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Editor's Note: EarthBeat Weekly is your weekly newsletter about faith and climate
change. Below is the Aug. 7 edition. To receive EarthBeat Weekly in your inbox, sign
up here.

As the coronavirus continues to wreak havoc in the Americas, especially in countries
with weak health-care systems, the region's original peoples are among those
suffering most. At particular risk are groups in South America that live in isolation,
following a semi-nomadic lifestyle. They depend on the forests, rivers and lakes for
food and shelter, migrating upstream and down with the seasonal rise and fall of the
waters. During some seasons they build temporary dwellings of poles, with roofs
made of palm thatch, and plant small gardens that include crops like corn and
cassava.

This is how most Amazonian people probably lived until just a few hundred years
ago, when European missionaries, adventurers and settlers ventured into the basin
formed by the world's longest river. Illnesses carried by those outsiders decimated
groups that lacked natural resistance, however, and the devastating combination of
disease and violent contact between Europeans and native peoples has echoed
through the centuries.

One particularly brutal period was the rubber boom of the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, which some historians now consider a genocide. To escape enslavement,
violent punishment and murder at the hands of rubber barons, some Indigenous
groups fled deeper into the forest, where their descendants still live in remote areas,
shunning contact with outsiders.

Their history of isolation makes them particularly susceptible to diseases against
which most of us are vaccinated, like measles. Even the common cold, which doesn't
cause major problems for most people, can decimate an isolated group. And
although no one is immune to the coronavirus that has caused the current
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pandemic, isolated groups would be particularly vulnerable if they came into contact
with an infected person.

Since the coronavirus pandemic began making inroads into the Amazon basin,
Catholic missionaries have warned about the risk of outsiders carrying Covid-19 into
Indigenous communities. One particularly critical area is the Javari Valley Indigenous
Land in Brazil, on the border with Peru. This protected area is home to both isolated
people and groups that have come into contact with wider Brazilian society over the
past few decades. Indigenous leaders in the Javari Valley prohibit religious
proselytizing in the reserve, a position respected by the Brazilian Catholic Church's
Indigenous Missionary Council (CIMI).

But evangelical missionaries are trying to contact isolated groups there, an effort
that poses a serious risk, as journalist Eduardo Campos Lima explains for Religion
News Service on EarthBeat this week. Amplifying the danger, the reserve's huge
expanse of intact forest — covering an area the size of South Carolina —is also
coveted by illegal loggers and gold miners, as well as by small farmers who enter
the area illicitly to clear areas for agriculture. Meanwhile, large industries are
lobbying the Brazilian government for permission to extract timber and minerals
from Indigenous territories like the Javari Valley.

The Brazilian Catholic Church warned in July that the dual danger of the pandemic
and invasion by outsiders of various Indigenous territories inhabited by isolated
people could result in genocide (article in Portuguese). Amazonian church leaders
have called for governments to respect the right of isolated groups to decide when
— and whether — to enter into contact, and to protect them in the meantime by
safeguarding their territories.

The situation of isolated people is "very tenuous," Pope Francis says in Querida
Amazonia, the papal exhortation resulting from the October 2019 Synod of Bishops
for the Pan-Amazon Region. "They should not be viewed as 'uncivilized' savages," he
writes. "They are simply heirs to different cultures and other forms of civilization that
in earlier times were quite developed."

Here's what else is new on EarthBeat this week:

Virginia parishes take the lead in solar energy projects, with help from Catholic
Energies and the leadership of the Richmond and Arlington dioceses. Brian
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Roewe reports on this bright spot.
Remembering the Aug. 9, 1945, bombing of Nagasaki, Christina Ellsberg notes
that the nuclear weapons crisis and the climate crisis both result from actions
taken "with only passing regard for moral, spiritual or ecological implications."
Dom Pedro Casaldáliga, liberation theologian and poet, died in Brazil at age 92.
Writing for Catholic News Service, Lise Alves reminds us of his advice: "When in
doubt, side with the poor."
And Pope Francis welcomes some unusual pilgrims in Pat Marrin's comic strip.

Here's some of what's new in other climate news this week: 

When it comes to climate change, can our personal choices make a difference?
Jonathan Foley, a scientist who tweets as @GlobalEcoGuy, says yes —
especially those related to food, water and energy use.
Not surprisingly, the Joe Biden-Kamala Harris ticket is coming under scrutiny for
climate-related issues. At InsideClimateNews, Marianne Lavelle looks at Harris'
long-standing commitment to environmental justice, although her stance on a
prisoner-release program in California in 2014 raises some questions for
Yessenia Funes at Gizmodo.
And in Ohio, Kyle Meyaard-Schaap explains why he and more than 50,000 other
evangelicals see renewable energy as a pro-life issue.
Oil drilling remains controversial in the Amazon, where Catholic Church leaders
from around the world signed a statement supporting Indigenous communities
affected by an oil spill in Ecuador. In Peru, three Kukama men were killed and
more than a dozen protesters and police were injured in a protest at an
Amazonian oil camp (both stories in Spanish).

Upcoming events:

On Aug. 19, the world-renowned Woods Hole Research Center will mark a
renewed focus on climate change — and a name change to the Woodwell
Climate Research Center — with an event keynoted by Christiana Figueres, the
former U.N. climate chief who helped usher the 2015 Paris Agreement. The
event is scheduled to begin at 11 a.m. eastern. Check their website next week
 for information on how to join.
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Closing beat

From the North Pole to Antarctica and everywhere in between, no place on the
planet is untouched by climate change. What is happening in the corner of the world
where you live? When did you notice? How does it affect you and how are you
responding? We'd like to know. Tell us your Small Earth Story in 150 words or less.
You can check out the entire series, and  submit your own Small Earth Story here.

As always, if you find EarthBeat reporting worthwhile, we urge you to consider
supporting NCR with a membership for as little as $5 per month. If you're reading
this issue of EarthBeat Weekly in your browser, you can sign up for regular, weekly
delivery to your inbox here.

Barbara Fraser

NCR Climate Editor

bfraser@ncronline.org
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