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Global warming:  An issue for our time

“To be sure, other eras undoubtedly considered their times as unprecedented as we find ours.  But the crux for those of us who find our time exceptional is that the ‘old ways,’ the old solutions, will not do for us.”

--Sallie McFague, Models of God, x

I.
What is global warming?
“Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice and rising global average sea level.”  (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, “Climate Change 2007:  Synthesis Report”) http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar4/syr/ar4_syr.pdf

“Civilization has evolved during a period of remarkable climate stability, but this era is drawing to a close.  We are entering a new era, a period of rapid and often unpredictable climate change.  The new climate norm is change.”  (Brown, Plan B 3.0, 48)

Global warming is a term that we hear a lot—often in conjunction with references to unusual weather, rising temperatures across the globe, or melting icecaps in places like the Arctic.  It describes the phenomenon of rising air and ocean temperatures, rising average global sea levels, melting glaciers and ice caps, and the fact that the ten warmest years on record have all occurred since 1995.  All of these shifts lead to changes in the Earth’s overall climate, and many of the changes can likely be attributed to human activity.  

This change in the climate has a great deal to do with the increased amount of greenhouse gases that have been released into the atmosphere since the Industrial Revolution.  These greenhouse gases, such as water vapor and carbon dioxide, trap heat in the atmosphere and radiate some of it back down to Earth, thus raising Earth’s temperature.  

“The greenhouse effect occurs naturally, and without it the Earth’s temperature would be about  zero degrees Farenheit, instead of the current 57 degrees Farenheit.  The concern is that human activities such as fossil fuel combustion and deforestation are causing an alarming rise in the amount of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, which are then trapped and cause an acceleration in the temperature of the Earth.”  http://lwf.ncdc.noaa.gov/oa/climate/globalwarming.html#q1
The rise in the Earth’s temperature because of the use of fossil fuels and deforestation is something for which we as humans bear direct responsibility.  Our desire for cheap oil and wood for products such as furniture and paper leads to the destruction of the natural environment and puts all of God’s creatures at risk.  

In its previously mentioned report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change notes that a rise in temperature of 1 degree Celsius will put up to 30% of all species at risk for extinction (Brown, p. 51).  These higher temperatures will also negatively impact crop production, because photosynthesis, pollination, and crop dehydration are all negatively impacted by a rise in global temperature.  As snow and ice masses in mountains across the world, as well as in the polar ice caps, begin to melt, sea levels will begin to rise, likely displacing millions of people in coastal  areas who will have no place to live.

Elevated global temperatures also put nations across the world at risk for more frequent, more severe storms.  Such storms have the potential to cause greater damage to human and animal lives and property.  

Some of this is probably not news to many of you, but it is sobering to hear, nonetheless.  In light of this scientific information, we now turn to look at the theological and biblical implications of caring for creation.      

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

(How much of this information was already familiar to you?  Did you learn anything new?

(Is global warming/climate change something that you think much about?  If so, in what context do you usually engage this issue (i.e., at home, work, school)?

(What are your thoughts on climate change and our response to it?

II.  Biblical and theological perspectives on climate change

All creatures on this planet are interconnected.  In his Letter from Birmingham City Jail, Martin Luther King, Jr., stated that “injustice anywhere is  threat to justice everywhere,” and this is certainly true in terms of the current environmental crisis.  Climate change in any part of the Earth will eventually affect (and is already affecting) the entire planet, since there is no way of separating out the air we breathe or water we drink from that of our global neighbors.   

Throughout the Bible, we are reminded that God has created the entire Earth and all that is on it.  Genesis 1:31 states “God saw everything that God had made, and indeed, it was very good.”  God loves what God has created, including humans, animals, plants, oceans, and every other living being on the planet.  Because of this, God calls us, as humans, to love it, too.  God also calls each one of us to “open your hand to the poor and needy neighbor in your land” (Deuteronomy 15:11), which includes not only human beings, but the whole Earth.  Because of human activity, the Earth is poor and needy, and we are to exercise good stewardship of the resources with which God has blessed us in our care of it.

Throughout Scripture, especially in the Psalms, the whole creation is also described as giving God praise.  Psalm 69:34 declares, “Let heaven and earth praise God, the seas and everything that moves in them.”  As we look at the rest of creation from this vantage point—as creatures who praise the same God that we do, it sheds even more light on the critical importance of doing what is in our power to do as humans to mitigate the damage that global warming has already caused the world, and to prevent future damage as much as we can.

In considering how we can take action as a community of faith and as individuals, it is important to remember that the state of the environment is not merely one important issue among many.  It is the fundamental issue of our time, because if it is not addressed, eventually it will become impossible for any other issue to be addressed, because there will not be a livable, sustainable planet on which to address it.

Questions for Reflection and Discussion

(As human beings, what is (or should be) our relationship to the rest of creation?

(Do you believe that we are intimately connected to the rest of God’s creation, or do we have the power to separate ourselves from it as humans?

(What do you believe that God is calling us to do, as individuals and as a congregation, in response to global climate change?

III.  What can we do?

“Sometimes you have to act as if acting will make a difference, even when you can’t prove that it will.”

--Michael Pollan, “Why Bother?”, New York Times Sunday Magazine, April 20, 2008

As a congregation

(As a congregation, how can we be leaders and set an example for other communities of faith and organizations in our area by the way that we care for the Earth?

(What is one action that you would like our congregation to take this year to become more environmentally friendly?  In the next 5 years?

As individuals

“Yet it is no less accurate or hardheaded to say that laws and money cannot do enough, either; that it will also take profound changes in the way we live. Why? Because the climate-change crisis is at its very bottom a crisis of lifestyle — of character, even. The Big Problem is nothing more or less than the sum total of countless little everyday choices, most of them made by us (consumer spending represents 70 percent of our economy), and most of the rest of them made in the name of our needs and desires and preferences.”

--Michael Pollan, “Why Bother?”, Sunday New York Times Magazine, April 20, 2008

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed, citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.”

--Margaret Mead

(Replace the incandescent light bulbs in our homes with compact fluorescent (CFL) bulbs.  If every home in America replaced just one incandescent light bulb with an Energy Star qualified CFL, in one year it would save energy to light more than 3 million homes and prevent greenhouse gas emissions equivalent to those of more than 800,000 cars.

(Carefully consider and attempt to reduce your use of water and electricity.  Both are precious, limited resources that must be shared with the needs of others.

(Combine shopping trips and errands to reduce the number of driving trips that are needed.  Bike, walk, or take public transportation to your destination whenever possible.

(Shop and buy material goods with care.  How much of your time—or life energy—are you being asked to give up for each item?  Is that a trade that you are willing to make? (For more information on these questions, see Radical Simplicity by Jim Merkel, especially Chapter 7:  The Second Tool—Your Money or Your Life).

Resources

Faithinplace.org

Webofcreation.org

Fightglobalwarming.org

http://www.elca.org/advocacy/environment/education.asp

Plan B 3.0:  Mobilizing to Save Civilization by Lester Brown (W.H. Norton & Company: 2008)

Radical Simplicity:  Small Footprints on a Finite Earth by Jim Merkel (New Society Publishers:  2003) 

The Creation:  An Appeal to Save Life on Earth by E.O. Wilson (W.H. Norton & Company:  2006)

