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Abstract
This paper explores the emerging “green” theolofyspringbank Retreat Center, located in

Kingstree, S.C. wiww.springbankretreat.ofyg Springbank labels itself as a “Center for

EcoSpirituality and the Arts,” and is a 5,000 aGMeristian Center-Dominican Retreat House
staffed by Dominican Sisters, whose mission igli\te simply, to create beauty, to respect Earth
and all beings and to share the learned wisdonoaseators with the Divine for a sustainable
future. We are called to be a courageous and ptap¥oice in today’s world, contributing to the
transformation of human consciousness.” Springladi@mpts to put this mission into practice by
hosting ecumenical ecospiritual workshops and eenfees, and by greening its campus. | use
participant observation and discourse analysisédyae Springbank’s history and contemporary
practice, where this history and practice is sédahto the larger greening of religion hypothesis
and the current “ecological reformation.” Becaupeir®bank is part of the Catholic tradition, |
utilize Belden Lane’s hermeneutics of a kataphatieology to also help make sense of

Springbank’s mission statement, institutional dtrces, and workshops

Keywords: Springbank; kataphatic theology; ecological refarorg feminist spirituality; Native

American spirituality; climate change.



INTRODUCTION

Current research in the religion and nature/ecolagyfield is generating more focus on
researching how, if at all, the interpretation eligious teachings and doctrines may trigger a
change in biophysical practice. Is there a coti@iaif not outright causation, between how a
group, or even an individual, interprets their exgjve religious value system, where this
interpretation leads to more “green” and sustaméfdways? Answers to this question are being
generated by using research methods found in betsdcial sciences as well as the humanities,
and while historically the data suggests that tgsation is ambivalent (Taylor, 2011), at least
with commonly recognized world religions, recensearch suggests that the connection is
becoming stronger, slowly gaining strength overldse fifteen years. Therefore, how religious
practitioners are bridging the gap between an eem¢rgcotheological interpretive understanding
of their traditions and putting sustainable or leantered goals and ideals into practice, is a
needed area of study. Such study will help tile fbetter understand how religious communities
are, if at all, currently bridging the very realpgbetween earth-centered values and embodied
lifestyle practice. This paper offers a case-study approach thaheimscholars of religion and
nature/ecology better understand this gap by fogusn the Dominican-Sisters run Springbank
Ecospirituality Retreat Center located in Kingstr8euth Carolina. In this paper, | explore how
the female earth-centered Catholic spiritualityfoimed by Native American wisdom, of
Springbank, and workshops they host based onyhgatic earth-centered spirituality, is helping
to create a strategically subaltern “green” voidn North American women religious networks

of faith and practice.



RELIGION, POLITICS, AND PLACE IN THE CONTEMPORARY S OUTH

Religion in the contemporary South (popularly gted to range from Texas to Georgia,
up to southern Virginia, and over again to south&entucky) is heavily influenced by a few key
varieties of Christianity, including especially Bep, Methodist, increasingly Mormon, and
increasingly Catholic varieties, with the lattegt®wth due to increased Latino populations. While
certain metropolitan areas in the South are slaiersifying, in terms of ethnicity (moving
beyond more traditional African American/Caucastgamographics) and religious affiliation,
overall the region as a whole is still firmly emtobed in evangelical strains of Baptist and
Methodist churches. Many Caucasian churches swithe lineage of the Lost Cause (Wilson,
1980), while African American churches swim in aini¢éan antecedent (Gomez, 1998; Raboteau,

1978).

In terms of political views, religion in the Souténds to be conservative, supporting
Republican, and increasingly, Tea Party/Libertazamdidates and platforms. This holds
especially true for rural communities, comparedhitropolitan areas where citizens tend to split
evenly amongst Democrats and Republicans, to Bligavoring Democratic candidates. This
does not necessarily translate into metropolitaasbeing as “liberal” as counterparts in the
Northeast or along the West Coast, so that thestdlian underlying flavor of Southern evangelical
conservatism even in metropolitan areas. Overgliigion and politics interact strongly in the
contemporary South, especially for those who ateigally conservative, with fundamentalism
in Christianity and in politics often times joining form a very easy partnership that is questing
for purity of souls and governmental policies b@Amtoun, 2001). This questing is built upon a
cultural fracture over values on the right, andawetrs on the left, dating back to the post-Civil

War years. The attendant marriage over valuemnservative political and religious realms
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gained steam in the 1950s and 60s, culminatingerrise of the contemporary Moral Majority
and then Religious Right of the Republican partythe 1970s, through the move towards

Dominionism in some parts of Christian Republiceotay (Wuthnow, 1989; Séfer, 2011)

Of key import is that the interaction betweengi@n and politics in the South, especially
since the Reagan presidency, is largely inimicatitampioning and passing pro-environmental
legislation. This tendency is evident today inhb@epublican and conservative evangelical views
about climate change, where statistically most IS&uat Christian Republicans either deny that
climate change is anthropogenic, or if they actiegit it is anthropogenic, most are not willing to
take seriously the enormity of what climate changeans for changing human lifeways
(LeVasseur, 2012; Leiserowitz and Smith, 2013; lee@007)Y Furthermore, conservative views
of and interactions with the natural world in theeug, whether religious or political, typically are
utilitarian in nature, where nature is used forotgses (tree plantations, coal extraction,
agriculture, tourism) or recreation (hunting anshing). The dominant American strand of
preserving and even revering the natural worldeesfly from biocentric points of view, and then
voting to protect the environment based on thesew,i is largely absent in the South. It is within
this quasi-hegemonic rural, conservative, Republesangelicalism that is, at best, cautious when

it comes to having sympathetic environmental vigwat Springbank is located.
LOCATING SPRINGBANK

Springbank labels itself as a “Center for EcoSpatity and the Arts,” and is on what was
once a 5,000 acre land grant given by the Kingragl&d to John Burgess in the 1780s. Today

the campus covers 80 acres and contains an ecuahéatholic Dominican Retreat House staffed



by Dominican Sisters that hosts retreats for othemen religious, as well as workshops and

gatherings for the public at large. Springbankission, as shared on their website, is as follows:

In the Dominican and Franciscan traditions we ckhdodive simply, to create beauty, to
respect Earth and all beings and to share theddamsdom as co-creators with the
Divine for a sustainable future. We are callethéca courageous and prophetic voice in
today’s world, contributing to the transformatiohhmman consciousness. We hold a
deep respect for all life and accept the respoaiityitio care for Earth and to foster
freedom and well-being in ourselves as well asiers. Recognizing the sacredness of
Earth and the fragility of its eco-systems [sicg eommit ourselves to the healing of our
planet and we encourage others to have a deeperstiadding of the interconnectedness
and vulnerability of Earth and all life formis.

Springbank attempts to put this mission into pcactby hosting ecumenical ecospiritual
workshops and conferences, with a special focudath the Divine Feminine and Native

American earth-centered wisdom practices, and bgrgng its campus.

Overall, such a mission statement is not typicaldatholic retreat centers, let alone for a
woman-run Dominican retreat center in rural Sou#indlina, where they affiliate with the local
Catholic Church in Kingstree and the Diocese inr&ston, but are surrounded by conservative
Baptists and Methodists and other mainly theoldbjic@nservative branches of Protestantism. |
was initially motivated to research Springbank bimththe above mission, as | am curious as to
how it was shaped and how it is attempted to bépoipractice; but also because of the workshops
the center hosts and the attempt by the sistéggeen” their campus. Overall, my research aims
to investigate and analyze the religious and etmeaivations of Springbank as they attempt to
practice a green Catholic-based spirituality. Thisludes researching their mission and
institutional identity, their attempt to green thpractices, their choice of workshop topics, and
the demographics of who attends workshops at dosgerituality retreat center in rural South
Carolina. In November of 2012 | attended a week&akshop titled “Spirituality in a Time of

Earth Transition,” hosted by Sister Marya Grathwohthe Bernardine Franciscan Sisters, who



currently resides at San Benito Monastery in Dayfgioming; and | have returned to participate
in a workshop on Deep Ecology, held in April of 20And again in November of 2014. Most of
the research presented below is from interviewspamticipant-observation conducted during the
first workshop, with data also coming from the setand third workshops, discussions with the
acting Executive Director and staff, and from acdigse analysis of the Center’s public website

and e-newsletters.
SPRINGBANK'’S ECOSPIRITUAL TEACHINGS AND IDENTITY

Springbank’s schedule is structured around offeromge, two, and/or three-month
sabbatical retreats to other women religious. i¢tpants typically get their own religious
organization to pay Springbank, while allowing thister in question to go on sabbatical to
Springbank where they reside, share in meals, angbarticipate in workshops, while also having
access to the arts and crafts building, and thgpaaras a whole with its hiking trails and canoes.
Participants largely come from a variety of Nortimérican women religious orders, but may also
come from Canada, the UK, Europe, and even AfrMany sisters tell those who run Springbank
that they specifically chose Springbank for thedtblzatical location precisely because of
Springbank’s earth-centered spirituality. One saiohl participant shared during an exit-
interview that they felt Springbank was “uniquee theauty of the place, there’s no pavement, all

religions are respected, and you can even nowidoeligion and still be welcomed.”

Of those who live at Springbank, two sisters argdly responsible for scheduling and
organizing the workshops. These are the curreetiitive Director Sister Trina, a Dominican
sister who has lived at and managed Springbanle 9i886, and Sister Theresa, a sister of Notre

Dame de Namur who has lived at Springbank for fpears. Sabbaticals are consistently



structured around a repeating calendar, with mbdteosabbatical events also open to the public
for a charge (such as the ones | attendedjost every sabbatical contains opportunities to
participate in workshops themed around regeneratontemplative spirituality, healing, and
earth/environmental awareness and justice (othekshop participants typically come from
South Carolina, driving on average two hours ireottd reach the rural campus, and the majority
are liberal, Caucasian, and female). The lastyfears have seen Springbank offer a cluster of
workshops that center around a contemplative retwaoleness/holiness retreat for women;
painting as prayer; twelve-step retreat; nativerrdnmaking; sweat lodge; labyrinth; Native
American flute making and playing; deep ecologymhnism; Celtic spiritualities; Icon writing
and painting; and All Beings Confluence, where ipgrants make panels of various non-human
organisms in the form of stained-glass icons ahérographic mediums. These workshops are
then rounded out by inviting in various speakemmrfrwvomen religious groups, and holding

celebrations around the equinoxes and key Chrisiéidays

The Labyrinth at Springbank.



Medicine Wheel, constructed in the woods.



“Celtic Tree” and Circle of Trees, off the UniverseStory trail. V!

Springbank is clear in its advertising and newststthat the workshops they offer create
a synergy around core key themes: Native Americasdam and practices, environmental
philosophy and ecological science, Celtic spirities, feminist spiritualities, and Christian-based
ecotheologies. For example, Springbank’s Jan2835 e-newsletter that shared its list of Spring
2015 workshops contained the following quotes: ‘fEhie newness about our time and we need
to be sensitized to the awesome transformationgting required of us"—Thomas Berry; “The
only way for us to escape irreversible destruct®to evolve into the next level of organized
unity’—Beatrice Bruteau; and “A thing is right whéntends to preserve the integrity, stability

and beauty of a life system, it is wrong when iiidke otherwise”—Aldo Leopold.

Furthermore, and consistent with Springbank’s foousthe seasons, contemplative
renewal, and desire to help unfold earth-basedatousness and spirituality, the current sisters
residing at Springbank added this narrative tdo#gnning of this same e-newsletter: “The season

of Winter beckons us to go deeper and honor thetquithin; contemplating the possibilities of

9



enduring peace. May we be co-contributors to titearcement of Earth’s fragile systems and
work for justice for the well-being of all.” Sinaitly, Springbank’s New Year’s 2014/15 emailed
Newsletter contained a John Muir quote, as wedl ggote from a leading Catholic contemplative
monk who factored ecological insights into his teags, Thomas Merton (1915-1968), which
stated, “The whole idea of compassion is basedl@en awareness of the interdependence of all

these living beings, which are all part of one aerotand all involved in one another.”

Such sentiments fall within a clear trajectory ohtemporary religions taking ecological
insights seriously, both within Christianity, amdather religious traditions. My research found
that part of the tension Springbank has faced s8ister Trina began organizing its focus from
the mid-1980s onward (along with the help of ano#ister, Sister Ursula Ording, who was one
time Director of Springbank, and who passed in 20%3trying to navigate such very clear
incorporation of Native American, feminist spirititig, Celtic spirituality, and ecological insights
into their vision, mission, and offerings. Accardito Sister Trina, having such worldviews
actively taught in a Catholic diocese, let alontghmrural South, has led to very real tensionh wit
other local churches in Kingstree, as well as witle diocese and its Parish Countil.
Furthermore, it reflects a larger tension withinri€tanity, including Roman Catholicism, of

oppressing nature-related forms of religiosity,t@asl present (Taylor, 2005).

Despite this longer tension within Catholicism @poessing pagan/feminist/nature forms
of religion/s, the structure and content of thebsaigal/public workshops at Springbank are
directly motivated by a concise lineage of Westeatholic ecotheologians. This lineage begins
with Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955), tHenrishes especially with Father Thomas Berry
(1914-2009), and for Springbank proper it has aafifineage to Sister Marian MacGillis of
Genesis Farm in Pennsylvania. Most of Springbaekigiled newsletters and schedules contain
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a Thomas Berry quoté, while Sister Trina shared how MacGillis came tealpat Springbank in
1986 and at that time Sister Trina decided to devieé focus of Springbank to ecospirituality
issues, as reflected in their mission statemergis#er on sabbatical shared how she too had heard
MacGillis speak, at which time she was “awakened&totheological issues. This connection
with MacGillis is actively maintained, as Sistering participated in a transition training at
MacGillis' Genesis farm in the summer of 2012.Sisters Marya, Theresa, and Trina's
understanding of consciousness is also influengeBrian Swimme’s Universe Story, which is

itself based in part on the work of Thomas Berry.

The influence of Berry and Swimme’s Universe Stasy even visibly evident at
Springbank, as there is a “Cosmic Walk” based upenUniverse Story that meanders through
the pine forest on the eastern edge of the cancpugplete with painted stones that highlight key
events in the unfolding of the universeSome of the stones highlight the rise of pathgrand
thus suppression of female agency and goddess wprahd also the genocide of Native
Americans—two themes that are present in Springbaniorkshops, literature, and public
presence. This is in part because Sister Trinalesys endorsed feminine forms of spirituality,
as well as has acted in solidarity with Native pgespand Sister Theresa herself is part Native
American, where she leads current workshops onmgalative Drums and she also leads sweat

lodges in one of two on-campus lodges.

This explicit lineage makes Springbank part oflédaling edge of Catholic Sisters working
on earth ministry issues, especially in North Am&riwhere many trace their theological
inspiration to Berry and MacGillis, as well as &&MNcFague, although her name was not brought
up as much. These findings are consistent witeelaffered by Sarah McFarland Taylor, who

points out that many women religious that she mebea were directly inspired by both Berry and
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MacGillis (2007)¢ While Berry and MacGillis are leading voices iatfolic ecotheology (and
Christian ecotheology, more broadly), they are timgless minority voices in the larger Catholic
gestalt. This was a tension alluded to duringuwdismns shared at twice-daily communal meals,
where the sisters felt that internationally the €huvas becoming much more conservative in its
theology, especially under the guidance of PopeeBieh XVIX' May also feel that overall the
Church is turning its back on the liberation thggithat emerged out of Vatican Il, especially in
international parishes. Thus at Springbank theas an underlying current of frustration about
the Church not taking environmental issues moréosgly, while the latter is one of the
inspirations for Springbank and especially Sistend: to provide a place where sisters and the

public at large can discuss and attempt to embodtheological earth wisdoifi.

However, with the rise of Pope Francis, there isentmpe with the sisters at Springbank
that he will pursue environmental issues, althotgty are frustrated by his slow movement on
issues of women'’s standing in the Catholic Chub far, the Pope has recognized climate change
is human induced, and recognizes that demograpbgspres due to poor family planning is not
necessarily a good thing (although his messagestahs have been ambivalert). Such
statements reinforce to the sisters at Springbhakthey are doing needed work that, although
not officially supported by the Catholic Church,netheless provides needed forms of ministry

and teaching to not only Catholics and women religj but the public at large.

Despite Pope Francis’ active movement towards ¢pksustainability, economic
inequalities, and climate change seriously, Sisflarya explained to me how Springbank
nonetheless exists a little bit outside of the €Chysroper precisely because of its explicit focus
on environmental issues. However, this focus cha¢snean they are apostates or are not faithful

to the Church and to Christ. Rather, for Sisterydait is precisely because of its dissent from
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mainstream Catholic environmental teachings thagbkrher back to Springbank every few years
in order to lead earth-centered workshops. Inwerds, she talks about ecospirituality as a
Catholic sister, especially at a place like Sprargh because it allows her to be “subversive.”
Other sisters, as well as members of the publipressed similar views while introducing

themselves during the deep ecology workshops, githanks for the safe space of Springbank,
where women religious and liberal South Carolinjamsth, were welcome to explore earth-

centered spiritual issues.

ECOSPIRITUALITY DURING EARTH TRANSITION

This section focuses entirely on research genemeicg the Spirituality in a Time of

Earth Transition workshop, which was attended bgdlsisters on sabbatical; Sister Marya, the
workshop leader; and Sisters Trina and Theresa,lwba@t and manage Springbank. Given the
nature of this workshop, it was easy to raise goestabout the possible complicity of religion,
and especially Christianity, with the current state¢he planet. The questions | asked the sisters
in this regard were inspired by Lynn White, Jrhegis (1967), where he specifically blamed
religion, and especially Western Christianity, i@ contemporary ecocrisis. Since White’s thesis
is foundational for the study of religion and natuf was curious to find out what those at
Springbank felt about the role religion might hglayed in generating our current ecocrisis, and
thus what role religion might play in amelioratiitg Sister Marya affirmed that religion has
created dualisms, including those of body and saudl also heaven and earth. Of the latter
dualism, she exclaimed that earth was made todmndeate, and that both dualisms can be traced
back to the ancient Greeks. The creation of demslign Christianity, especially the dualism

between a transcendent heaven and a fallen eartimei of the reasons White blames Western
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Christianity for the ecocrisis, and it seems higlgsis is supported by some of the Catholic sisters

residing at Springbank and attending the workshop.

At another point of the workshop, Sister Maryageld a flag of the earth on the table
where we had been sitting in a circle and shareat wihe called a “prayer of creation, a prayer as
earthlings,” since in her understanding we are deewof earth. As she stated, “When we create
prayers and gratitude and direct it to a realitydmel earth, it creates a consciousness that
insignifies earth.” Yet, she pointed out this @ahgerous” territory for most Christians, so that
such prayers should be “an exploration to be doingour own mind.” She also pointed out that
creation is not God, and this is where many Clamstiget uncomfortable—praying as earthlings

is too often interpreted as worshipping the eastBad, when this is not the case for her.

Sister Marya also challenged those sisters prabantit is their responsibility to share
ecotheological insights with those people readyl@epen their faith and commitment to the
Gospel. For Sister Marya, this is seen in Jes@&'sat Commandment,” to love your neighbor as
much as the self and the Lord with all your he&ister Marya shared how if the Universe Story
is taken seriously, then everything is self, sd thaerything is a neighbor, whereby it becomes
immoral and unthinkable to poison and destroy @eatAs she said, “The whole of creation is
self.” Such thoughts were echoed by Sister Barlmara of those on sabbatical during this specific
workshop, who shared that the sacred/profane digimis, in her words, “the worst division
we’ve been taught [via the Church]. That's notwegy it really is. Everything is sacred.” Other
resources also exist within Catholic ecotheologicakles that actively challenge such
sacred/profane dualisms and binaries, so that\aaals are shared within Catholic discourses, of
which Springbank is one participant and exemplaFor example, when writing about climate

change for théranciscan Mark Dowd notes that “We are all part of a welrdation. Every
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time our lungs take in oxygen, we confirm the idegyendency between ourselves and the God-
created world. We do not observe nature from tandée: we are an integral part of that story”

(2011: 2).

Sister Sue, another sister on sabbatical duringvttkshop, expressed similar sentiments.
She felt the “presence of God in so many life foland [appreciated the] opportunities to meet
God at so many levels” at Springbank. Yet, shegeized that those called to Springbank are the
minority in contemporary Catholicism, although $terself feels called to challenge the neglect
of the earth in Catholicism, past and present. pideher participation in the workshop and her
desire to move Catholicism forward on environmeigsiies, she opined that, “You can’t just go
in and take their [i.e. the average Catholic intN@&kmerica] faith away, it's all they’'ve known.
You have to do it with sensitivity.” She shared logvn frustrations with trying to discuss
environmental issues in her parish, so that heemsmpce in pastoral work taught her to pick and
choose who to invite into groups where sustaingtalnd environmental issues are discussed. She
also pointed out that religious communities have #hility to think along more progressive
environmental lines and to invite people into adssion because they are not directly connected
to the institutional Church. However, her own warkwo parishes writing a weekly column on
caring for creation yielded only three people wherevwilling to join a group to discuss what
creation care might actually resemble. This exgpex left her “sad to think that people didn’t

care,” so she became discouraged.

However, Sister Barbara shared that: “I've discedgreople are more ready than we think
they are. They're way ahead. It's the higher updpe Ratzinger himself expressed that pollution
is a sin, but overall the trajectory of the Chuatta global level under him was towards a more

conservative theology. This, even though the Whisates Conference of Catholic Bishops

15



published &-aithful Stewards of God’s Creatidiook, which Sister Marya held up as being an
“insider” tool that the sisters could use to hdles a conversation with other Catholics towards a
more earth-friendly direction. Sister Marya alsonped out that Jesus dealt with the frustration
of people not hearing his message. Drawing aroggdb the challenge of getting across a more
“green” message, Sister Marya explained that “lélésse those with ears to hear.” For these
sisters, their hope resides with lay people andteoom-up shift in Church teachings about and

relationship with creation.

Such earth-based ministry is emerging in other @atlsisters and their respective work
around the U.S., as well. For example, the prdjéatholic Sisters for a Healthy Earth” released
a workbook titledEarth as Our Homewhere “Simple actions are suggested about holiveo
more sustainable and walk more gently on this Eg&014: 2). The goal for these sisters is to
get people to think about their daily lifestyle ates, and how these fit into the larger home of
earth, and in this publication they are not asiekmbout earth-based spirituality as Springbank,
but synergies nonetheless exist. This may be lseddwey recognize what | was told in a private
discussion by Sister Barbara, who cautioned metligatterm “ecospirituality” scares away many
Christians in the South, so that many sisters ramirdn overall strategic caution in addressing
these issues in other venues not as receptiveremgBank. Indeed, as Sister Sue alluded to, sister
choose Springbank for sabbatical precisely becalis® vocal ecospirituality mission and vision,
and the context of validation offered by MacGiklisd Berry. Many sisters come to Springbank
for their sabbaticals so that they can nurturer tbein Christ-centered relationship with creation,
where the workshops and supportive environment thedm to recharge their spirits in order to
continue to minister on behalf of the earth; wiiteers come to Springbank to learn more about

how they can begin to bring environmental issués timeir ongoing ministry and parish work.
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After spending two days discussing in-depth whasptituality might look like in a time
of earth transition, the consensus of the sistastivat, in Sister Sue’s words, “We need a Vatican
Il on ecology.” Sister Marya concurred, pointiogt to her fellow sisters that it is up to them to
embody openness and to take this message to cButohlant a seed about the sacredness of

the earth in [a church] setting,” as she explained.

Sister Marya closed the workshop by pointing owatt,tiWe always have to reinterpret.
We live in a new age and religion, government, [aedlication haven’t caught up. We can't
expect religion to satisfy. We have to constak#gp re-interpreting and give ourselves over to
that and what rings true to the earth and the usé/& This closing statement expertly captures in
a nutshell what we as scholars are seeing withotigpoing Ecological Reformation: a re-
interpretation of religious traditions in light obntemporary evolutionary insights and findings

from ecology and the environmental sciences (TuakerGrim, 2014).

SPRINGBANK'’S ECOLOGICAL HERMENEUTICS

These thoughts circle back around to Springbarfjtand the sisters who run it. While
giving me a tour of the grounds on a chilly autumorning in a golf cart, Sister Theresa expressed:
“Enjoy the silence and beauty of Creation in yod &eing here.” And later, “God is so much
bigger than any box.” For her, we need to offerstant prayers of healing and protection for the
earth, and Springbank is a place where this pragek can happen. Sister Theresa expressed that
she’s at Springbank because she senses that time @vpresent in all things. That, as she
expressed, “There’s no separateness. There’sndeess of the earth.” And since this type of

ecospirituality makes sense for her, it infusestyipe of spiritual relationship she has with God
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and thus shapes the campus environment and workstftgred at Springbank, as she helps

organize the calendar of events for the center.

Overall, the sisters who live at and who attendnings at Springbank are actively
attempting to change Catholicism, and thus Chriggaand are doing so through an engaged
ecohermeneutics, which is a three-part processnedtlby the Biblical scholar Norm Habel
(2009). The first part consists of approachingdeand teachings with an eye of suspicion,
recognizing that sacred texts are written from &maditionally read from an anthropocentric
perspective, privileging human exceptionalism a@eirsg nature as an object to exploit. This is
seen in the sister’s recognition about the duaiigrerent in Christianity, where earth is devalued.
Many of the sisters also weave in a feminine hesugaq, recognizing how women and the Divine

Feminine have and continue to be devalued.

The second stage of an ecohermeneutic is ideritfitand empathy, or a de-privileging
of human characters and instead identifying asersadf a tradition with earth and members of
the earth community. This was also seen througiheuveekend in the various rituals and prayers
in which the sisters engaged and enacted. It \8assaen during the workshops on deep ecology,
where participants were invited to begin develogim@r own ecosophy so they could relate to the
more-than-human world from a biocentric ontologypdain guided meditations under
“Grandmother Tree.” Other examples present atn§penk of this step are found in some of the
workshops they offer, including an “All Beings Charénce,” where sisters on sabbatical and
paying participants from the public at large argtad to create an eight to twelve foot panel where
participants paint a life form in its natural halbit The description for this workshop reads, “We
yearn to create a new human/earth relationshigwérence and reciprocity in our world. We

desire to create that rightness in all the waysrelated to the sacred whol&” The same e-
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newsletter advertising and describing the All Bei@pnfluence had as its epigraph a quote from
Rachel Carson, which read “It is a wholesome amésgary thing for us to turn again to earth and
in contemplation of her beauties know of wonder lauanhility.” This quote was chosen by either

Sister Trina or Theresa, or possibly both in conegth one another, as they thought how they
would advertise and communicate their message alha/érkshops with the public. Not only are

these sisters supportive of insights from ecology @volution, but they use insights from these
fields to actively honor, recognize, and reveretbees of the natural world, thus meeting the

criteria for Habel’s second stage of an ecohermineu

The third step of an ecohermeneutic is retrievalliscerning earth and members of the
earth community as subjects with a voice. Thgemsn in Sister Marya’s and others call for seeing
the earth as sacred, and for seeing our self ag l@eDivine self that is in communion with an
unfolding universe, a la Berry, Swimme, and Mad&{and seen in occasional workshops offered
at Springbank on the Journey of the Universe). s Hiep is present in the cultivated lands at
Springbank, where a cosmic walk based on the stégbe Universe Story meanders through the
woods; and where a medicine wheel, labyrinth, aiager lodge are actively used for workshops
and for meditatiort¥! This stage was also present in Springbank’s Es3er Holy Week, where
the theme was “Easter Hope in a time of ecologlealine.™ii Sister Trina described the special
Easter ritual the Sisters undertook, in concet it monks of nearby Mepkin Abbey, in regards

to ecological decline, as:

At this time of Earth crisis, we look with hope fible needed grace to embrace change in
ourselves. Thomas Berry says, we cannot be heattlaysick planet. We are earth. We
are a microcosm of the whole. Every decision w&arimpacts everything else. Earth
urges us to make conscious decisions for all jifgesns
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Meanwhile, their February, 2013 e-newsletter beguit a quote from llia Delio’sThe
Emergent Christwhich reads, “To contemplate God is to contengplaé beauty of the universe,
the unique details of every living being: it idé@e. Nothing in creation is accidental or excessi
nothing is worthless or trivial...Each and every thimo matter how small or seemingly
insignificant, is of infinite value because it inesgGod in its own unique being.” These sentiments
were shared in the lead off music video shareldair November, 2012 Thanksgiving e-newsletter.
This mass email included an embedded music videBdigr Mayer, titled “Holy Now,” which
includes lyrics such as, “When | was a boy eachkv@® Sunday we would go to church And pay
attention to the priest As he would read the holyrdv..Today the only difference is that
Everything is Holy Now...everything’s a miracle...Wirfegm water is not so small, But an even
better magic trick Is that anything is here at &b, the challenging thing becomes Not to look for
miracles But finding where there isn’t one.” Thdeo continues, extolling listeners to find beauty
in all of God'’s creation, with a montage of natumages playing on the screen behind the song’s
lyrics. Taken together, these rituals conductedraymessages shared by the sisters at Springbank
provide evidence that they are actively engagedthe third stage of generating an

ecohermeneutics.

Sister Sue explained that this third stage, theedisng of earth and the more-than-human
world as subjects with a voice, is consistent vién understanding of panentheism, and is not
paganism—nhere again is the “ideal type” histortesision between worshipping the earth, and
worshipping a transcendent God, as pointed outyoy White, Jr. For these sisters, the worship
of creation includes worship of earth, but it isteaas God’s body, where God both includes but

transcends his creation, as seen in llia Deliostgshared in the February e-newsletter.

PLACE, NATURE, AND CHRISTIANITY
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In a larger context, there is a long history ofsien in Abrahamic traditions between
aniconic worship and iconic worship, and betweeslatly and heretical practices of nature
worship (York, 2010). This tension is profoundisepent today, given the state of the planet.
While some Christian ecotheologians like Matthew,Rallie McFague, and Richard Cizik, speak
of an embodied Christology, one that sees the eaxdhcreation as sacred, these are still largely
heterodox voices, seemingly quickly silenced, ailblargely seen as peripheral by the majority
of North American Christians, including Catholic§hey might even be more emblematic of
emerging dark green religiosities, or a rebirthpahtheism and panentheism, than be seen as
orthodox (Taylor, 2010). Yet this belies that tteshs morph and change over time, and the
ecohermeneutical re-interpretation of Catholic aladger Christian teachings by these
ecotheologians, and especially by the sisters valtoeg at Springbank, is indeed occurring within

the historical and theological context of Chrisifiaitand in the case of Springbank, Catholicism).

So while Bron Taylor’s charge that the “greeningadigion,” and especially Christianity,
is largely anecdotal and needs to be buttressetbsous social scientific research holds much
truth, | caution an easy dismissal of places likeirbank and the work of those sisters with
whom | interacted. While a minority voice, thesdikely to become more vocal as we collectively
head deeper into the Anthropocene, and it behouosess scholars to study these voices and
interpret them with the tools of our field, invegtting especially the impact, if at all, they have
when they interact with their respective parishesnvironmental issues. In fact, since | began
research for this article, such energy within Noktherican Women Religious circles has been
visibly growing, taking on more public forms. Fexample, during the annual assembly of the
Leadership Conference of Women Religious, heldugust of 2014, with over 750 participants,

women religious
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[planelists spoke who have been advocating fomahte mountaintop removal in
Tennessee and Kentucky and advocating againstipeéne in Kentucky as well
as hydrofracking in Ohio. Following their presdita, the LCWR members
signed postcards to persons in power positions hdnce led efforts for clean
energy, protecting fresh water, and addressing ajlaiimate change issues,
expressing gratitude and pledging support for tledfeets. Throughout the United
States, congregations that are members of LCWR haga making significant
efforts to use renewable energy sources as wetb amplement many other
sustainable practices on the properties they owrhe conference passed a
resolution to promote the national transition fréossil fuel energy sources to
renewable energy sources as soon as possible. mBmebers also passed a
resolution to ask Pope Francis to formally repwadthe period of Christian history
that used religion to justify political and persbw#lence against indigenous
nations and peoples and their cultural, religi@m] territorial identities:
| observed many of these issues discussed at $anikgas well, from discussions during the deep
ecology workshops on sisters in Kentucky and Alistraoth, and their active protest of fracking;
to very clear concern about climate change in igters who run Springbank (they hope to install
photovoltaic panels over their chapel so thatithseen as a “prophetic” installation); to support
for oppressed cultures and forms of religiositiesluding especially Native American and

feminist spiritualities, which are actively celetad at Springbank.

A place like Springbank is also an ideal-type exlmmpen to the public and operating
under a clear mission statement, such that theyyligresent a harbinger of both the continued
tensions within Christianity about ecospiritualii;d at the same time represent a continued move
deeper into the larger Ecological Reformation. sTikia reformation that is likely to continue in
the years ahead, given the rapidity of crossingatie related tipping points and thresholds, and
such evidence is suggested by the actions undertakthe leadership of Women Religious. The
“ecospiritual turn” profoundly present at Springkamand occurring in other “Green Sisters”
circles, is a prime example of, in the words ot&id/larya, a reinterpretation of religion in a time

of earth transition.
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A GREEN KATAPHATIC ECOTHEOLOGY IN RURAL SOUTH CAROL INA

It is patently obvious that all religious cosmakgydeal with making sense of place, and
that all religious people operate under cosmoldlyicaoted conceptions of the earth and of place.
These cosmologies have been and will continue tordsterpreted, with the pace of
reinterpretation most likely to continue gainingeed as more humans the world over suffer the
impacts of an atmosphere with 400 parts per mitib802 (and rising, with methane being added

rapidly into the mix).

In terms of Christianity, this reinterpretationafsmological conceptions of creation and
place is one filled with tensions, especially inudtural geographic place such as the South. As
historian of religion and religious conceptionspbfice Belden Lane points out, “The need to
abandon false images and to question our cultoradtcuctions of place emerges...as a recurring
motif in the history of Christian thought—today tess than in the past” (2001: 241). Lane
explains how Christian spirituality has traditidgalealt with conceiving of place and creation via
the religious imagination, where one imaginativeorapch is apophatic, a tradition that is
“radically critical of all images, warning of thamability ever to contain the mystery of the holy”
(ibid: 241). 1 would argue that this traditionlagely responsible for the devaluing of earth as a
realm of meeting God. The other tradition is tlagalhatic tradition, which Lane describes as
“rejoic[ing] in discerning the presence of God e tsingularity and ‘thisness’ of various places”
(ibid: 241). The latter view is similarly expreddgy the ecofeminist theologian Priscilla Eppinger,
who argues that an incarnationadtenosisinspired view of Creation “emphasizes
interconnectedness” such that “Taking incarnati@miosisly would...require reconstructing

relationships between the human and non-human Wwd@2dl12: 55; 56).
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It is clear from the way that Sister Trina (andsula, while she was alive) has marketed
and developed Springbank, and from the workshopstdnded and the public messages
disseminated by Springbank’s caretakers, that §pank falls within the kataphatic tradition
outlined by Lane. Springbank is adding to thisakéfttic tradition by also attempting to
reconstruct relationships with the non-human woflthis is seen in future plans for the campus,
which include hosting permaculture workshops, whkescampus will be a learning classroom;
building straw bale structures; and creating onpasrorganic gardens. Moreso, pace Lane, “In
biblical usage, the words for ‘placahfgomin Hebrew andopos especiallychora in Greek)
seldom refer to an empty, indifferent location, tedotly conceived. They speak, instead, of a
place where events of human and divine significdrase occurred—a dwelling place, a place of
meeting, a site for the gathering together of beifgr from being a neutral, inert container of
experience, place is an integral aspect of existe@bid: 244). And what is more integral to
existence than creating and maintaining healthgstems, based upon “ecological reverence”
(Barrett, 1996: 107)? What we see with the siste&pringbank is that place, including especially
the place of Springbank, but also the larger ptdagreation, becomes a site of meeting the glory
of God'’s creation and Divine energy, channeledugloan ecological reverence. Through daily
encounters with place, and thus with God, thestersisare grafting a modern-day kataphatic
ecohermeneutic to the larger human work of imbyilages with meaning. What stands out to
me is that this work is occurring in the politigalenvironmentally, and religiously conservative

South.

CONCLUSION

This paper has shared research undertaken at Sartlina’s only Catholic-based
ecospirituality retreat center, and one specifycalin by women religious. My findings suggest
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that there is a vibrant concern for creation foah&pringbank, with this concern being present in
both the sisters who run Springbank, but alsoersikters who visit Springbank on sabbatical, and
with the paying public at large who attend Springtis various earth-centered workshops. The
earth and female-centered spirituality being catttd and disseminated at Springbank fuse with
a kataphatic understanding of the Divine, wheré I@itrist and the Divine Feminine are seen, and
for many, experienced, as incarnated in naturds View is panentheistic in its cosmology, and
is therefore possibly heretical, given the corpoeatd institutional history of the Catholic Church.
Yet many of the sisters specifically graft theirteacentered spirituality onto existing Church
doctrine, so that in their understanding, an aetirhappy medium is created that allows them to

be subversive, yet that honors their calling toes&hrist, the Church, and the planet.

Springbank is emblematic of the slow but steadft slaicurring in religious communities
the world over, where the Ecological Reformatioteeding to both a shift in religious values and
teachings, but also, especially, a shift in hunifastyles and practices. The latter is what mafter
as how we choose to live on the planet and theoetmfints generated by human lifestyles
(Vitousek, 1986; Worldwatch, 2013) will have moredanore bearing on what type of planet all

life forms will inherit, whether that planet is sad or fallen, holy or corrupt.

" On bridging the gap of values to practice in ethiroadly, see Peterson (2009).

i For recent books written for popular audiencesliighlight these themes, see Starnes (2014) aclatee (2015),
both who are leading voices in Fundamentalist andémservative Christian circles, who claim thera isystematic
war, waged by the liberal media and liberal WastungD.C. politics, on religious freedom and esplgcimore
conservative forms of U.S. Christianity. It shobkInoted that both books pay scant attentiontw@mmental issues,
with focus instead on traditional marriage, famidfues, and the liberal media.

i For an ethnographic account that attempts to nbmy®nd “caricatures” of Southern evangelicalisngui&ing
especially on Jerry Falwell’'s Thomas Road Baptisu€h, see Welch (2010).

v For research findings that suggest there are smrargelical Christians in the U.S. who are accepkinman-
induced climate change, and how they are grapphiity this acceptance, see Wilkinson (2012). Faeeent,
comprehensive, quantitative analysis of the sys#miinteractions between religion, politics, angtws on
anthropogenic climate change in the U.S., see Jehas(2014).

v http://www.springbankretreat.org/about.htifdccessed Marchi"82013).
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vi All photos come from Springbank’s websiteyw.springbankretreat.of@ccessed MarcH% 2015). For the seven
sacred sites at Springbank, with brief descriptiomcluding some pictured in the article, see
http://www.springbankretreat.org/Sacred-Sites.H@okcessed March 2nd, 2015).

Vi Sister Trina happily shares that the current Bisiishop Guglielmone, installed in 2009, “lovegeithing we’re
doing. He’s unusual compared to the hierarchyig @area.” The Bishop has even attended the ungeif an icon,
blessed a St. Kateri tipi chapel that was recerlystructed at Springbank, invites the sisterSmfingbank to
Charleston for services, and has even helped fiaduwes of funding to help Springbank with the upke&ts campus.
Springbank is also helped by a very close relatigmaith Mepkin Abbey, a Trappist monastery in thedition of
St. Benedict located an hour away in Moncks CornleaJfway between Springbank and Charleston
(http://mepkinabbey.org/wordpreys/The Global Sisters Report of the National ChthiReporter recently featured
a summary of Springbank, written by Erin Ryan, wh&heds light on their activities and how they @mwved:
“Springbank Retreat: ‘Healing Self, Healing Earthhttp://globalsistersreport.org/news/spiritualityiggbank-
retreat-healing-self-healing-earth-136&&cessed March 9th, 2015).

x “Transition” trainings are based upon the transitinovement that began in the UK, and which hasasboutward
around the world, where those in the movement amking on creating communities able to transitiovag from
Peak Oil industrial lifeways.

* To my knowledge, this is one of the only permarigniverse Story walks in all of South Carolina. r Reore on
Swimme and the Universe Story, see his webkitp://www.storyoftheuniverse.orgaccessed March 2nd, 2015).
X See especially pgs. 7-8.

Xi The majority of the ten Sisters present at theilApeep Ecology workshop shared that they had gneae and
excitement about the new Pope, Francis, and theg lagpeful that he would steer the Church back tdsv&atican

Il era concerns about social justice.

Xi On the environment specifically, Pope Francis gatiemily on Tuesday, March 192013, where he stated, “The
vocation of being a ‘protector’, however, is nostiisomething involving us Christians alone; it alss a prior
dimension which is simply human, involving everyoiftemeans protecting all creation, the beautyhef treated
world, as the Book of Genesis tells us and as Jaantcis of Assisi showed us. It means respectaul ®f God’s
creatures and respecting the environment in which e w live.
http://www.vatican.va/holy father/francesco/honsl2013/documents/papa-francesco_20130319_omedi@Hni
pontificato_en.htm({accessed September 5th, 2013).

XV On the Pope’s conflicting messages in regardopuiation numbers, setp://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-
30890989 Pope--don’'t breed like rabbitand then http://www.huffingtonpost.com/robert-walker/the-mepn-
childess-coup b _6674404.html respectivi@gcessed February 27th, 2015). For his viewsliomate change, see
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/janptipe-francis-says-climate-change-is-mostly-manét-fau
(accessed January™,72015), and how conservative Catholics and Repabéi, broadly, in the U.S. are responding
to their perceptions that Francis is too liberal dan critical of capitalism, see
http://theweek.com/articles/532784/republican-parrwith-pope-francishas-finally-startedaccessed January
17", 2015). For an editorial on the Pope and susdbdihafrom Sciencesee McNutt (2014)

¥ For a list of other “Green Sisters” eco-spirithyalietreat centers that have similar views as thossent at
Springbank, sebttp://www.sisterfarm.org/eco-spirituality-centéatsnl (accessed February 17th, 2015).

xi Description from the September 2013 Springbankwestetter emailed to my personal email account.

xii The cosmic walk and prayer/sweat lodge are useshv@pringbank hosts Alcoholic Anonymous workshapsi
a Twelve Step path is also emplaced into the wéamaisd on campus.

il Description from the April 2013 Springbank e-nestr emailed to my personal email account.

XX From Springbank’s February 2013 email newsletter.

< https://lcwr.org/media/news/lcwr-assembly-examikeg-challenges-and-opportunities(accessed March "2
2015). For a popular press article on “green istsee “Nuns With a New Creed: Environmentalisiny”Angela
Evancie, athttp://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2013Mihs-with-a-new-creed-environmentalism/280608/
(accessed MarchH"92015).
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