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			“This is the book my heart has been yearning for. It is a brilliant blend of personal narrative and clear-eyed science. With their emphasis on cultivating community, tending to personal rejuvenation and mental well-being, and offering practical tools for lightening our footstep on our beloved Mother Earth, the authors lift up every value we can all embrace right now to not only pluck us from the brink of the cataclysm but also transform the soul of the world.”

			—Mirabai Starr, author of Wild Mercy: Living the Fierce and Tender Wisdom of the Women Mystics

			“Simultaneously intimate and thoroughly researched, this gem of a manual shares the story and the wisdom of the Good Grief Network, the first organization to create collective space for processing climate distress and transforming it into generative action. Changing the systems that cause harm to people and the planet will require collective effort, to be sure, and this book outlines the inner practices that such an effort will require of us all.”

			—Sarah Jaquette Ray, Professor and Chair of Environmental Studies at Cal Poly Humboldt and author of A Field Guide to Climate Anxiety: How to Keep Your Cool on a Warming Planet

			“It goes like this: we pass a cup, back and forth, from one to the other. Inside the cup is what we most need to drink to keep going in this long struggle—a potent brew of inspiration; wisdom; real, heartfelt humanity; stories; tears; and laughter. We drink, take a long sip, and go on to do what is ours to do. The doing refills the cup with hope. This book is that cup.”

			—Susanne Moser, PhD, coeditor of Creating a Climate for Change and founder of the Adaptive Mind Project

			“How to Live in a Chaotic Climate offers a needed space to contend with the worries, uncertainties, and grief associated with the consequences of global climate change. It is inspirational and courageous in the call to seize the moment by creating communities, investing in each other, and working for meaningful social change.”

			—Brett Clark, coauthor of The Robbery of Nature and Professor of Sociology, University of Utah
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			To Mackenzie, Caleb, Emma, and Jude

			And to young people everywhere. May each of us practice courage and embody connection to cocreate life-centered futures for you and all beings.
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			A LETTER FROM THE AUTHORS

			Dear Brave One,

			We do not have it all figured out. No one does. These times are full of unexpected twists and painful turns. But there is joy and meaning waiting to be uncovered and experienced. The story of these times is being written with each breath, each step, each seed planted. That has always been true, but it feels more salient in times of great tumult.

			This book, and our 10 Steps to Resilience & Empowerment in a Chaotic Climate program, which the book is based on, is our attempt to share with you the wisdom we have gleaned along our personal journeys. We see ourselves as bridge builders and mash-up artists. By exploring a number of disciplines and modalities and funneling them through our life experiences, we have arrived here with the wisdom in these pages. We are not experts at anything but fellow seekers who stand on the shoulders of many giants. We have had a variety of teachers who have helped us shape these steps and our philosophies. Many of our teachers have been the people we have had the honor of sitting with in our 10-Step program, where each of us becomes a teacher by sharing the wisdom earned in our own journey.

			Every day, we are living the process outlined here, and we are always working to advance the dialogue about how to live openheartedly in these disruptive times. This is an emerging conversation with no one right pathway forward. We invite you to keep the conversation—and your heart—open as we feel our way through these times and plant seeds for future paradigms that are life-centered. May meaning, joy, connection, and courage serve as guides along this uncertain path.

			—Onward, LaUra and Aimee

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			
				This time represents a critical crossroads for humanity, a teetering point of choice that will determine the future of all life.

				—Sherri Mitchell, Sacred Instructions: Indigenous Wisdom for Living Spirit-Based Change

			

			Before we begin, slow down. Take a deep breath. Collect yourself. Arrive here, fully.

			We are at the top of a mountain, and we know we cannot go back the way we came.[1] Our descent is not illuminated or marked. There is no path. No one has been here before. It is unknown. It can feel scary. And we must move forward.

			This is where we find ourselves right now, collectively, as we witness the unfolding of our biological and social systems. The dominant culture’s social systems, institutions, and norms are endangering life on Earth, forcing us into a time of deconstruction and reordering. This moment in history holds both exciting possibilities and frightening unknowns. Right now, those of us living within the dominant culture are stuck between two worlds, in the liminal space situated between what was and what is to come. A new world is on the horizon, but to arrive there we have to descend the steep, rocky mountain and enter into the depths of the night. It is best if we go together.

			As our planet warms, the human and biological systems with which we are familiar are unraveling, dropping us into a vast unknown. There has already been much suffering, and we do not know how long this night may stretch but denying or avoiding it does not make it go away. Like it or not, we are in it for the long haul.

			But that does not mean we should simply give up or that our lives are over. Our reactions to the state of the world directly inform the types of lives we will lead and what types of futures we are capable of cultivating. When we deny reality and repress our emotions, we dull our life experiences as individuals and continue to do harm as a collective. But when we embrace the unknown and work cooperatively, we plant seeds that may grow into new ways of being for future generations. “New ways of being” is a general phrase that builds on the new and ancient story of “interbeing” that Thich Nhat Hanh taught about and Charles Eisenstein advances in his book Climate: A New Story. These ways of being are an embodied knowing that existence is relational, generative, and diverse. These new paradigms can incorporate our modern understanding of the world with ancient ways of being that were in right relationship with life and life-supporting systems. Other cultures have existed—and still exist—in mutual relationship with life and life-supporting systems. We are not advocating for one new way of being or for appropriating other cultures but for listening to and working with people who have been marginalized as we remember what a truly life-centered civilization might look like and begin reorienting toward cocreating it. By picking up this book, you have already begun to sow the seeds of new ways of being.

			We will share many of the tools we have developed for the Good Grief Network (GGN), a global community established to help support people in metabolizing their heavy, painful feelings and creating personal and collective resilience to weather these tumultuous times. We believe that authentically bringing people together in times of great division is one of the most important salves for deep disconnection and fragmentation. There are a wide range of reasons that people come into our GGN circles. Many people of child-bearing age question how they can ethically bring children into such a broken world. Parents worry about the living conditions that will be available to their children and their children’s children. Young adults contemplate meaning and purpose in a disordered world. Burned-out activists mourn that their work was not enough to change the tide. Climate-crisis survivors wonder how to move forward after watching their homes disappear in flames or under water. But mostly, people come into our circles because once awakened, they are riddled with isolation, fear, and grief about the times we are living in and over the future world they project.

			Underneath these worries lie two common themes: uncertainty and tremendous grief. Our planet is experiencing an unraveling that humanity has never before seen. Some scientists say that we have crossed critical planetary turning points and that it is only a matter of time before our planet has moved out of a habitable range for humanity. Others say there is a sliver of time left, and we have to get to work, right now. In this moment, record-setting storms and wildfires, melting permafrost, and calving glaciers point to the reality that we have created instability in our climate. The sixth mass-extinction event reflects the breakdown of our biosphere. Ecosystems can only tolerate so much abuse before they’re drastically transformed. Simultaneously, we are also witnessing the buckling of our deeply flawed social systems. Polarization and Othering seem to be at an all-time high. There is an ongoing threat of nuclear war. Rates of depression, especially among our youth, are growing.[2] And during the first two years of the pandemic, “the world’s 10 richest men have doubled their fortunes, while over 160 million people are projected to have been pushed into poverty.”[3]

			Some believe we are on the brink of human extinction. Others feel we are on the frontier of building better ways of being, just in time to save humanity and countless other species. We echo the words of youth activist, Greta Thunberg, as she chides the politicians at a United Nations Climate Action Summit: “Change is coming, whether you like it or not.”[4] As we live through this deep transition, we are tasked with minimizing suffering in the present and starting to cultivate and move toward new paradigms even if we do not arrive there. Instrumental to building a life-supporting future is the deconstruction of the deeply held ideas, beliefs, and norms that are not serving humanity and the larger world. The rapidly changing biosphere and crumbling of our social world challenges many of our collective and personal beliefs. While this may be uncomfortable for some, these changes hold promise, as many of our cultural norms and beliefs perpetuate the oppression of women, communities of color, those most impoverished, and our planet as a whole. If we are indeed on the frontier of building back better, we are still being asked to collectively descend the mountain to reassemble our worldviews and create truly life-centered ways of being.

			This is a lot to grapple with for a single human psyche, body, and soul. In our day-to-day lives, how do we go on clocking in for our day jobs, hugging our loved ones, working toward equity and justice for all, and enjoying the sunshine when we are constantly confronted with ongoing loss?

			This book is for those of us who want to build stronger inner capacities and community as we climb down the mountain together. No one has all the answers for what comes next or how best to navigate the descent. We are all figuring it out as we go. We do know a few things, though. First, the current social systems are set up to disproportionately impact those of us in the most vulnerable and marginalized groups, especially women, BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of color) communities,[5] LGBTQIA+ folx, people with disabilities, and those with low incomes. We also know that there are real barriers to financial security, care, and time to rest for marginalized communities, meaning that as we descend down the mountain, the impacts of social and biological disruption will be borne most intensely by people in these demographics.

			A major challenge of our time is learning to undo the cultural conditioning that allows us to perpetuate harm against these communities, and our larger Earth community, so that we can begin to see that we are all interconnected. Humans, by nature, are social and cooperative. We have a desire to help each other and see the best in each other. In a Democracy Now! interview some years ago, the activist and community organizer Grace Lee Boggs said, “The only way to survive is by taking care of one another, by re-creating our relationships to one another.”[6] As we take steps down the rocky terrain, we must ask ourselves, How can each of us extend care and minimize harm toward those most vulnerable?

			This is the time to be together, to break down the barriers that divide us. Exclusion and separation must end. We, as a common humanity, must be willing to live these questions together and learn to cultivate a relationship with an uncertain, dynamic, hurting planet Earth.

			And so, instead of offering answers, this book offers an exploration of the following question: How can we live full and meaningful lives as the world changes and everything we thought we knew is challenged? It is a question we have been unpacking for years as we have created and facilitated 10-Step support groups designed to help build emotional intelligence and personal and community resilience for the long haul.

			Regardless of whether you believe we are careening off the cliff toward our collective demise or on the brink of cocreating the cooperative, compassionate, loving, life-centered paradigms of our dreams, this book is for you—but only if you are ready to ask some hard questions about mainstream culture, about your perceptions of the world, and about yourself. Throughout these pages, you will not find clear-cut answers to every question. But you will find tools, ideas, and invitations for living openhearted in this liminal space between worlds. We offer wisdom for cultivating the most meaningful and joyous life right now because right now is all we have.

		

	
		
			FUNERAL FOR A FUTURE

			By Brooke McNamara

			I held a funeral for a future

			I had always thought was coming,

			and buried the world’s face as yet.

			The silence then

			turned me so tiny

			the only way forward was to dream

			downward

			to an early day on earth

			before a single heart beat.

			The atmosphere filled

			with an abiding, cataclysmic knowing—

			that if everything

			could be born,

			every

			thing

			could

			be

			born.

			Love promises no less.

			But a future is gone now.

			All we are is this.

			Our way could be

			to fall toward the medicine

			seeded right inside

			the untamable, fertile grief

			remaking things.

			Brooke McNamara is a Zen teacher, lineage holder, and poet. Her wise, piercing words get to the crux of our complex predicament with profound heart and courage. We chose to include this poem for its message that, out of the untamable, fertile grief, everything can be born. Our hope lies there.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book is largely based on the 10 Steps to Resilience & Empowerment in a Chaotic Climate program we, LaUra and Aimee, designed for the Good Grief Network (GGN). We have been running this program for a number of years, and it’s proven helpful for folks experiencing burnout, grief, anxiety, fear, anger, or other uncomfortable feelings in the face of so many unraveling systems.

			For us, it was firsthand exposure to both personal and community tragedy that forced us to confront the collective traumas around us. For you, it may be a communal trauma brought on by climate catastrophe, systemic racism, or other injustices that have personally affected you. Perhaps you’re an activist answering the call to create a better society. Or maybe you’re just trying not to lose your mind as you navigate day-to-day life in this wild, broken world.

			You are not crazy. You are not alone.

			Whatever your situation may be, the steps in this book are designed to help you find groundedness when it feels like the rug has been pulled out from beneath your feet. We work and then rework them in this order:

			[image: image]

			10 STEPS TO RESILIENCE AND EMPOWERMENT IN A CHAOTIC CLIMATE

			
				
						
						Accept the Severity of the Predicament

					

						
						Be with Uncertainty

					

						
						Honor My Mortality and the Mortality of All

					

						
						Do Inner Work

					

						
						Develop Awareness of Biases and Perception

					

						
						Practice Gratitude, Seek Beauty, and Create Connections

					

						
						Take Breaks and Rest

					

						
						Grieve the Harm I Have Caused

					

						
						Show Up

					

						
						Reinvest in Meaningful Efforts

					

				

			

			The steps and exercises in this book will help you cultivate a relationship with uncertainty, nurture connections, and process heavy and painful emotions about the state of the world. You may have noticed that these steps aren’t exclusively related to the climate crisis. That’s because they can be used in a multitude of crises. There has already been so much suffering—floods, fires, droughts, and of course the pandemic, which have taken incalculable lives—and as we forge paths down the mountain, there will be many disruptions and more suffering.

			In 2017, we used these steps to help support those who were shocked, confused, and saddened by the US presidential elections and the inauguration of Donald Trump. In the past few years, our sessions helped participants grieve the grave losses and lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic, the war in Ukraine, and the worldwide wildfires and severe-storm impacts. Who knows what 2030 or 2050 will bring, but these steps will be here to offer support and help build connection through whatever we will face.

			These steps promote radical reconnection, which can sustain us for the long haul. Radical is a word many of us hear often, perhaps because so many of us are longing to uncover the root of our dysfunctional ways. The term itself comes from the Latin radix, meaning “root.” When we dig down deep enough, we can see that the root of many of these overlapping crises is a disconnection—from ourselves, from others, and from the more-than-human world.[1] This disconnection is a survival mechanism meant to protect us from pain, loss, and uncertainty, but it is terribly constrictive. Rather than remain constricted, we are encouraged to open up and practice vulnerability because it’s the only way we can truly connect. In a dominant culture that normalizes the repression of our emotions and reinforces the systemic division by race, class, gender, and more, connection is a form of rebellion.

			We want to encourage you to keep your heart open throughout the chaos—to reconnect when your fear responses tell you to shut down and get small. Reconnecting is arguably the most important thing you can do for our planet. It is a radical request, especially in a world where we’ve been conditioned to believe someone will save us: the politicians, the Food and Drug Administration, the Environmental Protection Agency, the United Nations, or maybe the charismatic activist. No one is coming to save us. We have to uncover our own personal power and courage. Each of us must look within to do the inner work of accessing our full range of feelings, cultivating our souls, and healing our individual traumas. We must also deconstruct harmful cultural narratives and learn to reopen when our fear responses have us shutting down. We must balance the inner work with the outer work of connecting to others and the world around us.

			As we work to reconnect with ourselves, we can then begin to reconnect radically with people, animals, insects, trees, rivers, fungi, and the larger world around us. We can learn to trust others again, to create community, to do meaningful work in a world that can sometimes feel hopeless. We have often been taught that change happens from the top down, but what we have witnessed is that the folks at the top are laggards, falling behind the momentum from communities. When we call our legislators or go to protests, we are trying to convince the people in power to make a change. In a true grassroots movement, we at the community level have the power. We create the change. Instead of waiting for power and agency to be allocated to us, we use our superpowers to link up with other people, sharing wisdom and increasing our agency. Rob Hopkins, the cofounder of the Transition Town movement, offers, “If we wait for governments, it’ll be too late; if we act as individuals, it’ll be too little; but if we act as communities, it might just be enough, just in time.”[2]

			How you engage meaningfully in these times may look different for you than it does for any other person reading this book—and that’s ideal. Meaningful action ought to be different for different people and for varied communities. We are moving away from homogeneity and embracing diversity on all levels. By reconnecting with yourself, you can uncover where your unique skills, passions, and experiences intersect. That is your place of true power as a heart-centered revolutionary. If your actions contribute to connection, healing, and growth, it is crucial work. For some, a reinvestment in parenting to create a more loving, conscious future is the work they are called to do. Or perhaps it looks like learning to grow organic, nourishing food that you can share with your community and takes a lesser toll on the soil. Maybe it looks like joining an organization that regenerates ecosystems. There are innumerable ways to reinvest into meaningful efforts (we’ll explore this more in Step 10), and not all of them involve holding the megaphone in front of a crowd begging those in power to take the drastic action needed in these times. We aim to invite in creativity and nourish new ideas and meaningful effort.

			Why Us? Why Now?

			The creation of this book, like GGN more generally, is atypical. We are living in atypical times. This book was primarily written by LaUra. Due to ongoing health issues, Aimee had to take a giant step back. Chelsie Rivera, Aimee’s friend from graduate school, stepped up. She helped us write and format the manuscript as well as represent Aimee’s heart, stories, and voice in the book.

			We, LaUra and Aimee, know a thing or two about being burned out, shut down, and operating from our survival responses. We built GGN together, based on a step program LaUra envisioned as part of her graduate studies in the environmental humanities—in particular, how people cope with uncomfortable feelings about the impacts of the climate emergency and the uncertain future of our planet. We created GGN not just because we saw the emotional toll that activism and collective grief were taking on our friends and colleagues but also because it was the program we needed to navigate our own healing process.

			Long before our foray into activism or environmentalism, our life circumstances forced us to ask questions about suffering, reality, and the human condition. LaUra’s early life was shaped by isolation and loss. After domestic violence prompted her mother to leave her father when she was five, LaUra and her sisters were caught in the crossfire of her parents’ war. Both parents were psychologically absent, abusing substances, and addicted to stewing in their own misery. The systems meant to protect children from abusive parents failed LaUra and her sisters, leaving them to raise themselves as children. In high school, LaUra lost two of her closest friends within nine months of each other, forcing her to question the meaning of life being surrounded by so much suffering. As you might imagine, being a smart kid in a deeply dysfunctional family and experiencing world-shattering losses left LaUra unable to cope and without healthy support systems. She employed a variety of survival mechanisms to protect her from further pain. She shut her feelings down and coasted on autopilot for nearly a decade, investing in perfectionism and education as a means to transcend her life experiences. Yearning for more than the superficial life she was leading, LaUra continually looked to the wisdom of all types of teachers who had endured suffering in the past. And after college she found healing in the Adult Children of Alcoholics 12-step program, which later inspired the format for GGN’s 10-Step program.

			Meanwhile, Aimee’s childhood looked like the American Dream. Raised by hardworking middle-class parents in a small Michigan town, Aimee was a straight-A student, an active member of the Catholic church, a dedicated soccer player, and a budding humanitarian. She spent much of her time in service and activism, from volunteer work to fighting for a living wage. But beneath the surface, Aimee was suffering from a variety of health conditions that began when she was a baby, including both chronic pain and undiagnosed ADHD. Rather than get to the root of her chronic illnesses, her family distracted themselves away from her pain and attention deficit, normalizing it among themselves and placing her on a variety of medications to cover up the symptoms. Wanting to be the peacekeeper in her family, Aimee learned to stuff away and downplay her feelings and suffering. Over time, she developed depression and began self-harming to cope. By her junior year of college, Aimee had been placed in a psychiatric hospital three times, with the doctors suggesting that her passion for activism was contributing to her mental illness and that she ought to reconsider her priorities.

			When we met as undergraduate students, our connection was magnetic. We bonded over existentialism, music, the world’s troubles, spirituality, and our own personal experiences of suffering. All of this is to say we have sat with, been crushed by, wrestled and bargained with, been seduced by, outrun and been outrun by, glossed over, and finally embraced grief—more than a few times. Between our formal education and the lessons we learned from the school of hard knocks, we have some wisdom to share about how to feel your way through the darkness that threatens to overwhelm.

			Piecing together wisdom from ancient and contemporary thinkers, science, humanities, activism, therapeutic modalities, 12-step programs, losing loved ones, and love, the words on these pages are our offering to those who want to build personal and collective resilience as the world descends into chaos. The lessons we’ve learned are distilled into the steps in this book, as well as the support group program we’ve facilitated for thousands of participants through GGN over the years. These ten steps invite us into deeper self-understanding, an openness to connect to those we perceive as Other, to grieve our losses and also our complicity in the predicament, to rewild ourselves, and to identify our superpowers and engage in meaningful actions in a time when action can seem futile. These are the skills needed to endure this time of upheaval and to envision our next steps forward.

			The Descent of the Dominant Culture

			
				We use the terms dominant culture or dominant paradigm interchangeably and often throughout this book. By that we mean the set of expectations and norms that many of us in the postindustrial world abide by. The dominant culture is crafted and maintained by a power-over structure and perpetuates systems of exploitation and oppression by commodifying life and life-supporting systems (more on this later on). This way of being categorizes most things in binaries and is reductionistic in nature, leaving little room for complexity or the existence of multiple truths. Capitalism (more specifically, neoliberalism), patriarchy, racism, colonialism, and imperialism are all characteristic of the dominant culture. Though this way of being originated in the Western world, it has extended its tendrils worldwide. We founded GGN to help dismantle and diversify the dominant culture and begin healing the generations of damage it has caused. We do this by learning to live in dynamic relationship with the more-than-human world.

			The systems upheld and perpetuated by the dominant paradigm have not served many of our fellow human beings. Generations of white patriarchy have silenced and murdered oppressed peoples—especially those who have spoken up to alarm the rest of us that something is terribly wrong with how we are operating on our planet. The dominant paradigm appears to work mostly in favor of a section of the population who are white, rich, cisgender, heterosexual, and male. And we would argue that it isn’t actually working for these demographics either. Not only are the economic and industrial practices of the dominant paradigm destroying the very planet that nurtures life but the cultural norms perpetuated by this way of being thrive through separation, competition, alienation, and overconsumption. The dominant culture promotes lifestyles of isolation, leaving our survival mechanisms to deem many things as “threats,” including people who do not look or think like us. Because of this, many of us live our day-to-day lives disconnected from each other, from the more-than-human world, and from our own emotions and embodied states. The truth is the dominant culture serves no one. By its very nature, it is antirelationship and antilife.

			The dominant paradigm is so large and powerful that no one is untouched by its impacts. No matter how green or awakened or off-grid we strive to be, many of us participate in one way or another—whether by consuming animal products from concentrated animal-feeding operations, commuting to work with fossil fuels, buying goods that are not sustainably made, using single-use plastics, living on stolen Indigenous land, or perpetuating white-body supremacy.[3] The dominant paradigm and its stories live in us, and we perpetuate them. The dominant culture, and capitalism in particular, teaches us to compete with our peers instead of collaborating, leading to an epidemic of isolation and Othering where distrust prevails because everyone is seen as a threat. From a young age, many of us learn to put our feelings and needs aside so that we can compete and be more productive, more efficient, more successful. What is demanded of us is more, more, more, while our levels of fulfillment, meaning, and joy are less, less, less. Even in the most radical circles, these cultural narratives persist. Activists know this hustle well, as we so often work ourselves beyond the point of exhaustion and yet never feel we have done enough.

			But it doesn’t have to be this way. We may not be able to live entirely outside of the dominant paradigm or dismantle it single-handedly, but we can reclaim our personal agency by questioning and then deconstructing the stories we’ve been indoctrinated with. We often say that we don’t believe in the dominant paradigm. Just like a fairy tale, it is a belief we can each opt out of. We are continuously trying to find new ways to withdraw from the dominant culture, and turn toward more generative, nourishing ways of being.

			The Great Unraveling and the Long Dark

			We are living in an age of unprecedented change. Our most seemingly predictable systems—ecological, cultural, economic, political, and more—are breaking down. By many thinkers, this breakdown is called the “Great Unraveling,” a term popularized by Joanna Macy—an activist and scholar of Buddhism and systems thinking and the unofficial muse of GGN. The Great Unraveling is different from the fall of civilizations past. Unlike other cultural collapses in which a localized region or singular society is affected, the climate crisis is altering the entire globe, which then causes social collapse. This becomes a cycle: the social collapse hastens the biosphere collapse, and the biosphere collapse exacerbates the social collapse, and on and on.

			As the world as we know it unravels, it reveals the interconnected problems of the climate emergency, rampant social justice issues, vast income inequality, and ecocide. At times, this change can feel exciting and hopeful. When old systems unravel, they carve out space for more life-centered systems to emerge. At other times, this systemic breakdown can feel scary or overwhelming as it increases uncertainty all around us. Messaging from the dominant culture conveys that uncertainty is bad, something to overcome. For privileged groups, the existing cultural and economic systems have mostly provided stability—or the illusion of it—with steady jobs, safe homes, a ladder for success, and enough money to pay for food, bills, vaccinations, and vacations. And even for those of us who do not benefit the most from the dominant culture, the idea that the climate emergency might change our way of life in unpredictable ways is anxiety provoking, to say the least.

			As the Great Unraveling occurs, we’re plummeted into a time of liminality, a period that is unrecognizable to us. Francis Weller, psychotherapist, writer, and soul activist, refers to this liminality as the “Long Dark.”[4] We are not referring to the popular video game but a space where, under the veil of darkness, this rearrangement, reorganization, and culture building can happen. Weller explains, “We are entering the Long Dark. I use that term not negatively at all. I use it alchemically, that certain things can only happen in darkness. We are in a time of decay, a time of collapse, a time of endings, a time of sheddings. These are necessary.”[5] Endings provide opportunities for new creations.

			In this space, when we only have a flashlight’s distance of visibility, we have many options available to us about how to proceed. Weller teaches us that this is a time to cultivate our souls, both individually and collectively, a time to move in the questions, the grief, the mystery. He invites us to ask ourselves and each other several questions during the Long Dark: “How do we become skillful in navigating our walk in the dark? How do we cultivate imagination? How do we cultivate collaboration? How do we cultivate fields of reciprocity with the Earth, within human and more-than-human communities, so that we’re not extracting more than what can be replenished? How do we cultivate the spiritual values of restraint and mutuality?”[6] We don’t know the duration of the Long Dark, but we do know that rich and meaningful lives are possible despite the looming question mark that is our future.

			We can experience joy, love, and beauty on this planet, even as it changes around us. To do this, we have to build personal and collective resilience—an ability to find equanimity in unpredictable times and as the suffering around us increases. We do this not by avoiding the Long Dark but by facing it, moving with it. Being fully alive in this space requires that we experience our full range of feelings—excitement, playfulness, courage, peace, shock, fear, despair, rage, and grief—instead of being overwhelmed by them. Much of this book is focused on the practice of reembodying ourselves by feeling a wide range of emotions and reconnecting in generative ways so that we can feel joy more deeply, even in the face of the unknown future, and shoulder heavy feelings without collapsing under their weight.

			The steps in this book are designed to help us parse out who we are, apart from the dominant culture, so that we can reconnect with ourselves, other beings, and the more-than-human world during the descent down the mountain. Connection has the power to ground us when the world is chaotic. Connection gives our lives meaning and offers joy, even in the dark. We can then invest ourselves into meaningful action—the kind that promotes relationship and regeneration. Meaningful action can be a salve for painful feelings like ecoanxiety, ecodistress, climate grief, and overwhelm because meaningful action isn’t dependent on outcomes. We don’t do this work because we believe that we, alone, can save our species and restore our planet. We do it because it’s what needs to be done. It’s generative work, and it fills us with purpose.

			It also lays the groundwork for a heart-centered revolution. In this revolution, we center relationships, connectedness, and love in times of suffering and disconnection. We open to our interconnectedness with all beings and make decisions based on compassion and insight instead of egocentric motivations. The heart-centered revolution is brought about by our inner equanimity and our love for each other, ourselves, and our planet as a whole. Instead of thoughtless and selfish actions, we reinvest ourselves with an understanding of the consequences to the larger world. The steps require a commitment to doing our own individual work and opening to the innate wisdom within each of us that has been covered up by the dominant paradigm.

			The calling of the heart-centered revolution is to find opportunities to cultivate a truly just and life-centered world, even if we never see it come into existence.

			A Framework for the Heart-Centered Revolution

			
				The greatest challenge of the day is: how to bring about a revolution of the heart, a revolution which has to start with each one of us?

				—Dorothy Day

			

			
				In their book, Active Hope: How to Face the Mess We’re in without Going Crazy, Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone define three critical actions we must take to create a true heart-centered revolution: holding actions, creating new structures, and creating a shift in consciousness. While we may focus on one or two of these types of actions, all three can—and really must—be done simultaneously.

			Protesting, signing petitions, writing legislators, passing bills, civil disobedience, and other forms of traditional activism are all holding actions—that is, actions that slow down the damage that the dominant culture wreaks on Earth. Holding actions are sacred and essential work. Holding actions are paramount to preventing the dominant culture from exterminating everything in its path. In recent years, we have witnessed the power of holding actions as the Black Lives Matter movement forced community leaders and politicians to finally start acknowledging the hundreds of years of systemic racism.[7] We have also seen pipelines shut down, and some species brought back from the brink of extinction. Holding actions are integral if we are to mitigate the absolute worst impacts of the climate emergency, ecocide, and social disruption. We must intensify and sustain our efforts to halt new fossil-fuel developments and stop carving up Earth, decimating wildlife, plant, and insect populations. We must protect those most vulnerable. Most of the work in the realm of activism is focused on this type of action. We also must create a new social and political order so that protecting life and life-supporting systems is the norm and not denied for being too radical.

			And that leads to the next type of action: structural change. A true heart-centered revolution must reimagine the systems that (are supposed to) protect and support us and our planet, such as law enforcement, economics, politics, health care, energy, education, and so many others. The brokenness in our world cannot be healed until we start creating systems and structures that are truly life-centered. Our systems are reflections of our worldviews, and without a significant overhaul of our individual and collective values and beliefs, any structural changes will perpetuate the same harms that got us to the Great Unraveling.

			All too often we stop at these first two, and that is where, on the individual level, burnout and resignation can happen. We get discouraged when we fail to see our hard work bring about the much-needed change we yearn for. We need to change our ways of thinking and being, too! For this reason, we are less concerned in this book about holding actions and the “how-tos” of reforming or breaking down the current, deeply broken systems. Instead, we are more concerned about freeing up our energy, ways of knowing, and imagination to begin focusing on what comes next. As the Great Unraveling continues and we compost that which no longer serves us through the Long Dark, we can begin to envision pathways forward that prioritize life, ecosystems, and connection.

			The third type of action required for the emergence of the heart-centered revolution is a shift in consciousness—an opening to the embodied connection coursing through us, the larger world, and the ever-expanding universe around us. Feeling disconnected from the world and each other makes it a lot easier to exploit life and life-supporting systems. When we sense and nurture our connection with all that is, we become more compassionate toward ourselves and each other. We realize that we are not individuals contained in our corporeal body but in a dynamic relationship with the air, water, and larger world around us. When we see our connection to all that is, we open our circle of care and concern to species extinction, the climate catastrophe, and the whole of humankind. We refuse to look away from the injustices perpetuating separatism, alienation, and Othering. This shift of consciousness ushers in connectedness, love, and community as we break down the barriers that make us believe in our separateness.

			In some activist and academic circles, caring for oneself and caring for the world are seen as separate endeavors. But Macy and Johnstone express that when we tend to our inner growth, we deepen our compassion for others, extending the reach of our work beyond just ourselves. We also renew the courage we need to face the predicament of our times. And when we neglect our inner worlds, we can end up emotionally immature, resentful, shut down, or burned out. Our survival responses take over, perpetuating our isolation, alienation, Othering, and harm.

			How to Use This Book

			
				Each chapter of this book will outline a step in the GGN’s program, illustrated by personal stories from the lives of the authors. We offer snapshots of our lives, our struggles, and our hard-earned lessons. By sharing some of ourselves with you, we aim to illuminate that being openhearted is an ongoing choice of letting our heartbreak transform and rearrange us, increasing our capacity for connectedness. This ongoing choice is not easy, but it is the only way to be fully alive in the midst of ongoing crises. Some of our stories touch on potentially triggering topics, including child abuse, neglect, suicidal thinking and attempts, and self-harm. This is your content warning for the autobiographical portions of this book. You are welcome to read our stories or skip them depending on your individual needs.

			EXERCISES AS PRACTICES

			The process this book lays out cannot be an intellectual exercise alone. Your life will not be transformed by reading these pages but by integrating the suggestions and larger questions into your life and creating a community to engage with. You do not need more information; you need embodiment and reconnection. You need practice and community. This book offers a pathway—one among many—but you must take the path.

			Sprinkled throughout the book are exercises designed to help you radically reconnect to yourself, others, and the more-than-human world. In doing so, we shift our consciousness: our inner work informs the outer work we all must do in the unraveling world. We teach these exercises in our GGN programs and we utilize them in our day-to-day lives.

			Some exercises may ignite something in you. Add them to your toolbox and practice them. Some may not do anything for you. Feel free to leave those behind. There are a million practices out there waiting for you to come into relationship with them. Learn and incorporate new ones into your daily routine. These practices may help you become present in the current moment, in your body, and in your relationships.

			If you are new to welcoming your whole range of feelings, some of the exercises may throw your nervous system into dysregulation. We highly recommend listening to your body, going at your own pace, working the steps in community, or engaging in the practices with a healer. Before practicing, call in your resources. Your resources are your set of tools, either internal or external, that provide a sense of safety or overall “okayness.”[8] They are tools that are unique to you. We invite you to explore the things, places, people, ancestors, or sayings that might help ground you through your times of activation. We offer an exercise on pages 110–11 that will assist you in the process of identifying your resources if you are having trouble thinking of them right now. When implemented, these resources help you return to a presenced, calm state after being activated. They allow you to work through discomfort or challenging experiences.

			Before each exercise, ask yourself, Am I relatively safe, free of ongoing harm, so that I can dig into each practice? Am I well-resourced, with tools and strategies that help me ground myself if I experience activation? If the answer is yes to both questions, it is time to practice. For each exercise, notice how you feel as you engage with it. If you become activated, you can back out of it and explore why you are activated. Use your resources to restore a sense of okayness and see if you want to return to it. Maybe an exercise is best practiced with a healer or in community. We are trusting you to notice and attend to your own emotional needs throughout.

			Please modify the physical or breathing exercises we offer in a way that works for your body and your situation. These are general exercises that can be explored and altered to fit your needs. We suggest that if something causes pinching or pain, ease back from the practice. If something activates you and you are not well-resourced, do not practice it. You are responsible for noticing and caring for yourself physically and emotionally through these pages.

			Exercises are not enough. Alone, they will not overcome the systemic oppression or solve the climate crisis. However, engaging in practices that aid in calming your nervous system allows you to form deeper connections with yourself, others, and the more-than-human world. Practices that ground you in the present moment help you notice what is around you, what is still here and worthy of admiration and celebration. The practices, done time and time again, will open you to being fully present in each moment as you look for opportunities to take the next best step. A practice is a relationship and an act of accountability to assert your aliveness.

			As you engage with the practices in the book, we recommend recording your thoughts and reflections in a journal. Explore your feelings on the page or in conversation with a partner, friends, or in community. Return to the exercises daily, weekly, or as often as you are able. Again, we will repeat that the journey cannot be solely an intellectual exercise—it is up to you to utilize this material and integrate what works for you, loosen your grip on your worldview, and create communities of practice where you can be supported through the transition.

			The exercises are an invitation to rootedness so that you can quiet your mind and attune to your deeper soul calling out to you. We are summoning you to radically alter your life: steady yourself, roll up your sleeves, do inner work, and reconnect at all levels. There is some real work to do—and we do not mean “work” as defined by the dominant paradigm. We mean building relationships and continuing to keep our hearts open even as the world feels like it’s crumbling around us. Our practices teach us to trust ourselves, collaborate with one another, plant seeds, and share resources. Our practices set the intentions for the world we want to create, moment by moment.

			RESOURCES AND KEY TERMS

			
				We love connecting people with books and other media that might help inform your journey. At the back of the book, we direct you to a regularly updated webpage offering a variety of resources curated for further exploration of the subjects covered in each step. Resource suggestions include a list of books, articles, videos, podcasts, and songs. Additionally, we are covering some pretty intense subjects. As you read these pages, we encourage you to regularly pause and move your body. Aimee, who enjoys DJing, has crafted a playlist (see this page) that accompanies the book—we encourage you to put it on and dance it out as you read through these pages. In an attempt to bring us together in a common vocabulary, we have also included a list of key terms, which can be found in the glossary.

			AN OFFERING OF IDEAS

			
				We see ourselves as curators, collators, and mash-up artists who study, organize, and combine a variety of ideas and theories into one place. We are bridges creating links from one island of thought to another. We bring in some large concepts in every step, each of which could easily be, and probably already has been, a dissertation or book. Our goal is to introduce you to a series of topics in hopes that you will further investigate the subjects that stir something in you. Carry the conversation further with your own exploration and dialogues within your communities. This book, and our support groups, are by no means a comprehensive or complete solution to the many crises that confront us. We aim to ask more questions than to present answers, to serve as pieces of the collective dialogue, pushing ideas forward. As we say in Adult Children of Alcoholics meetings, “Take what you like and leave the rest.” Our hope is that the ideas we have collected here will inspire you to move the dial further. Keep the conversation emerging. This is not a time of solution making; instead, it is a time of undoing, grieving, and repairing. The next steps are to follow this essential work.

			Those who have worked the steps in our program say they’ve gained a sense of clarity and calm and found new ways to make meaningful connections. As one participant, Zeinab, said upon completing Step 10, “For the first time, I’m living life with my heart open.” This is our offering to you.

			The Gift of Now

			
				We are grasping creatures. It’s normal to want to hold on to the familiar, especially when confronted with uncertainty. However, grasping onto a culture that is exterminating species, people, and a habitable planet is not serving us. It’s time to let go of our illusions of stability and a certain future, and come to terms with the darkness setting in around us. Darkness isn’t bad; it simply represents the unknown. As our vision of the future fades, our other senses are enhanced. We don’t need light to make meaning and connections. Our spiritual mentor and Rites of Passage guide, Kinde Nebeker, once suggested to us that we are supposed to feel our way through the Long Dark.

			The proposal to feel is foreign to many of us. Emotions are often considered counterproductive, distracting, and too feminine, which is deemed inferior by our patriarchal society. This cultural narrative around our feelings keeps us disconnected, constricted, and acting small. The time for acting small is over. Each of us is being called to break through the cultural conditioning that holds us back and keeps us perpetuating harm.

			The invitation of this book, and of our present time, is to live in the moment. Be alive—right now with what is. Not tomorrow. Not next week. We are not guaranteed that time anyway. Let go of your expectations of the future so that you can lead an openhearted life in each moment.

			No matter what is happening in the world at large, you can and must make meaning now. These steps pave a path for you to live an empowered, meaningful life—by helping to calm your nervous system, open to the wisdom deep within yourself, and see the magic in each day. Most importantly, these steps encourage you to connect, connect, connect—even when your nervous system tells you to consider everyone and everything into a threat. The most important actions we can take in this time of transition are to connect more fiercely, to love harder, and to show up as our beautifully flawed selves.

			We are often asked by journalists, group participants, and, sometimes, our own doubtful voices inside of us, “Is it too late?” However, it is never too late to get closer to our values, to cherish more about being alive in this time of great transition, and rediscover our relationality with this dynamic world. It is never too late to protect those we love, and we love people from a variety of cultures living all around our planet. We also love the flora and fauna that call Earth home. We love orangutans, blue whales, scalloped hammerhead sharks, arctic foxes, and the island forest frogs. We are awed by the coral reefs, giant redwood trees, hummingbirds, honeybees, flowers, and mycelium. The rich variety of colors, textures, shapes, sizes and sounds that compose the creative expression of life are still worth protecting. Even if we do not have a heart-centered revolution fast enough to prevent catastrophic biosphere collapse, these steps provide a pathway to minimize our harm, protect what we can, see the best in people, make meaning while we’re alive, and constantly look for alternatives to solutions presented.

			The steps in this book have the potential to make us better people: more-loving partners, more-attentive parents, less destructive in our lifestyles, and more connected to reality and other beings. These values do not fit smoothly into the dominant culture, and you will almost certainly encounter some people who cannot understand the journey you’re undertaking. You will constantly be reminded of how inconvenient change is and how countercultural you are (though there are worse insults we can think of). Your mind may tell you that your identity is wrapped up in being a successful agent of this culture, that you’d rather have a set of operating rules than the anarchy of confusion. To counter this, we exercise patience and compassion with ourselves and extend them outward. We lean on our human community and the larger world for strength and courage. We practice the steps so that the moments between crises—the time not interrupted by struggle—are sweeter, sharper, and more defined. This is what keeps people alive, unified, and working toward a better future, even if we have no guarantee we’ll get to said future. As many have said, life is about the journey not the destination.

			There can be no mistake about it: uncertainty is all around us. We will work to create ways of being that nurture relationships with the living planet of which we are a part. These ways of being are born of intentionality and breathed by a reverence for life. Those of us who survive the Long Dark will be alive because of our webs of connectivity. We will rise from the ashes of an unraveling world with seeds in our pockets.
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“A source of hope amidst climate collapse. This book and its pragmatic
vision allow us to reconnect in a relational world, helping us feel less isolated,
less lonely, less impotent to do something that matters.”

—Terry Tempest Williams, author of Erosion: Essays of Undoing
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