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Feeding Hope By Kristi Holmberg Beads of sweat dripped from my forehead. I could hear waves crashing, the boom of a megaphone, and the shrill cries of schoolchildren as they lined up in rows on the sand. I had arrived at an event called “Africa Roars” where 2000 children came to the beach to form a lion with their bodies, take an aerial photo. The event was one among many organized by non-profits in Durban, South Africa, during the United Nations convention on climate change. In December 2011, I joined Christian youth from around the world for the Youth for Eco-Justice program. While world leaders were negotiating at the Convention Center only a few blocks away, I joined the children to advocate for eco-justice. As 2-weeks quickly came to an end, many were skeptical that any solutions would be produced from the negotiations. But the people on the beach were determined to roar for action; to not let hope die in Africa—one of the continents most impacted by climate change. In my training, I learned that as sea levels rise, storm cells intensify, and droughts worsen due to increasing carbon emissions, climate change has a disproportionate impact on the world’s poorest and most marginalized communities. As I joined the children at the beach that day I also realized that youth have an even stronger stake in the issue than the leaders a few blocks away. If we continue “business as usual” future generations might inherit the costs of our unsustainable consumption patterns. Climate change is not just a serious environmental problem, but also a socio-economic and intergenerational justice issue. It asks: What future do we want for our children? What future do our children want from us? Eco-justice was hardly in my vocabulary 2 years ago. But now I feel called to take responsibility for the problem. I feel called to follow the path towards sustainable-living and advocate in solidarity with the world’s most vulnerable people. * I first studied climate change in a religion seminar fall of 2010. I often left class feeling burdened with despair. I didn’t know how I could change society, let alone myself. I tried to save myself from
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disappointment by feeding the cycle of cynicism and flirting with apathy. I could not imagine taking a stand on such a complex issue. But I vividly remember standing in the door of my professor’s office at the end of the semester. I said: “This needs to be more than a class.” But I did not know then, what fruit this seed would bear. In the past, I had often approached the New Year with a naïve sense of optimism. This is the year I am going to change everything about myself! I would make a long list of do’s and don’ts. But by the end of January, I had forgotten my list and failed. So the resolution was abandoned until next year when I tried again. But soon after, I stopped trying. I stopped seeking change because my fear of failure choked my naïve hope. But in 2011 I found another way to do resolutions. Instead of making a list, you pick one word to inspire your year. You don’t do anything, you just be with the word. So on January 1st, 2011, I chose hope, not thinking much of it at the time. At the time I did not know how important that word would become as I continued research on climate change the next summer. After weeks of reading about climate change, I was attending a conference where a panelist asked us to describe a time when we hit the wall. I went up to the man after, broke down in tears, and told him I was staring at it. He told me, “You need to find hope and joy to sustain you or you won’t be able to continue on this path…” When I returned to Decorah, I continued to search for an answer to my research question: What does it mean to follow Jesus today in the context of global climate change? I began interviewing people who demonstrate sustainable lifestyles, and for the first time in awhile I found hope--in chickens, windmills, and solar panels. In my conversations with real people, I started seeing a new way to live. And I continued to choose hope, even when there was no reason for it. This choice led me forward, beyond my fear of failure, to the end of the year. It was not until after I returned from South Africa, when I learned why hope was worth choosing. I was at a Christmas Eve service, when my aunt’s preached, “Do not be afraid. For in Christ there is freedom from hopelessness, despair, and fear itself. Joy becomes a choice we can make. Light triumphs over the darkness. That is the hope of our Lord Jesus Christ.”



 



3   * In 2011, I went from knowing almost nothing about an issue, to letting it change the way I live.



But it did not happen overnight. Instead, a seed was planted and I began a process—one that called me to faithfulness, not perfection. Hope was not the natural choice. I had to wrestle with despair in order to understand why hope was worth defending, and I was transformed, by the renewing of my mind. A life of faith invites us to this process: to weed away our old ways so that new ways of life can grow. A life of faith invites us to follow Jesus—our Shepherd on this path—who leads us through the darkest valley to the quiet waters; who restores our soul so that we may restore the brokenness in the world; who prepares a table before us so that we may give others something to eat. A life of faith calls us to be a living sacrifice. But this sacrifice is not self-denial, guilt nor shame. It is not 1000 rams or a half-ayear’s wages. Instead, it is “giving up” the fear of failure, and trusting in the promise of a simple seed: the hope of our Lord Jesus Christ. This is sustaining, transforming Christian discipleship. Discipline is at the root of discipleship. The lifestyle choices in this process are central to a journey with God. In the Gospels, Jesus did not give his disciples a 10-step program. He beckoned them to “Go and See” and to “Follow”. He told stories to illuminate a vision for the kingdom of God. This kingdom blessed the poor, liberated the oppressed, and fed the hungry. This vision was unconventional, radical, even, in the face of the Roman Empire. And today as the world’s most vulnerable people are most impacted by climate change, the Gospel can show us how to transform our reality and how to feed 5000 with 5 loaves and 2 fish. This new way of seeing can lead to new ways of thinking and ultimately new ways of being. It is this process that invites us to follow—and even stumble—on the messy, yet satisfying path towards sustainable-living. It was this path that led me to risk rejection as I applied to be 1 of 25 Christian youth around the world to attend Youth for Eco-justice program. And when I was accepted, it was this path that led me to travel 10,000 miles to South Africa and risk transformation. Before leaving, I could not have known how these risks would bear fruit, how I would never be the same again upon my return. But what prevents us from following this path? Today’s Gospel lesson reveals a familiar obstacle.
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When Jesus told the disciples to give the people something to eat, they did not refuse, but questioned. They were skeptical that they had enough to give and worried about the consequences of such a sacrifice. This is the same obstacle that stalls U.N. delegates and prevents people from living sustainably today: the bottom line. In the Gospel story, the disciples cared about the welfare of the people, but became troubled once responsibility was entrusted to them. Today, there are no easy solutions to climate change. It is easy to be paralyzed by the dark reality that what do may not be enough to change the course of the Earth’s warming. Yet Jesus calls us to “go and see”—to focus on what we do have to give, rather than what we do not. He doesn’t let our fear of failure become an excuse not to act. He gathers us in groups of 50 or 100, breaks bread with us, and calls us to trust that our living sacrifice is enough. And if we follow his commands with an open heart, who knows where we will go, and how many people we will feed? Even when I was sitting in the sand in Durban I could not see the bigger picture. I was skeptical about the chaos of children gathered on the beach. The sweat on my brow dripped into eyes. I could only see children face-to-face on the ground. I could not see the lion being capturing overhead. Later that evening I was shocked to see the image: clearly the face of a lion. In that moment and since South Africa, this human mosaic continues to feed me with hope. When I started planning my follow-up project after South Africa, I was terrified and tempted to control it with a tight fist. My mentor reminded me to be open; to let it evolve. He said, “You can never fully know the impact of your actions, but only plant seeds and hope for the best.” It was this wisdom that led me to join others in staging a 3-week climate justice campaign and organizing 150 people on Earth Day. It was this wisdom that led me to risk both failure and transformation. While the lion was particular to Africa, the Iowan landscape inspired our vision for a sustainable and just future. We formed a tree with our bodies on the green grass to advocate for “the future we want” leading up to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development. This tree shows me what it means to follow Jesus today. This tree gathers people under its branches and bears common good upon common ground. This tree feeds the cycle of hope.



 



5   This is the same common ground that sustains an Inter-church gardening project this summer.



People from local churches come to the garden to weed and water beets, beans, and potatoes for our neighborhood food pantries. We show up, not sure our labor will be enough in the face of drought. We tend and keep, not knowing how many lips will touch the fruit of our actions; not certain our seeds will grow. And we get messy. It’s impossible to leave the garden without dirt on our hands and feet. Sweat drips on our foreheads. We are reminded that even if we cannot see the impact of our actions, our acts of faith can feed the 5000. Together, as the body of Christ, we are planting the seeds of social change and cultivating hope—not a naïve but a persevering hope—in the context of global climate change. * May God open our eyes to see both beauty and injustice around us, open our hands to share with others, and open our minds to imagine God’s vision for a peaceful world. May this vision lead us forward, past fears and failures towards common ground. May God give us courage to walk through the darkest valley, discipline to choose hope over despair, and wisdom to pursue faithfulness over perfection. May we remember this is all God requires: To do justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with our God. Amen.



  College   Human  Mosaic  Earth  Day  Celebration,  Luther  College,  April  2012,  ©  Emily  Temte/Luther  
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