide you with the same kind of honest and humane guidance I need in these crazy times.

As I wrote, I found myself distilling what seemed most important into short, simple statements, what you might call ‘moral guidelines’ or ‘resilience mantras’. Eventually, I threw out my original outline for the book and chose those mantras as the book’s chapter titles. I realised that these chapters took a familiar U-shaped journey, from letting go (a path of descent) to letting be (a place of insight) to letting come (a path of resilience) to setting free (a path of agile engagement). Those four movements became the four parts of this book.8

It’s very difficult to dance with doom alone. That’s why, at the end of each chapter, I have included a ‘Dear Reader’ section, a kind of author’s aside. I’ll offer some journalling questions, conversation prompts and dialogue guides. Hopefully you can find a trusted friend or two with whom you can share the thoughts and feelings that arise as you read. Perhaps they’ll want to read through the book with you. If you recommend this book for a class or reading group, be sure to make it easy to opt out, because, as I said, this book isn’t for everybody. Then again, those who need it really need it, and those who aren’t ready for it now may be ready for it surprisingly soon.

Here’s one thing I’ve learned already: when you dance with doom, doom changes you.

Yes, it can change you for the worse. It can scare you and exhaust you and leave you paralysed in despondency, cynicism and bitterness. Doom can win and life can lose.

But the dance can also change you for the better, leaving you more humble and honest, more thoughtful and creative, more compassionate and courageous . . . wiser, kinder, deeper, stronger . . . more connected, more resilient, more free, more human, more alive.

So here we are, you and I, about to spend several hours together in each other’s heads and hearts, learning to dance with reality with all its doom and delight. We’re in this together. That’s our starting point.

Welcome to reality.

 

Dear Reader,

Thanks for reading this introduction. I encourage you to open a new document on your computer, or get a journal to handwrite your responses to the questions below. You can also use these questions to prompt needed conversation with friends who read this book with you.

 

1. I explain in this chapter that I don’t think this book is for everyone, but that those who need it really need it. Do you think this book is for you? Why or why not?

2. Have you been dancing with doom alone? Or have you had conversation partners to share the dance with you? How has it been?

3. Share your experiences with the stages of grief relating to our current situation: shock and denial, bargaining, anger, depression, acceptance, meaning.

4. How might you benefit by reading this book? Have you ever practised journaling before? What benefit might you receive from journalling? Have you ever been part of a reading group before? What benefits might you experience by forming or joining one?

 

One more thing. If at any point as you read, you feel emotionally overwhelmed, I invite you to either take a break for a week or two, or to skip ahead to parts 3 and 4, chapters 13 to 21. Yes, chapters 2 to 12 are really important, but for some readers, going to the end and then coming back to the middle may make more sense.





Part 1

Letting Go

A Path of Descent
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