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If you believe, as many believers do, in a politically engaged spirituality, and you’re try-

ing to save the environment…and if you’re an American trying to temper patriotic fervor 

with a healthy dose of national humility, you’re bound at times to feel like quitting.  But 

Jesus never allowed his soul to be conquered by despair, and if it was to those furthest 

from the seats of power that he said, “You are the salt of the earth…you are the light of 

the world.”  Who then are we to quit “fighting the good fight of faith?”   —William 

Sloane Coffin 

 

Invitation to Worship: (from a letter from Chief Seattle to President Polk in 1852) 

 

This we know:  The earth does not belong to humankind; 

Humankind belongs to the earth. 

All things are connected like the blood that unites us all. 

Humankind did not weave the web of life,  

It is merely a strand in it. 

Whatever one does to the web, one does to oneself. 

 

Ancient Witness:  Romans 8:18-21 

 

Two weeks ago, the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) of the United Nations issued a 

new report.  This is a coalition of climate scientists from around the world.  The report has 133 authors 

and draws on more than 6,000 peer-reviewed research articles. 

 

The report is meant to build upon the Paris climate accord in which nations agreed in 2015 that they 

would take actions to limit global warming to 2°C while striving for the even tougher target of 1.5°C. 

 

One scientist said that the report as a whole should be seen as a reappraisal of where we are heading as a 

planet.  “It’s like we had a medical issue.  The physician has diagnosed it.  But now they’re worried it 

might be worse that we thought.” 

 

Since the beginning of the industrial era, human beings have been pumping carbon emissions into the 

atmosphere.  When burned, these fossil fuels emit carbon dioxide, which traps heat in the atmosphere.  

And we are currently 1°C over the pre-industrial global temperature levels.  And we are likely to reach 

the 1.5°C threshold within 3-10 years. 

 

The new report basically says that the 2°C of warming is worse than 1.5°C, and the 1.5°C is much worse 

than the 1°C we’re experiencing right now. 

 

But we are not slowing down, but in fact, have been increasing our global carbon emissions.  Green-

house gas emissions are set to rise again to an all-time high this year.  Our current trajectory puts us on 
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course to reach 3°C of warming by the end of the century, even if every country meets its goals under 

the Paris agreement! 

 

The bottom line, according to the UN report, is that we need to cut carbon pollution as much as possible 

as fast as possible. 

 

We are already seeing effects at the 1°C level.  Arctic ice has gone down by 70%.  Sea levels have risen 

more than 8 inches since 1880.  And more frequent and more damaging extreme weather, such as hurri-

cane Michael that we have seen last week in Florida. 

 

At the 1.5°C levels we will see more deadly heat waves, more heavy rainstorms, more intense and fre-

quent droughts.  We will lose 80% of the coral reefs.  The jet stream will weaken, and weather systems 

will get stuck leading to extended heat waves and droughts.  We’ll see more food scarcity, starvation 

and death, more property destruction and displacement. 

 

But the effects of a 2°C level will be even more devastating and catastrophic.  All of our coral reefs will 

be gone.  Summers without arctic ice will become 10 times more likely.  There would be an additional 

rise in sea level, putting 10s of millions of people at more risk of flooding.  The crop yields would de-

cline.  There would be increased risks to health, livelihoods, food security, water supply, human security 

and economic stability. 

 

Researchers estimate global economic damage for the 1.5°C level to be $54 trillion by 2100 and $69 tril-

lion for the 2°C level.  The question is how to convince leaders of the nations to spend billions now to 

save trillions later. 

 

We need also to recognize that the poor—those who have contributed the least to the problem and who 

have benefited the least from its sources—stand to suffer the most.  They will be the most vulnerable to 

flooding, to heat waves, to food and water shortages.  This alone should motivate us to act, and to act 

quickly. 

 

Our love for our neighbors as ourselves, our love for our children and coming generations, our love for 

this earth and all of its creatures should call us all to action.  Paul’s words have a new relevance for us 

today.  For our creation has been “subjected to human futility”—to overconsumption, to ignorance, apa-

thy and short-sightedness.  And it now waits with “deep longing to be set free from its bondage of de-

struction and decay.”  It waits for people to show themselves and to reveal themselves to be true “chil-

dren of God,” accepting their responsibility.  It’s time for us to reveal ourselves as children of God and 

to act like children of God, with love, compassion, justice and intelligence. 

 

There is no more urgent matter of faith before us right now. 

 

Carl Sagan once said, 

 

What good is all the science in the world without a steadfast moral compass? 

What good is moral judgment without scientific facts on which to ground it? 
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What I’m talking about this morning is the intersection between science and faith.  The science is in.  It 

is staring us in the face.  It is time for a religion that matters, that addresses the real and urgent concerns 

we face today.  The problems we face today are primarily moral and ethical.  We have the facts.  We 

need to have the will and the courage to address them. 

 

It is so important for us to step up our game, to come together with a deeper commitment and a greater 

sense of urgency. 

 

If we are going to achieve the 1.5°C or less level, the world would need to cut carbon pollution by 45% 

in 12 years and 100% in 32 years.  To keep under the 2°C level, we would need to totally eliminate car-

bon emissions by 2075. 

 

What is required is an extraordinarily huge effort to transition completely away from fossil fuels.  In ad-

dition, we will need to do carbon dioxide removal (CDR) by planting more forests and with direct air 

capture facilities.  Reporter David Roberts lays out the urgency of our challenge: 

 

Basically, stopping warming at 1.5°C would involve an immediate, coordinated crash program 

of re-industrialization, involving every major country in the world.  It would be like the US mo-

bilizing for WWII, only across the globe, sustained for the rest of the century.  Nothing like that 

has ever happened.  Nothing even remotely similar has ever happened.  There are currently no 

indications that any such effort is getting underway, and indeed the US is vigorously moving the 

other direction. 

 

It is impossible for me to over-estimate the urgency or the difficulty of our situation.  We are also up 

against some very powerful forces.  For example, we need to work toward reducing and eliminating our 

coal-generated electricity, which now stands at about 40%.  However, 1,600 new coal plants are ex-

pected to come online in the next few decades worldwide.  And the current U.S. administration is actu-

ally trying to create subsidies for coal companies!  This is the opposite direction in which we so desper-

ately need to move! 

 

Christopher Field, a scientist as Stanford, said, 

 

A lot of the reason it’s been so challenging to turn the corner on climate change is it will mean 

that some of the folks who are in positions of power and privilege won't maintain that privilege.  

We have a huge number of special interests that benefit from making the transition slower ra-

ther than faster. 

 

Clearly, we face big obstacles that the free market alone cannot and will not solve.  One essential tool 

that has emerged that is absolutely indispensable to face our challenge is a tax on carbon dioxide emis-

sions.  The IPCC report says that “a price on carbon is central to prompt mitigation.”  Will a carbon tax 

alone solve our problem?  No.  But it is absolutely essential.  By itself, it is not sufficient, but a tax on 

carbon is clearly necessary, it seems to me. 

 

Also in the news last week, the Nobel Prize in Economics went to William Nordhaus, who has been a 

champion for carbon tax for many years.  A carbon tax would drive up the costs of dirtier energy sources 

and make technologies that emit less more competitive.  It is essentially a fee on the carbon content of 
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fossil fuels, and it simply reflects the true cost to the climate the fuel causes by releasing CO2 into the 

atmosphere.  It also motivates switches to cleaner energy, rewarding energy efficiency and non-carbon 

fuels.  Such a tax could replace other forms of tax and would not necessarily increase one’s total tax 

load. 

 

So for example, if we want everyone to drive electric vehicles, which are much more efficient, we are 

not going to get there with individual altruistic actions.  We have to make it economically desirable.  So 

a tax on fossil fuels, such as gasoline, would provide an incentive for people to look to alternative forms 

of power. 

 

And transitioning to other kinds of energy can actually boost the economy.  A recent study showed that 

such a global shift toward sustainability would yield $26 trillion in economic benefits by 2030. 

 

We can do this. 

We can meet this challenge. 

We can show ourselves to be children of God. 

We can liberate the creation from its bondage to human futility. 

We can bring salvation to the world.  

We can save ourselves.  We can save our children.  We can save the planet. 

We can do this. 


