Climate Changed Podcast Discussion Guide Season 4, Episode 1 Guests: Tory Stephens |
Title: Imagining the Future Through Climate Fiction

Welcoming Activity Start by letting imagination lead! For this welcoming activity, take a few
minutes to engage in a "flash fiction" exercise, a practice Autumn Brown recommends at the
end of the episode. Sit down with a pen and paper and write a very short story (just a few
paragraphs) that describes a future you would love to inhabit. Focus on what you want the world
to look like, rather than what you fear. Once everyone has finished writing, invite participants to
read their flash fiction aloud to the group. Notice the shared themes, hopes, and visions that
emerge when you actively practice imagining together.

Introduction to Episode In the Season Four premiere of the Climate Changed podcast, hosts
Autumn Brown and Nicole Diroff engage in an inspiring conversation with Tory Stephens, a
storyteller, cultural worker, and climate justice advocate. They explore the transformative power
of climate fiction and its role in helping us envision the future. Tory discusses his work
co-founding Imagine 2200 at Grist, an initiative focused on writing stories about what we hope to
create rather than what we fear. The episode dives into the importance of prefigurative fiction,
how imagination connects with responsibility, and why storytelling serves as a profound form of
spiritual leadership.

1. Peterson Toscano’s Grounding: A Message from 2115 Start and End Time: 02:38 —
08:25 Summary: The episode begins with a grounding exercise led by producer Peterson
Toscano, who shares a speculative story modeled on the type of climate fiction discussed in the
episode. Speaking as future historian "Timothy Meadows" from the year 2115, he shares the
history of how human relationships with pets shifted due to climate change—moving from
overconsumption to practical companions like chickens, neighborhood pet-sharing, and
ultimately a theological shift toward recognizing "animal divinity."

2. Tory’s Journey to Climate Fiction & The Power of Story Start and End Time: 16:05 -
22:03 Summary: Tory shares his personal journey into the climate space, starting from his
background in nonprofit fundraising for HIV/AIDS and healthcare access. He realized that
traditional, data-heavy appeals were far less effective than telling human-centric stories
(inspired by projects like Humans of New York). This realization about the power of storytelling
to connect deeply with people’s lives eventually led him to Grist, where he saw how climate
fiction could move people emotionally in ways that facts, news, and statistics often cannot.

3. Navigating the Future Through "Through-topia" Start and End Time: 34:28 — 37:35
Summary: Tory introduces the concept of "Through-topia"—stories that show us on the way to
a better world, but where we haven't magically solved every problem (unlike a perfect utopia).
Autumn reflects on this, noting that even when we move past our current crises, we will still
navigate the same core human questions: how to share resources, self-govern, and repair
harm. "Through-topia" offers a grounded, realistic hope that supports our efforts to move
through the present moment in service of the world beyond.



Discussion Questions

e The Balance of Hope and Fear: Tory mentions that our dominant culture is "addicted to
dystopian stories," and that while they are useful for showing what we want to avoid, the
balance is heavily skewed. How does the media you consume affect your ability to
imagine a positive future? What would it look like to consciously balance dystopia with
narratives of hope?

e Prefigurative Fiction: Autumn discusses the prefigurative nature of speculative
fiction—how writers like Isaac Asimov imagined the internet before it existed. How can
telling stories about community resilience, climate solutions, and shared resources
actually help bring those realities into existence?

e Culture and Spirituality in the Future: Tory points out that many sci-fi and climate
fiction stories strip characters of their distinct cultures, religions, and identities in favor of
a "uniform” future. Why is it important that our visions of the future include diverse
cultural expressions, spiritual practices, and deep human identities?

e Hope as a Practice: In the episode, hope is framed not just as a feeling, but as a
discipline and a practice. How can you, your faith community, or your team make the
practice of "imagining positive futures" a regular part of your shared life, much like writing
letters or composting?

Closing Activity The change we need won't happen alone—it grows in community. For your
closing activity, discuss how you can continue the practice of imagining together. As a next step,
plan a time for your group or congregation to use the Creating Your Story of Tomorrow resource
available on The BTS Center's Leadership Commons. This facilitator guide, created by
environmental artist Eve Moser, helps groups move through a collaborative workshop to
envision the future. Commit to a date or a concrete plan to bring this kind of visionary exercise
into your shared spaces, recognizing the power that is unleashed when we imagine a new
reality together.



