Climate Changed: Bonus Episode 2

Flipping the Script: Loons, Butterflies, and the Courage to Begin Again
Co-hosts: Peterson Toscano and Ben Yosua-Davis
Guests: Tyler Mark Nelson and David Arfa

Featured Speakers: Autumn Brown and Rev. Nicole Diroff

Tyler Mark Nelson: (00:02)

The North Shore is the home of my heart. It is a wild place where | am my most me. And so
when my heart hurts, | return to this place.

David Arfa: (00:13)

Every tree branch, every tree trunk is just filled with an orange and black blanket of royal
monarch butterflies.

Peterson Toscano: (00:32)
| am Peterson Toscano.
Ben Yosua-Davis: (00:33)

And I'm Ben Yosua-Davis. Welcome to the second installment of this special bonus mini-series
from Climate Changed. We're sharing stories created and performed at the 2025 BTS Center
Convocation — stories that invite courage, imagination, and community in a climate-changed
world.

Peterson Toscano: (00:51)

Depending on who you are and how you're feeling these days, stories might be exactly what
you need. Data can fatigue us, news can wear us down, but stories — yeah, they're different.
They open something up. They help us remember our agency, our connection, and our place in
a much bigger unfolding world.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (01:13)

And these stories are not abstract climate reflections. They are deeply personal narratives
shared with the help of Stellar Story Company coaches, rooted in lived experience, spiritual
growth, ecological wisdom, grief, vocation, and renewal.



Peterson Toscano: (01:30)

In today's episode, we're thrilled to bring you two storytellers, Tyler Mark Nelson and David Arfa.
Both of them offer something rare: stories that are honest, vulnerable, grounded in the natural
world, and full of spiritual insight.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (01:44)

We'll join you again for reflection after both stories. But before we begin, we want to share some
hopeful news.

Autumn Brown: (01:55)

I'm Autumn Brown: artist, theologian, mother, and freedom worker.
Rev. Nicole Diroff: (01:59)

And I'm Reverend Nicole Diroff, Associate Director at The BTS Center.
Autumn Brown: (02:05)

This season on Climate Changed, we're asking what it means to live, to love, and to lead in a
climate-changed world.

Rev. Nicole Diroff: (02:13)

You'll hear from spiritual leaders, artists, and healers who are helping us imagine what faithful
leadership looks like right now.

Autumn Brown: (02:20)

Leaders like Katie Mears, who works on the front lines of disaster response; Tory Stevens, who
believes imagination is our most powerful climate tool; Norma Wong, a Zen master and Native
Hawaiian leader who invites us to breathe together through collapse; Rabbi Ora Nitkin-Kaner,
who helps us find holiness in uncertainty; and Francis Weller, who reminds us that grief and love
are two sides of the same bridge.

Rev. Nicole Diroff: (02:50)

These conversations inspire courage, connection, and community.
Autumn Brown: (02:56)

Join us for Climate Changed, a podcast from The BTS Center.
Rev. Nicole Diroff: (03:00)

Listen wherever you get your podcasts or at ClimateChangedPodcast.org.



Ben Yosua-Davis: (03:10)

Autumn is a speculative fiction and creative nonfiction writer published in numerous journals and
anthologies. In 2024, her band, Autumn, released two EPs produced by Merrill Garbus of
Tune-Yards, and she co-hosts the acclaimed podcast, How to Survive the End of the World, with
her sister, adrienne maree brown. We cannot wait for you to hear what she and Nicole create
together. For now, let's return to the stories that inspired all of us this year at the 2025 BTS
Center Convocation.

Rev. Nicole Diroff: (03:44)

I'm Nicole Diroff. Tyler Mark Nelson is our next storyteller. Tyler currently is serving as a
Research Associate at the Yale Forum on Religion and Ecology and was involved in the recent
release of the Living Earth Community Project. It's a place online to explore kinship and ways of
being in this time.

Tyler started as an intern with The BTS Center, and then we just kept finding ways to continue
to collaborate. Tyler's fingerprints are on things like the Fiction Book Club, some of our Wonder
and Wander events, and right now we're in conversation around public ritual. Tyler is always
someone to turn to for a thoughtful and heartfelt conversation. Thank you, Tyler.

Story 1: "Teach Me the Ways of the Loon™ — Tyler Mark Nelson
Tyler Mark Nelson: (04:41)

| am sitting on a warm rock on the North Shore of Lake Superior. It's summertime here.
Freshwater waves are gently kissing these ancient granite shorelines. And over there is my
wife, Sarah, curled up in a camping chair, absorbed in one of her many books. It's a
picture-perfect day here in the North Country of my home state, Minnesota. And | am brooding.
I'm so dramatic — stoic face, furrowed eyebrows, staring across this inland sea. I'm so frenetic
inside | could melt this rock back into magma.

So here's the scoop. I'm a second-career student at Yale Divinity School. | came onto this
vocational path years ago to study and learn and practice ways of providing spiritual care for
people who are experiencing the complex emotions that come with early-stage climate collapse
and this long litany of injustices that we could all name together.

But | am feeling deeply depressed. It's nothing new to me. Since the second grade, I've dealt
with depression, anxiety, other neurodiversity — "neuro-spiciness," | like to call it. But this is the
worst it's been in over a decade. And I'm really spiraling down here. Anxiety has sent me into
isolation before | knew it. | used to be the one who'd get up and bring friends on an early
morning sunrise hike, and then in midday, bring some food to a potluck at a community garden,
and then in the evening, host "Vinyl and Vino," sharing music and drink and food and fellowship
with my beloveds. But | haven't done that in so long, and | hardly recognize who | am today.



That's why | came here. The North Shore is the home of my heart. It is a wild place where | am
my most me. And so when my heart hurts, | return to this place.

Four loons just landed in the waters 50 feet from me. Their red eyes are scanning the scene,
and it just occurs to me how that white band around their black neck kind of looks like a clerical
collar. Hmm, but not today. Not today. I'm not thinking about ordination right now because as my
friends discern their ways into the priesthood, I've discerned my way away from that, and away
from that academic path that | came here for, and discerned into the indiscernible.

Something has to change, but | don't know what. But the loons... I'm noticing that they're feeding
right now. One of them just dove down deep into the waters. And | know that somewhere
beneath the surface, she's kicking her webbed feet in pursuit of small fish to feed on. Growing
up with loons, | always try to imagine where they're going to pop up on the water's surface, and
it's never where | would think they'd be. It's always a surprise. So I'm watching and waiting. And
there she is. And I'm noticing here how the black and white speckled pattern on her feathers is
just really blending in with the scattered sunbeams that are reflected on the water's surface.

But let me back up real quick. You should also know that I'm one year away from graduating,
and I've been here before. I've been in this exact place before. A few miles up the shoreline, but
12 years ago, | was staring out over this same inland sea on the day that | had dropped out of
undergrad. | was an art and design student living here in Duluth, one year away from
graduation. | just had no time for school or class because between binges, hospitalizations,
self-destruction — go on down the list — | just could not go further. So | dropped out, strolled
down to this lake, and | stood with Superior.

So as I'm back here on this warm summer day, seated on this really comfortable warm rock, |
know that something needs to change. But | don't know what. I'm going into spiritual care; I've
been studying eco-theology for years. | just don't know.

So | think back to 12 years ago or so and remember that | got help. | started making changes. |
went to counseling — and lots of counseling. But then | got into the greenhouse business. And
as the Spirit of God was tending to my inner soils, | was learning to care for people and plants.
And then | returned to undergrad and studied theology and got a bachelor's in that. | rooted
deeply in my contemplative Christian practices and engaged other wisdom traditions. | married
my best friend. | got accepted to Yale to continue exploring this field. And so | know that change
is possible.

As I'm looking to provide spiritual care for people who are experiencing their own spiritual,
social, and psychological struggles, something has to change. But as I'm mesmerized by this
loony scene, there's a soft breeze that starts blowing from the water's edge. So my mind quiets
and | just feel. And | inhale... and | exhale. And | realize that was the first breath that I've taken
in over a year.

So | grab my journal and my pen and | write down a prayer that just came to mind: God, teach
me the ways of the loon.



| close up my journal, we pack up, and we go back to Connecticut. And | have no grand
answers. | have no messages from above, but at least | remembered what it's like to breathe
again.

Fast forward a few months and autumn has arrived in New Haven. And as the leaves are
starting to turn color, I'm noticing slow change taking place within me. Don't get me wrong,
depression is still here. Anxiety still sucks. | am a total fragile emotional wreck inside, but my
Scandinavian conditioning doesn't allow me to show it. But | have this new resolve not to sink
any lower. And so | think about the loon, and | realize that while I'm in this low place, | need to
be feeding my body and feeding my spirit. | don't know when or where or if | will ever emerge,
but that is my task for right now.

| slowly begin returning to my communities, and I'm honest about my struggles with them, and
they welcome me with open arms and love. And then for the first time in many years, | pick up
my creative practices of art and music. In fact, for one of my classes that fall, | asked a
professor if | could do some work through the lens of music instead of a long-term paper, and
she happily agreed. So for my final project, | wrote and recorded a song on the lighthearted
topic of the apocalyptic imagination of religious fundamentalism — because who doesn't love a
good satire?

And something else you should know is that | got really into loons that year. Like, | wrote my
year-long master's thesis on loonish eco-spirituality. And one of my advisors for that paper is in
here now. That spring, when | submitted my thesis, | also preached my senior sermon on finding
peace in the midst of chaotic waters. And that same week | preached the sermon, | was out
canoeing with my friend Cliff near the Long Island Sound, and a loon landed not too far from our
boat. And so we stopped paddling, and we filled our lungs with that salty air and then let it out.

And then | graduated. That loony prayer really came to life within me that year and continued to

manifest in different ways. Again, | didn't know when or where or if | would ever reemerge — but
| did, eventually. When | did, it was with a fresh perspective of my vocation as a spiritual leader.

Along the way, | was reclaiming parts of myself that | had lost in the shadows during that time.

And so that led me to the path where I'm at today, where I'm directing a program at Yale that
brings together law and science and spirituality to help people reimagine their relationships to
the more-than-human world, and also to inspire action on behalf of the living earth community.
And you might hear my voice on the radio, too. | work for a community station, cultivating
resilient and strong communities through music and progressive programming. | even have my
own show now called Earth Mixtape, where DJ Rusty Loon, the gnome from the North Woods,
guides his listeners through various climate emotions with catered music to help them in their
continued work for justice. And then, as Nicole mentioned, just working with fantastic people like
those at The BTS Center, doing the work that | love with the people that | love to care for the
communities that we all love.

To be honest, | still think about loons more than the average person probably ought to. But |
really feel that "bird-brain-ness" actually fits really well, considering how a creature is known for



both mad laughter and delight as well as deep, sorrowful wailing with some wildness mixed in
there.

When | think back on that day, that summer on the North Shore on that warm rock with the loons
and the prayer, | know that | wasn't asking God for some over-spiritualized life jacket to
magically lift me up from those depths. Depression, anxiety, and other forms of chronic
conditions are just part of the life that | know and, in fact, have not only guided me and informed
my path, but also helped me with being familiar with navigating those places. And then my
Christian traditions teach me that even in the depths of sorrow, God meets us, and God invites
us into the darkness of divine mystery.

My vocation as an eco-spiritual leader — my responsibility to other communities — requires my
responsibility to myself to be nourishing my body and spirit, especially in those low places, so
that | may continue in the long run to swim alongside those who are struggling to keep their own
heads above the water.

Allen Ewing-Merrill: (17:00)

Our next storyteller is David Arfa, who coordinates bereavement services and offers grief
counseling at Baystate Hospice, and is also a storyteller and educator deeply rooted in
Judaism's storytelling history, heritage, and environmental wisdom. Thank you, David, for
sharing your story.

Story 2: "What Migrations Have You Been On?" — David Arfa
David Arfa: (17:43)

I'm four years old, not even in kindergarten yet, and I'm outside alone. I'm in my postage stamp
of a backyard in suburban Detroit. There's a chain-link fence all around it, and I'm there plucking
dandelions — the yellow dandelions.

That's when it happens. Right next to me, something long darts right by my leg, and it's moving
fast. And | leapt up higher than I've ever leapt in my little body, and when | landed, I'm not
scared. I'm exhilarated. Who was that? Where did they live? | was curious and electric alive. |
could have just thrown up my hands, shrieked "snake!", and ran inside never to come out again.
Thankfully, that did not happen. Instead, | just knew my neighbors. They were more than the
Shermans across the street and the Schwartzes next door.

Years later, I'm at the kitchen table, pouring over college catalogs. | hone in on fisheries and
wildlife. | knew I loved birds and trees and was curious how we're all connected. But | heard my
parents whispering in the hallway: "The forest? Trees? Animals? Do Jews do that?"



And then | got worried. Why am | doing this? | mean, the most common park of my childhood
was the ballpark. Ecology was not part of my vocabulary. You know, they're expecting maybe
engineering, sales, starting a business — not wildlife biology. And when | went to Michigan
State, | was totally unprepared. Not in the math and science way, but something else.

The first day of Introduction to Fisheries and Wildlife: "Why did you choose this major?" All my
classmates: "l like to hunt," "l like to hunt," "I like to hunt," "l like to fish," "I like to fish," "I like to
hunt." And me? "l like trees and birds. | want to see how we're all connected." Maybe | should
have chosen computers.

But you know, one strand of classes was incredible because | got to meet all the insects, the
birds, the trees — our local forests and fields. But another strand was introducing me to the
ways the very life-support systems of our planet are in danger. And | was overwhelmed. | saw
ecological wounds everywhere: the food that I'm eating, the things that I'm buying, and the
clothes that I'm wearing. | was, like, paralyzed. Where do | even begin? It was so much. | tried
to talk with my parents about it, but it was the 1980s. You know, they trusted politicians. They
just said, "Honey, it'll be all right. They'll take care of it. That's their job. How about we watch
some TV?"

When | graduated, scholarship in hand, | ran for the hills — the Judean Hills in Jerusalem. |
joined an Orthodox Jewish community to learn where | could ask big questions, learn about
Jewish traditions, and eat some good falafel. My world was turned upside down. Every Friday,
we'd welcome Shabbat, the Sabbath, with this great singing.

And there was this one verse in our prayers where we would turn and we would see the Judean
Hills and the sun would be touching the hilltops. The rabbis explained, "You know, we're bringing
to life this verse. It's a royal wedding. Weddings bring hope." Truthfully, it was a little awkward,
you know, turning and bowing. It was all very new for me. My classmates, by the way: Zev, Doy,
Ari, Alon, Evan, and Adam — which in English are Wolf, Bear, Lion, Tree, Rock, and Earth. We
would turn and we would bow and there would be, again, the sun kissing the earth. My eyes
were open. | began seeing connections throughout Jewish tradition. Now my folks would say,
"Do Jews do nature?" | could say, "Yes."

You know, for many theological reasons, | could not stay in that community. But one simple
reason was all that ancient text study we were doing — it was done inside. | wanted to be
outside. | wanted direct encounters with the natural world.

And so | found a small graduate program called the Audubon Expedition Institute. | got to sleep
outside every day. We traveled around in a yellow school bus and we learned from everyone in
every place we visited. This one crisp January morning, our expeditionary group rolled into
Pacific Grove, California, and we met Ro Vakara, our guide to the monarch butterflies. | had no
idea what | was in store for. Ro — she described the butterflies as "badass." She said, "They've
traveled 2,000 miles to get here over several generations." That's right — several generations.



And she led us into a small yard, half-filled with eucalyptus trees. We were stunned in silence.
Every tree branch, every tree trunk was just filled with an orange and black blanket of royal
monarch butterflies. We just watched in reverence as the morning sun rose and then kissed the
tops of those trees. The first butterflies warmed enough that they could leave their night perch
and they began to fly. But the air was still too cold for their wings. Right behind them, they
started falling to the ground. Hundreds of butterflies were falling, and they were all on the
ground. We were shocked — disbelief — what to do?

But Ro, she just turns to us and says, "Don't worry, we can help them." And she shows us how
to gently scoop up a butterfly — how to help them with the warmth of our breath. And so we're
all scooping up butterflies until the air is just filled with hundreds, with thousands of butterflies. It
was like being inside a colorful snowstorm or a soft cloud. They were above my head, below my
hands, to the right of me, to the left of me. One landed on my shoulder. Many flew right into my
heart. And | was just left vibrating, fluttering. | was overwhelmed with a sense of awe and
wonder. | began to cry.

| busied myself with putting away the spotting scope. In that moment, | just knew that every
action we take — every step, every wingbeat — is equally important. And there are great
migrations happening everywhere. And even mine — that small boy on a patch of grass,
waiting, yearning for the return of a snake. And further back to another small boy, my
grandfather, on the banks of the Vistula River with his family, ready to leave Warsaw, yearning
for a new life in America. They pause at the setting sun, say prayers to remember that the future
is always pregnant with possibilities.

And that small boy's name was also David Arfa. And even now, | can't help but wonder with
everyone | meet: what migrations have you been on? What happened way back that allowed us
to be here together at this time? And what about us right here in this room? What are we
cooking up that won't see its fruition until four generations into the future? | wish we could all live
long enough to find out.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (26:27)

What stands out to me in Tyler's story is how deeply he trusts the wisdom of place and how that
trust becomes a lifeline in the midst of anxiety and depression. The loon becomes a spiritual
companion, an unexpected teacher guiding him back into breath, back into connection, back
into purpose. It reminds me that climate storytelling often begins with our own longing for
restoration. Tyler shows us that the way back to ourselves can also be the way back into
community and the way back into meaningful climate engagement.

Peterson Toscano: (27:06)

And as someone who does audio, when he mentioned the loon, | heard it in my head. And if
you've not heard a loon, let me share it for you so you can hear that sound. Something beautiful
and haunting about that sound. And his story highlights a craft choice | find powerful: he doesn't



rush to solutions. This is super important. He lets us feel the discomfort, the searching, the slow
transformation. That's something storytellers sometimes forget: the value of spaciousness. Not
everything needs to be neatly tied up. Climate emotions aren't neat.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (27:23)
Yes.
Peterson Toscano: (27:49)

But when he names that moment of taking the first true breath in over a year, that detail shines
like a lantern. It becomes an anchor point that anyone feeling overwhelmed can relate to.
Climate storytelling works best when it brings us into those deeply human moments.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (28:10)

And then David's story. There's such a sense of wonder woven into his narrative. There's awe,
migration, lineage, memory, the surprise of a snake, the majesty of monarch butterflies. His
storytelling reminds us that climate work is as much about enchantment as it is about
responsibility. And then David invites us to consider our own migrations — emotional, spiritual,
generational. In a time of planetary upheaval, that kind of reflection can open new pathways for
how we show up in the world.

Peterson Toscano: (28:46)

And David also models something essential for climate storytellers: connecting the ecological
with the spiritual without forcing it. And that's something that we really strive to do at The BTS
Center. David lets meaning emerge through scenes. The butterflies falling, the breath warming
them back to life, the image of four generations into the future. That's a story practice anyone
can emulate, whether you're composing a sermon, posting on social media, or writing an op-ed.
You don't have to explain everything. Create space, offer an image, let the listener walk through
it.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (29:29)

These two stories show how climate storytelling can hold sorrow and wildness, fear and
resilience, humor and holiness all at once. And this is what our communities need right now. Not
perfection, not certainty, but honest stories that can help us find our way back to each other.

Thank you for joining us for this second bonus episode of Climate Changed. Many thanks to
Tyler and David for sharing their stories, and thanks to Stellar Story Company for working with
each of our storytellers. Learn more about the services they offer by visiting StellarStory.com.

Peterson Toscano: (30:08)



If Tyler's or David's stories stirred something in you, we hope you'll share this episode with
someone in your life. In fact, we want you to do that. Think about posting your reflections online,
like on your social media, or send it in an email or a text to a friend. You can tell your own story
in addition to sharing your reflections. Stories create connection, and connection creates
courage.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (30:33)

Share your reflections by email at podcast@thebtscenter.org or leave a voicemail at
207-200-6986. We have these details in our show notes over at ClimateChangedPodcast.org.
Make sure you're subscribed so you don't miss Season 4, coming soon with Nicole Diroff and
Autumn Brown.

Peterson Toscano: (30:55)

You can find out more about The BTS Center and the many programs we offer at
thebtscenter.org. And you will find full show notes and a back catalog of all three seasons —
which includes Ben as co-host — at ClimateChangedPodcast.org.

Ben Yosua-Davis: (31:14)
I'm Ben Yosua-Davis.
Peterson Toscano: (31:16)
And I'm Peterson Toscano.
Ben Yosua-Davis: (31:18)

Thanks for listening.



