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Reading: 
 
“We Were Made For These Times” 
 
By American poet and psychoanalyst Clarissa Pinkola Estes, author of Women Who Run 
with the Wolves 
 

My friends, do not lose heart. We were made for these times. I have heard from 
so many recently who are deeply and properly bewildered. They are concerned 
about the state of affairs in our world now. Ours is a time of almost daily 
astonishment and often righteous rage over the latest degradations of what 
matters most to civilized, visionary people. 
  
You are right in your assessments. The luster and hubris some have aspired to 
while endorsing acts so heinous against children, elders, everyday people, the 
poor, the unguarded, the helpless, is breathtaking. Yet, I urge you, ask you, gentle 
you, to please not spend your spirit dry by bewailing these difficult times. 
Especially do not lose hope. Most particularly because, the fact is that we were 
made for these times.  
  
In any dark time, there is a tendency to veer toward fainting over how much is 
wrong or unmended in the world. Do not focus on that. There is a tendency, too, 
to fall into being weakened by dwelling on what is outside your reach, by what 
cannot yet be. Do not focus there.  
  
Ours is not the task of fixing the entire world all at once, but of stretching out to 
mend the part of the world that is within our reach. Any small, calm thing that 
one soul can do to help another soul, to assist some portion of this poor suffering 
world, will help  
immensely. It is not given to us to know which acts or by whom, will cause the 
critical mass to tip toward an enduring good. 
  
What is needed for dramatic change is an accumulation of acts, adding, adding 
to, adding more, continuing. We know that it does not take everyone on Earth to 
bring justice and peace, but only a small group who will not give up. 
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Sermon: 
 

Yesterday morning at 5:37 AM Eastern Daylight Time, the path of the sun crossed 
the plane of Earth’s equator, a semi-annual event known as an equinox. For one brief 
moment, the balance of day and night, of light and darkness, stood in perfect equipoise. 
For those of us in the northern hemisphere, this moment marked the vernal equinox, 
when the dark and cold of winter past begins to give way to the light and warmth of 
spring to come. 

This transition has been eagerly awaited by all of us. We have been hibernating 
for a winter season that seems to have lasted for a full year, because in many ways it has. 
We have been locked down and hunkered down, barricading ourselves against perils 
that lurk among us and around us — not so much the cold, but the contagion of a deadly 
virus.  

It is true that the COVID-19 virus will — maybe sooner, but maybe later — cease 
to become a dominating reality in our lives. It will not go away, probably not ever, but it 
will ebb to an acceptably low level of devastation and death. It will take its place 
alongside the seasonal flu, auto accidents, and gun violence as yet one more risk factor 
that makes our lives more dangerous than they need to be. 

But we will come to accept the risks, because we are tired of being locked down 
and hunkered down. We are eager to open the windows and doors of our lives and 
reemerge into the sunshine. We can’t wait for our lives to return once again to some 
semblance of normal. 

If and when that happens, it will indicate that we have failed to learn the most 
important lesson that the COVID-19 virus should teach us. 

In Richard Preston’s 1995 book titled The Hot Zone: The Terrifying True Story 
of the Origins of the Ebola Virus, he observes that AIDS, Ebola, and other viruses live in 
the tropical rain forests, which, he says, “are the deep reservoirs of life on the planet, 
containing most of the world’s plant and animal species. The rain forests are also its 
largest reservoirs of viruses, since all living things carry viruses.” 

When their natural habitat becomes ecologically damaged by deforestation or 
human settlement, Preston says, viruses leave the tropical biosphere in search of new 
hosts. “They tend to spread in waves through the human population, like echoes from 
the dying biosphere.” Preston lists some of the viruses that have emerged: Lassa. 
Monkeypox. Dengue. The hantaviruses. HIV. Ebola. We can now add SARS, H1N1, 
MERS, and now COVID-19. 

This pandemic won’t be the last one to come. Preston writes: 
 

In a sense, the earth is mounting an immune response against 
the human species. It is beginning to react to the human 
parasite, the flooding infection of people, the dead spots of 
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concrete all over the planet, the cancerous rot-outs in Europe, 
Japan, and the United States, thick with replicating primates, 
the colonies enlarging and spreading and threatening to shock 
the biosphere with mass extinctions. Perhaps the biosphere 
does not “like” the idea of five billion humans. Or it could also 
be said that the extreme amplification of the human race, 
which has occurred only in the past hundred years or so, has 
suddenly produced a very large quantity of meat, which is 
sitting everywhere in the biosphere and may not be able to 
defend itself against a life form that might want to consume 
it... The earth’s immune system, so to speak, has recognized 
the presence of the human species and is starting to kick in. 
The earth is attempting to rid itself of an infection by the 
human parasite.  

 
According to the standard model of the universe that has dominated Western 

history, this is not the way the world is supposed to work. The book of Genesis in the 
Hebrew Bible opens with the story of creation. God begins by creating day and night out 
of a formless void, and then in turn creates sea and land, animals and fish, and finally 
human beings, male and female. God pronounces each phase of creation good and 
confers a blessing, saying, “Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth.” To the 
blessing of the man and woman, God adds, “And subdue [the earth]: and have dominion 
over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that 
moveth upon the earth.”  

By this account, human dominion over creation was the design from the very 
beginning. In more sophisticated moments, we usually call this feature of creation the 
great chain of being, with humans at the top.  

There are two problems with this dominion doctrine: it’s not true to the text, nor 
is it true to life. Ellen Davis, a professor of biblical theology at the Duke University 
Divinity School, once explained this passage in an interview on NPR. Davis translates 
the phrase “have dominion over the creatures” as “exercise skilled mastery among the 
creatures.” She acknowledges that humans occupy a special place of power, privilege, 
and responsibility in the world. But, she says, “the condition for our exercise of skilled 
mastery is set by the prior blessing of the creatures of sea and sky that they are to be 
fruitful and multiply.” She adds, “So whatever it means for us to exercise skilled 
mastery, it cannot undo that prior blessing.” 

In other words, the measure of our mastery as humans is the extent to which 
creation as a whole flourishes. If creation doesn’t flourish under our mastery, according 
to the biblical account, then we lose the right to exercise our mastery. Indeed, by the 
sixth chapter of Genesis, human beings had already screwed things up so badly that God 
decided to wipe out all but a handful of humans with a great flood.  
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Whether this account is based on historical fact or storybook fancy, it suggests an 
enduring truth: human beings are a contingent element of the natural world, not a 
necessary element. The more pressure human beings put on the rest of the natural 
world, the greater the chances that it will fight back and take us down, which is Preston’s 
point. The earth has what Preston dubs an “immune system” that eventually will come 
to its own defense. 

It is hard to look at the world today and argue that human mastery has enabled 
creation to flourish. All the evidence suggests the opposite. At present, we are in the 
middle of what scientists call the Sixth Great Extinction. Whether it’s loss of insects 
from overuse of pesticides, birds and animals from loss of habitat, or sea creatures from 
overfishing and ocean acidification, the biodiversity upon which life depends is 
disappearing at an alarming rate. If past extinctions are a guide, between 70 and 90% of 
all species will be gone before this extinction ends. We may be among them. Carbon 
dioxide levels continue to climb, sea levels are rising, deserts are expanding, and rain 
forests are shrinking.  

In the coming weeks and months, the air will continue to become warmer, and 
the sunshine will linger longer and longer in the evening. The trees will bud and leaf, 
flowers will emerge, and migrating birds will return from their southern sojourn. The 
irrepressible abundance of life around us will lift our spirits within us. We will feel 
renewed and restored. 

While it may be springtime for those of us who live in the temperate zones of the 
northern hemisphere, it’s not springtime for human life on Planet Earth. According to 
the Doomsday Clock maintained by the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, it’s 100 
seconds until midnight. We are closer to ending human life on this planet than we have 
ever been. 

The Atomic Scientists acknowledge that this particular pandemic is not an 
existential threat. It will not obliterate civilization. Even so, they go on to say, “the 
pandemic serves as a historic wake-up call, a vivid illustration that national 
governments and international organizations are unprepared to manage nuclear 
weapons and climate change, which currently pose existential threats to humanity, or 
the other dangers — including more virulent pandemics and next-generation warfare — 
that could threaten civilization in the near future.” 

My hope — indeed, my prayer — is that we will emerge from the darkness of this 
pandemic keenly aware of the warning it represents. If this latest warning goes 
unheeded, as previous warnings mostly have, we will soon seal the fate of human life on 
this planet. 

Over the past several months, I have taken some time away from my regular 
programmatic responsibilities here at All Souls to think more deeply and more 
systematically about these matters. In particular, I have been focusing on the role 
religion has played in establishing and maintaining our current dysfunctional 
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relationship with the natural world — and the role religion must play in the future if we 
are to save ourselves. 

After all, one principal role of religion throughout human history has been the 
work of salvation. As individuals, we need to be saved from our own foibles and failures. 
We also need to work collectively to save the people and world around us from the 
narcissism, greed, and violence that has long pervaded human history. The harmony 
and reciprocity that supposedly characterized the Garden of Eden may never have part 
of human experience, but its presence in our imagination gives us a sense of what might 
be possible. 

To get back to some semblance of what Eden represents, religious traditions over 
the centuries have made laws, issued commandments, and set rules. These were not 
suggestions to consider or ideas to discuss. They were mandates upon which spiritual 
and sometimes physical survival depended. 

Especially for the religions of the West (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), a 
significant number of these mandates had to do with the human relationship to the 
sources of our sustenance — laws and traditions that govern the human relationship to 
the cultivation and consumption of food. Many of the rules were developed in order to 
ensure that food was safe to eat, saving human beings from sickness, disease, and even 
death. Others were developed to regulate human interaction with the natural world — 
how we treat the plants and animals that sustain us. 

If we are to survive as a human species, we will need to grapple in a newly 
enlightened way with religious commitments that can help save us. Among other things, 
we will need to address the modern industrial approach to animal agriculture, which is a 
moral tragedy, an economic travesty, and an environmental calamity of the first order. 
Until and unless we address this issue, everything else we end up doing to stave off 
climate change will end up being far too little, and far too late. 

It is my conviction that this looming climate catastrophe is first and foremost a 
religious challenge. Religion helped create the problem, and it is therefore the 
responsibility of religious communities to help solve it. Besides, we need to approach 
this challenge by looking at the big picture, and it is precisely the work of religion to take 
everything into account. 

We begin with a clear sense of where we as human beings fit into the biosphere as 
a whole. We often think of ourselves as independent beings, self-sufficient and self-
reliant. In fact, the opposite is true. As humans, we rely completely upon the people and 
world around us. We rely upon parents to conceive us, plants and perhaps animals to 
give their lives for our daily nourishment, trees to reverse our cycle of taking in oxygen 
and giving off carbon dioxide, and the sun to warm the atmosphere and light our path. 
We depend upon the air for breath and the sea for water.  

Our reliance upon the people and world around us has a flip side: they also rely 
on us. We have a responsibility to sustain in return the people and the world that sustain 
us; it’s a responsibility I call the ethic of gratitude. Simply stated, it insists that because 
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we personally take what we need from the people and world around us, we need to take 
personally what the people and world around us need. Either we are all part of the great 
flourishing, or we will all be part of the Great Extinction. 

The good news is that spring will come and remind us of the abundant potential 
that continually surrounds us and fills us. Today is a new day on the cusp of a new 
season – a season of hope and possibility. 

Besides, as Clarissa Pinkola Estes reminds us, we were made for these times. I 
close with her words: “Ours is not the task of fixing the entire world all at once, but of 
stretching out to mend the part of the world that is within our reach. We know that it 
does not take everyone on Earth to bring justice and peace, but only a small group who 
will not give up.” 


