Climate Changed Podcast Discussion Guide
Season 4, Episode 7 | Guest: Rev. Katie Mears
Title: How can disaster grow our hearts?

Welcoming Activity: Mapping the Gifts Already Present

Before beginning the discussion, take a moment to notice the gifts already present in your group
or community. Rev. Katie Mears reminds us that disaster response is not only about generators,
emergency checklists, or formal systems. It is also about relationships, meals, youth groups,
knitters, neighbors, translators, drivers, organizers, and people who notice who is missing.

The Practice: Invite each person to name one ordinary gift they or their community could offer
in a time of crisis. This might be a practical skill, a relationship, a physical space, a spiritual
practice, or a habit of care.

The Reflection: What becomes possible when you stop asking only, “Are we prepared?” and
begin asking, “What gifts are already among us?”

Introduction to the Episode

In this episode, Autumn Brown speaks with Rev. Katie Mears, Senior Technical Specialist for
U.S. Disaster and Climate Risk at Episcopal Relief & Development. Katie has spent nearly 20
years accompanying communities through disaster preparation, response, recovery, and
adaptation.

Together, Autumn and Katie explore how climate disasters reveal both the fragility of our
systems and the strength of our relationships. They discuss land grief, displacement, climate
mobility, housing justice, queer and immigrant vulnerability, and the spiritual work of welcome.
Katie invites faith communities to move beyond climate mitigation alone and to begin serious
conversations about adaptation: how we live, care, house, welcome, and make choices in a
world already changed by climate disruption.

Grounding Practice: A Paradise Built in Hell

Timestamp: 01:47 — 03:38



The episode begins with a reading from Rebecca Solnit’s A Paradise Built in Hell. Autumn and
Nicole offer words about disaster communities, human generosity, courage, and the possibility
that, after catastrophe, people often reset toward something “altruistic, communitarian,
resourceful, and imaginative.”

Reflection Question: When have you seen people become more generous, courageous, or
imaginative during a crisis? What did that moment reveal about human beings?

Discussion Themes

1. Disaster, Dignity, and Unlikely Common Ground
Timestamp: 05:36 — 07:52

Katie describes beginning disaster work after Hurricane Katrina. In New Orleans, they
encountered people who disagreed profoundly with one another — politically, culturally,
religiously — yet still worked side by side because someone needed care and dignity.

Discussion Questions:
- Where have you seen unlikely collaborators come together around a shared human need?

- What kinds of crises make it possible for people to set aside ideological differences, even
briefly?

- What is the difference between finding common ground and pretending deep differences do
not exist?

2. Mitigation, Adaptation, and Moral Imagination
Timestamp: 17:39 — 19:09

Katie names a crucial distinction. In many faith communities, climate work has focused on
mitigation: reducing carbon emissions through solar panels, electric vehicle chargers, insulation,
and other efforts to lessen future harm. But Katie argues that faith communities must also have
adaptation conversations. Even if emissions stopped tomorrow, the world has already changed,
and communities need to adjust to that reality.

Katie suggests that faith communities are uniquely suited for this work because they can hold
moral imagination. They can connect practical needs — like affordable housing — to a deeper
story of justice, belonging, and divine calling.



Discussion Questions:

- How has your community talked about climate action? Has the focus been more on mitigation,
adaptation, or both?

- Why might adaptation conversations feel more difficult or uncomfortable than mitigation
efforts?

- Katie says faith communities can be “imagination holders.” What does that phrase mean to
you?

- What would it sound like for a faith community to say, “God is calling us to a more just world,
and that means more housing in our context”?

3. Welcome, Housing, and Expanding the Menu of Choices
Timestamp: 19:09 — 20:30 and 31:44 — 33:23

Katie describes people displaced by disaster who may move between a coastal home, a sister’s
house, an auntie’s house, a temporary shelter, or another community. In each place, there is a
longing to be welcomed. But Katie is careful to say that people must remain free to choose
whether they stay, return, or move somewhere else.

Later, Katie describes this as “expanding the menu” of choices. If the only options after disaster
are repairing an unsafe home or leaving everything familiar behind, then people do not have
true freedom. Faith communities can help create more real choices through housing, welcome,
risk awareness, and support.

Discussion Questions:

- What is the difference between offering welcome and expecting someone to accept your
version of help?

- Why is “chosen” such an important distinction in disaster recovery?

- What choices are available to people in your community when housing becomes unsafe,
unaffordable, or unstable?

- How might your community help expand the menu of choices for people facing displacement?

Deep Dive: Adaptation as Spiritual Practice



Focus Timestamp: 17:39 — 20:30

This section invites the group to spend more time with Katie’s distinction between mitigation and
adaptation.

Mitigation asks: How do we reduce the harm we are causing?
Adaptation asks: How do we live faithfully in the world that has already changed?

Both are necessary. But Katie suggests many faith communities have been more comfortable
with mitigation than adaptation. Solar panels and electric vehicle chargers are visible,
measurable actions. Adaptation asks more complicated questions: Where will people live? How
will we welcome those who move? How will we support people whose homes are no longer
safe? How will we create more choices, rather than fewer?

The Exercise: Expanding the Menu

1. Name the Reality: What climate-related changes are already affecting your region?
Consider flooding, heat, wildfire smoke, housing costs, insurance changes, food
insecurity, or extreme storms.

2. Name the People: Who is most affected by these changes? Consider renters, elders,
children, unhoused people, immigrants, disabled people, queer and trans people,
outdoor workers, low-wage workers, farmers, or people living in high-risk areas.

3. Name the Current Menu: What choices do people currently have? Are those choices
real choices, or are they constrained by money, transportation, legal status, housing
availability, social support, or fear?

4. Expand the Menu: What could your faith community do to create more choices?

5. Discern the Deeper Story: Complete this sentence together:

“We feel called to a more just world, and in our context that means...”

Closing Activity: Grow the Heart One Size

Timestamp: 37:44 — 41:24

Katie uses the image of the Grinch to describe how disaster can create conditions for our hearts
and imaginations to grow. We do not have to begin with a grand plan. We can begin by
practicing small acts of response, welcome, and collaboration now.

Invite each person to reflect silently on these questions:
- What is one crisis, need, or vulnerability in my community that | tend to overlook?

- What is one group or person | would not normally think to partner with?



- What is one small action that might stretch my heart or imagination?
After a few minutes, invite participants to share one sentence beginning with:

“One way | can help my heart grow one size is...”

Closing Reading

To be read aloud by the facilitator:

“Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, one will
lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and falls and does not have another to help.”

— Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, NRSV



