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“Ontological Bridge-building for Climate Change Mitigation in 

Maasailand” (OBCCMM) is a multidisciplinary project that builds bridges 

across clashing climate ontologies in Maasailand in Tanzania. This holistic 

project integrates indigenous knowledge and climate science that is 

negotiated through ecotheological frameworks. The collaboratively 

developed core values and learning outcomes are worked into curricula 

components for four target research groups. This project leverages existing 

educational and social systems of the church with trusted local leaders for 

educating and equipping with the best practices of climate change 

mitigation in Maasailand. Note that the church structures engaged 

throughout this research project are within the Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in Tanzania. 

This project grows out of recent research that demonstrates a “cognitive 

dissonance” [clash] between the climate ontologies within the scientific 

messaging and the traditional Maasai worldview (de Wit, 2020). Thus, the 

Tanzanian governmental efforts in climate change prevention education are 

not effective among Maasai, a very traditional people group numbering 

around two million people in mostly northern Tanzania and southern 

Kenya, East Africa (de Wit, 2018). However, as a result of the HIV/AIDS 

pandemic, there is an established basic model of the church providing a 

strategic role in bridging the cognitive dissonance chasm between the 

science and a skeptical people group, resulting in effective outcomes 

among the Maasai (Watt et al., 2009). In addition, the World Council of 

Churches “calls upon African religious leaders to challenge triumphalist 

theologies, mobilize for local action, and convene multi-religious meetings 

on climate change” (Chitando, 2017).   

This project expands the current research; addresses a lacuna; builds 

upon the previous church-based pedagogy models; integrates indigenous 

knowledge; collaboratively curates core values and learning outcomes; 

champions women as the core of the societal structures; and develops 

innovative pedagogical dissemination with robust analysis of results in 

order to measure and determine best practices of climate change mitigation 

and adaptation in Maasailand. 

As the local Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania made a 

difference in the health of the people regarding HIV/AIDS, the local 

church can make a difference in the health of the environment.  
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Engaging the local church and trusted local leaders is important for transformation that reaps 

results. Gus Speth, former Chairman of the Council on Environmental Quality (USA), stated: 

I used to think that top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem 

collapse and climate change. I thought that thirty years of good science could address 

these problems. I was wrong. The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed and 

apathy, and to deal with these we need a cultural and spiritual transformation. And we 

scientists don’t know how to do that (Curwood & Speth, 2016). 

Thus, this project develops the researcher’s multidisciplinary capacities in order to address 

the lacuna of how biblical-ecotheology can engage climate ontologies and indigenous 

knowledges through leveraging the church’s more trusted local educational structures for climate 

change mitigation. Therefore, this project engages Maasai stakeholders for collaboratively 

developing core values and learning outcomes for creating curricular components for four 

research groups. 

Research Groups 

1) Church confirmation: As this the indigenous model of learning that was significant in the 

dissemination of science-based information in the earlier years of the HIV/AIDS pandemic to 

nurture the health of people, it can also be a vehicle for nurturing the health of the 

environment. In Maasailand, only a modest amount of students are able to attend secondary 

school, as it is not government funded. Thus, one established system to reach a higher 

percentage of young adults is through confirmation, which is typically for youth between 13 

and 15 years of age. Maasailand is estimated to be 35 percent Christian, which is 

predominantly Lutheran and Roman Catholic, which both have prevalent confirmation 

programs. As confirmation is engaged by both girls and boys, it is a gender-balanced method 

to reach a significant part of the population. There is recent research on young adult 

transformation that can be integrated into the curriculum components (Wolverton, 2019). 

Curricular components of two to five sessions will be jointly developed with a Maasai 

confirmation teacher from the collaboratively determined core values and learning outcomes. 

2) Faith-based secondary school—Form 2: The Form 2 Tanzanian National Curriculum 

includes both environmental studies in biology (The United Republic of Tanzania Ministry of 

Education and Vocational Training, 2005) and, for Christian schools, Bible knowledge on the 

Book of Genesis, with core texts for environmental ethics. Curricular components of two to 

five sessions will be jointly developed with a Maasai secondary school teacher from the 

collaboratively determined core values and learning outcomes.  

3) Women’s community based Bible study groups: Women are the center of the Maasai 

family and society, such that “If you teach the mama, the whole family will learn” (Elness-

Hanson, 2021). Thus, leveraging the role of women as the core of the family as well as the 

church structures is an important strategy to integrate indigenous knowledge and apply it in 

culturally sensitive and meaningful ways. Curricular components of two to five sessions will 

be jointly developed utilizing the South African Ujaama Centre community based Bible 

study methods (West, 2013). In addition, recent research demonstrates a meaningful 

collaboration between Christians and traditional Maasai in community base Bible studies 
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(Nkesela, 2020). A Maasai woman will partner in the developing the Bible studies from the 

collaboratively determined core values and learning outcomes. 

4) Theological Education by Extension (TEE): Lay pastors have a higher percentage of 

women in Maasailand. While Lutherans ordain women, Roman Catholics do not. Thus, 

targeting lay pastors provided more gender balance. The TEE training center that serves the 

predominantly Maasai regions will be the targeted research location (Justo, 2020). Curricular 

components of two to five sessions will be jointly developed with a Maasai theologian from 

the collaboratively determined core values and learning outcomes. 

The distinctive aspect of this research project is the holistic approach, integrating climate science 

and indigenous knowledge with faith-based communal systems and educational structures. The 

researcher, Elness-Hanson, is trained in both biological science and theology and previously 

taught both disciplines in a Maasai context. In this project, theologians have a distinctive role in 

bridging the gap between the climate science and the Maasai worldview, because theologians can 

use a similar relationship-centered worldview that has three parts (God, humans, and non-human 

creation) (Elness-Hanson, 2023) to link together meaningful connection points. Because the 

project is collaborative with Maasai stakeholders, there is a greater probability of successful 

outcomes, because people support what they help create. Thus, the theological framework 

connecting similar triangulated ontological worldviews of Christian ecotheology and the 

traditional Maasai is what strategically builds bridges across the divides for transformation that 

results in climate change adaptation and mitigation.  

Ethical Clearances by: 

European Commission: “Ethics ready” 

Norwegian Research Authority “Sikt”: Cleared 

Tanzanian Research Authority, COSTECH: Approved (Control Number: 991780025428) 

The project’s contribution: expected scientific, societal and economic impacts 

• The primary impact is climate change mitigation. Through curricular components in four 

research groups, the collaboratively developed core values and learning outcomes will be 

applied for transformative learning. These curricula will apply environmental ethics and 

climate science for best practices of climate change mitigation in Maasailand.  

• Equipping Maasailand with culturally-sensitive curricular components. As the 

transformative learning lessons are disseminated, the church and local government in 

Maasailand will shape policies and practices for climate change mitigation. The evidence-

based research analysis will influence how to relegate future efforts/funds for continued 

transformative learning engaging environmental ethics.  

• Developing culturally-sensitive approaches to bridge the cognitive dissonance between 

climate science and traditional worldviews with sceptical climate ontologies. Replicating this 

approach through the international faith-based educational systems and church structures in 

other similar cognitive dissonance context around the world can multiply these climate 

change mitigation efforts. The societal impacts may be replicated in other contexts later. 

• Positioning the Maasai leadership for more constructive conversations with the Tanzanian 

government. Tensions between the Maasai and the government over many years have 

resulted in distrust from the Maasai toward the government (de Wit, 2018; Hodgson, 2001). 

The Maasai leaders who are involved in the stakeholder seminars can demonstrate to the 

government that they are actively engaging best practices of climate change adaptation  

and mitigation.  



4 Beth E. Elness-Hanson, PhD   |   beth.elness-hanson@vid.no 
WhatsApp phone #:  +46 072 568 7613   |   Tanzanian mobile: +255 (0)74 210 68 94 

  

Research Institutions and Supervisors 

• Rev. Prof. Dr. Knut Holter, at VID Specialized University (Norway) and  

• Rev. Prof. Dr. Joseph Parsalaw, Vice Chancellor, Tumaini University Makumira 

(Tanzania).  
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Months for each column aspect 2 3 3 1 2 3 3 3 2 1 3 3 3 4 
Project start & months elapsed 1-2 3-5 6-8 9 10-

11 
12-
14 

15-
17 

18-
20 

21-
22 

23 24-
26 

27-
29 

30-
32 

33-
36 

1. Work package 1: research 
expanding theory/knowledge  

              

1a. Biblical theological framework 
presentation @ SBL 

              

1b. Climate science, climate anxiety               
1c. Maasai climate ontology and 

traditional environmental 
knowledge (TEK) 

              

1d. Social science research on 
change and reactants 

              

1e. Biblical theological framework 

paper for publication 

   M1           

2. Work package 2:  
• field work preparation 
• soliciting stakeholders 
• language learning course  

              

3. Work package 3: field work               
3a. Collaboration with Maasai      M2          
3b. Curricula drafted               
3c. Curricula critique/revision       M3        
3d. Implementation: 4 groups        M4       
3e. Interim analysis         M5      
3f. longitudinal study               

4. Work package 4: 
Analysis/dissemination 

              

4a. Data analysis & findings           M6    
4b. Curricula adoptions            M7   
4c. Publications/ dissemination              M8 

End of project              fin 

 
1 Milestone 1: Journal article preparation completed and ready for publishing of the theoretical positioning for 

ecotheological framework for addressing a clash of climate ontologies. 
2 Milestone 2: Core values and learning outcomes collaboratively developed with Maasai stakeholders at 

seminar 1. Stakeholder seminar 1 with deliverables completed. 
3 Milestone 3: Curricular component revisions completed after the draft materials are reviewed and critiqued at 

stakeholder seminar 2. Stakeholder seminar 2 with deliverables completed. 
4 Milestone 4: Curricular components implemented and research groups lessons completed. 
5 Milestone 5: Fieldwork completed. 
6 Milestone 6: Data analysis completed for publication. 
7 Milestone 7: Curricula components adopted for implementation in Maasailand churches, TEE theological 

education, women’s groups, and faith-based secondary schools. 
8 Milestone 8: Journal article and anthology published as well as articles for church organization newsletters. 

Dissemination completed. 
 



6 Beth E. Elness-Hanson, PhD   |   beth.elness-hanson@vid.no 
WhatsApp phone #:  +46 072 568 7613   |   Tanzanian mobile: +255 (0)74 210 68 94 

  

References and Selected Other Resources 

Bwagalilo, F., & Mwakipesile, A. (2012). Impacts of Climate Change and Land Use Patterns and Livelihoods of 

Pastoralists and Hunter Gatherers. https://pingosforum.or.tz/ 

Chitando, Ezra. “Praying for Courage: African Religious Leaders and Climate Change.” The Ecumenical Review 69, 

no. 3 (October 1, 2017): 425–35. doi:10.1111/erev.12304. 

Curwood, S., & Speth, J. G. (2016, May 5). “We scientists don’t know how to do that.” 

https://winewaterwatch.org/2016/05/we-scientists-dont-know-how-to-do-that-what-a-commentary/ 

de Wit, S. (2018). A Clash of Adaptations: Discourses, Policies, and Practices. In S. Klepp & L. Chavez-Rodriguez 

(Eds.), A Critical Approach to Climate Change Adaptation: Discourses, Policies and Practices (pp. 37–54). 

Routledge. Https://www.researchgate.net/publication/329697959 

de Wit, S. (2020). What Does Climate Change Mean to Us, the Maasai? How Climate-Change Discourse is 

Translated in Maasailand, Northern Tanzania. In M. Brüggemann & S. Rödder (Eds.), Global Warming in Local 

Discourses: How Communities around the World Make Sense of Climate Change (pp. 161–207). Open Book 

Publishers. 

Elness-Hanson, B. E. (2021). “If you bless the women…”: An Intercultural Analysis of Blessings in the Book of 

Ruth. Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, (170), 109–126. 

Elness-Hanson, B. E. (2023). A Wandering Aramean and the Wandering Maasai: An Intercultural and Ecotheological 

Analysis of Deut 26:1–15. In Context Matters: Interpreting the Old Testament in Africa and Beyond. SBL 

International Voices Series, 2023. 

Francis, P., & Oreskes, N. (2015). Encyclical on Climate Change and Inequality: On Care for Our Common Home. 

Melville House. 

Freire, P. (2006). Pedagogy of the Oppressed (30th Anniversary Edition). Continuum. 

Herda, E. A. (1999). Research Conversations and Narrative: A Critical Hermeneutic Orientation in Participatory 

Inquiry. Praeger. 

Hodgson, D. L. (2001). Once Intrepid Warriors: Gender, Ethnicity and the Cultural Politics of Maasai Development. 

Indiana University Press. 

Holter, K. (2018). Potentials and problems of popular inculturation hermeneutics in Maasai biblical interpretation. 

https://simb.africa/projects/.  

Justo, L. (2020). Maasai Cultural Context in Relation to the Bible: Experiences from Theological Education by 

Extension. In K. Holter & L. Justo (Eds.), Maasai Encounters with the Bible (pp. 91–106). Acton. 

Marlow, H. (2015). Biblical Prophets and Contemporary Environmental Ethics. Oxford University Press. 

Masson-Delmotte, V., Zhai, P., & Pirani (Eds.). (2021). IPCC, 2021: Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate 

Change 2021: The Physical Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report of 

the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge University Press. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Full_Report.pdf 

Nilsen, T. D. (2020). Green Goals: The SGDs in Ecological Hermeneutics. Biblical Interpretation. 

Nkesela, Zephania Shila. A Maasai Encounter with the Bible: Nomadic Lifestyle as a Hermeneutic Question. New 

York: Peter Lang, 2020. 

Spencer, P. (2009). Time, Space and the Unknown: Maasai Configurations of Power and Providence. Routledge. 

The United Republic of Tanzania Ministry of Education and Vocational Training. (2005). Biology Syllabus for 

Secondary Education Form I - IV (Second Reprint). Tanzania Institute of Education. https://www.tie.go.tz/ 

Watt, M. H., Maman, S., Jacobson, M., Laiser, J., & John, M. (2009). Missed Opportunities for Religious 

Organizations to Support People Living with HIV/AIDS: Findings from Tanzania. AIDS Patient Care and 

STDs, 23(5), 389–394. https://doi.org/10.1089/apc.2008.0195 

Weimer, M. (2013). Learner-Centered Teaching: Five Key Changes to Practice (2nd edition). Jossey-Bass. 

West, G. O. (2013). Locating Contextual Bible Study within Praxis. Diaconia, 4(1), 43–48. 

Wolverton, T. E. (2019). An Intimate Revelation: Intercultural Bible Reading with Adolescents. Peter Lang. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


