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The climate of our hearts and the Earth
Jonathan Boston

8 November 2009

Lectionary readings: 1 Kings 17: 7-16; Mark 12: 41-44

Introduction

The two simple, short but moving stories from the first book of Kings and the twelfth chapter of Mark’s gospel may seem remote from the experience of many of us today; but in fact they are highly relevant to the grave ecological and other challenges facing this extraordinary planet. 

In March 2000, the drafters of the Earth Charter wrote the following: “We stand at a critical moment in Earth’s history, a time when humanity must choose its future … the future at once holds great peril and great promise”. More recently, many leading scientists have begun to doubt whether human beings will survive this century. Lord Martin Rees, the President of the Royal Society (Astronomer Royal and Master of Trinity College, Cambridge), argued in this book Our Final Century (2003) that given the range of risks currently confronting humanity, not least the problem of human induced climate change, we face a 50% chance of extinction by the end of this century. Those odds of extinction are rather higher than many of us would like! Think of the many young children in this congregation: many would reasonably expect to still be alive at the end of this century. So, what might we do to improve the odds of humanity’s survival? 
If the scientific community is correct, addressing climate change must be part of the solution. There will be an opportunity to make progress on this matter in just four weeks, in mid December, when a major United Nations conference takes place in Copenhagen, the Danish capital. It will be the culmination of four years of negotiations involving almost 200 countries and thousands of negotiators, including a dozen or so from New Zealand. The challenge is to reach a new global agreement on how to prevent dangerous climate change, and in particular, how to avoid the Earth’s average surface temperature rising by more than about two degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels. This is the maximum increase that many leading scientists believe we should be prepared to risk if we want to avoid large-scale, irreversible damage to the oceans, forests, coastal ecosystems and biodiversity of this planet. 
To achieve this goal, we must halt the growth of greenhouse gas emissions, and then reduce global emissions by at least 50%, and maybe as much as 85%, within the next 40 years. Developed countries like New Zealand will need to reduce their emissions by much more than the average, because our per capita emissions are almost three times the global average. It would be inequitable for us to do otherwise. Eventually, global net emissions will need to reach zero. Otherwise we will not be able to stabilize the climate. Such conclusions are the product of detailed and rigorous scientific inquiry involving thousands of the world’s best scientists across numerous fields of study. We disregard their findings at our peril. More accurately, we disregard them at the peril of the young and those not yet born. 
Much will be at stake in Copenhagen next month: will the global community be able to reach an agreement that is environmentally sound, equitable and effective? Much, too, is at stake locally: will New Zealand, will this church, will we as individual stewards of this precious planet fulfill our God-given responsibilities? Will we affirm the importance of life in all its amazing wonder and diversity or turn our backs on the future through complacency, passivity or selfishness? Will we stand for global justice or national self-interest? Will we be good neighbours to those in need? Or will we cling tightly to everything we possess and turn a deaf ear to the prophetic voices of this age? What is the climate of our hearts?
The wisdom of the past
Some similar questions faced the people we encounter in the emotionally charged and ethically demanding stories read to us from the book of Kings and Gospel of Mark. Both are simple stories, yet both are poignant and profound: in the same breath, they are deeply shocking yet also comforting, utterly disturbing yet also reassuring, truly challenging yet also consoling. For they take us to the heart of what it means to be human and what it means to love – in particular, what it means to love God and to love our neighbour. Although both stories relate to events several thousand years ago, they are highly relevant to the challenge of climate change. Let me elaborate:
The context of the first reading is a serious drought. There is little water. The ground is parched. The streams are drying up. Food is scarce. People are hungry and presumably dying. The reality is grim. There is no scope for denial. These conditions were of course very common in Old Testament times, and many biblical passages speak of droughts and their dire consequences. Think of Joseph, his dreams, his brothers and how the people of Israel migrated to Egypt to escape a severe drought.

Sadly, despite all the advances of knowledge and technology, human hunger and malnutrition remain all too common today. Currently, it is estimated that around 1 billion people – 250 times New Zealand’s population – live in extreme poverty and have insufficient food. (Similar numbers are obese.) In proportional terms, this is more than one in seven of humanity – one or two for each occupied row in this church. In many cases this hunger is due to drought. Severe droughts currently afflict many countries, including Kenya, the Sudan, Syria, Jordan, Iraq, and parts of Australia. Climate scientists tell us that some of these contemporary droughts are likely to have been exacerbated by human-induced climate change. These same scientists also warn us to expect much worse over the coming decades, and very much worse again unless we decarbonizes our economies. 
But back to Chapter 17 of the first book of Kings: in the midst of this particular Old Testament drought we find Elijah, one of the great prophetic figures of the ancient scriptures. Originally from Gilead – which is now in the state of Jordan – Elijah is hiding in the Kerith Ravine. But he cannot stay there any longer. The drought is so severe that the brook upon which he depends has dried up. Elijah has no choice but to leave or he will surely die of thirst. 

Sadly, today, climate change is forcing many people from their homes and neighbourhoods. Drought, storm damage and rising sea levels are the main culprits. Over the coming decades many millions will have to move or face death. Here is the South Pacific some low lying atolls have already become uninhabitable due to rising sea levels. Much worse is to come. Recent scientific evidence suggests global warming will cause the sea level to rise by at least one meter, and maybe 1.5 meters, by the end of the century, and much more over the coming centuries. Even a rise of one meter is likely to displace over 150 million people globally. The President of Kiribati spoke at my Institute last year. He thinks that within 50 years he will need to relocate most of his nation somewhere else – that’s about 120,000 people. Where are these people to go? Will we welcome them here in NZ?  

But back to Elijah: he is called by God to go to the town of Zarephath near Sidon on the Mediterranean coast (now in southern Lebanon) where he is promised food. This is a distance of about 100 kilometers. But when Elijah reaches his destination, no doubt exhausted and very hungry, he finds that Zarephath is also afflicted by drought conditions and there is much suffering. As he arrives at the gate into the town he encounters a widow, who is gathering sticks for a fire. 
Picture the scene in your mind’s eye – the dust, the heat, the dryness, the encounter of these strangers: for now a truly arresting human drama unfolds – far better than any drama on Shortland Street or the Simpsons. Elijah audaciously asks the woman for a little water in a jar so that he might have a drink. It is a simple request, for something very basic, yet precious. Significantly, she obliges. But as she goes to fetch him some water, he calls out belatedly, “and please also bring me a piece of bread”. 
One is reminded of the captivating story in Chapter 4 of John’s Gospel when Jesus asks a lone Samaritan woman for a drink of water while he sits hot and tired next to Jacob’s well. In both cases a remarkable conversation ensues, with profound consequences for the two women involved – for both experience life-changing, life-giving, life-enhancing events, from a God who is ready and able to bring new and abundant life, even in the midst of grim despair and apparent hopelessness. Are we ready for such a God? As we celebrate communion together shortly, are we ready to begin life afresh, to receive the very Life and the very Spirit of God? 

But let us focus here on the widow of Zarephath. Her response to Elijah’s request for a piece of bread is utterly gut-wrenching: “Truly a swear to you, I do not have any bread – only a handful of flour in a jar and a little oil in a jug. I am gathering a few sticks to take home and make a meal for myself and my son, that we may eat it – and die”!
Just imagine these tragic circumstances: the woman is in a perilous state. She is down to her last scrap of food. And she is a widow: defenseless, alone and vulnerable. Worse, her son, probably her only child, is facing certain death. She is on the brink of losing everything, her life and her future. And now a stranger, moreover a foreigner and a man, is asking her not just for water, but also to share her last remaining food. If we had been in her shoes, what we would have thought and said and done?
Elijah responds to her gently: “don’t be afraid”. Have no fear; be at peace. One again is reminded of Jesus words in similar situations of fear and anxiety – the storm on the lake; the resurrection scenes: “Take courage, it is I; do not be afraid; peace be with you”. 
Elijah then goes on to speak of an impending miracle: “For this is what the Lord, the God of Israel says: ‘The jar of flour will not be used up and the jug of oil will not run dry until the day the Lord gives rain on the land’.” There must have something about the way Elijah utters these words – maybe a calm assurance and quiet authority, yet also deep compassion – for remarkably, the woman does exactly as he requests. She goes to her home and bakes a small cake of bread for Elijah – this stranger in her midst, this neighbour from a faraway place – and then she bakes a small cake for herself and her son. And henceforth, just as Elijah promised her, there is food every day while the drought lasts: the flour is not used up and the jug of oil does not run dry.
Many aspects of this story deserve our attention, but three matters must suffice in the time available:
First, consider the woman’s generosity: she shared with a stranger her last remaining food. She shared everything she had, including later, her home. The same kind of sacrifice is highlighted in the passage from Mark’s gospel (12:41-44): the poor widow gave of her all. Out of her poverty, she made an extraordinarily generous offering into the temple treasury. She put in everything – all that she had to live on. 
There is something powerfully liberating yet also deeply troubling about these small yet significant acts: wonderfully liberating because such generosity can, by God’s grace, be so transformative; it can turn a desperate situation into one of hope and renewal. Yet these actions are also deeply discomforting: they remind us of what God requires of you and me. God desires our love – love that engages all our hearts, minds, souls and strength. And this includes a preparedness to give of our all rather than to cling, possessively and selfishly, to everything we have. 
To avert the peril of human-induced climate change and the other ecological challenges we face, we will need to change how we live, all the more so if we have a large carbon footprint. For instance, we will need to travel less by air, to drive more fuel-efficient cars or use the bus instead of driving, to pay more for electricity, to buy carbon offsets, and many other small but significant actions. We will also need to change how we invest our money and how we use our other resources, skills and capabilities. These are relatively simple things compared to the challenges facing the two widows. But if we are not prepared to make even small lifestyle changes to demonstrate our care for God’s creation, what does that tell us about who we are as people and what we really value and treasure. What does it tell us about the climate of our heart? Do we measure our worth, and experience our identity, in the things we have acquired and own, or as children of God?
Second, the story of the widow of Zarephath reminds us not only of the command to love our neighbour, but also to take an inclusive view of who is our neighbour. In relation to climate change, our neighbours constitute the whole of humanity – and the reach of this humanity is large; it crosses both time and space. After all, the greenhouse gas emissions we produce here in New Zealand affect, albeit in a very modest way, the well-being of people right around the world, and, moreover, across time. Some 20% of the carbon dioxide we produce driving our car each day or flying in a plane will be in the atmosphere for thousands of years. Our actions today will thus affect countless generations. But do we recognize these people as our neighbours? And are we willing to be good neighbours to them – like the widow of Zarephath who showed love to a needy and unusual foreigner from Gilead?
Of course our human vocation extends well beyond the bounds of humanity; our duty of care includes the whole of creation and the future of life itself. As Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury, put it in a recent sermon (that is available at the back of the church), the “‘specialness of humanity” lies in our role as protectors of life in all its richness and diversity, not just human life, but the life of all living things. “… living in a way that honours rather than threatens the planet is living out what it means to be made in the image of God”. For we are bound together in an interdependent web: “the creator has joined together the sacredness of human life with that of life itself”. Hence, “when we are called to relationship with our creator, we are in the same moment summoned to responsibility for the non-human world”. The two are inextricably intertwined. We need therefore to embrace a reverence for the whole of life. This does not mean that we worship the creation rather than the Creator, but we need to display in how we live our lives our creaturely responsibilities to the cosmos, in all its evolving wonder. To quote Rowan Williams again:
To act so as to protect the future of the non-human world is both to accept a God-given responsibility and appropriately to honour the special dignity given to humanity itself. In Christian theological terms, it is to accept the renewed human dignity and authority that flows from the self-giving of Christ and his bodily resurrection, which is itself a sign of God’s concern with the material world and his commitments to its transfiguration. Thus respect for the living material world and human self-respect belong together. The restoration of salvation of one is bound up with the other.

Or again:

The biblical vision does not present us with a humanity isolated from the processes of life overall in the cosmos, a humanity whose existence is of a different moral and symbolic order from everything else. On the contrary, the unique differentiating thing about humanity is the gift to human beings of conscious, intelligent responsibility for the life they share with the wider processes of the world. 

Third, what of the miracle described in the Old Testament reading – the reported daily multiplication of grain and oil experienced by the widow of Zarephath until the end of the famine? Perhaps we struggle with the idea of miracles. Perhaps we find it hard to believe that God would provide food for a starving widow, her son or Elijah. Perhaps we also struggle with the idea that human beings are causing global warming. It doesn’t fit neatly within our comfort zone, so surely it must be wrong!
Or perhaps, at the other extreme, we see the miracle as an indication that if the worst comes to the worst, if humanity really does seriously damage our planet’s bio-physical systems, then God will come to our rescue and sort it all out. No need to worry: God will fix it! Zap! Just like that!
Or perhaps we have different kinds of questions: for instance, if there really was a serious famine in Zarephath and surrounding areas, what happened to all the other widows and disadvantaged people who had no food and who received neither charity nor miraculous relief? Presumably, they suffered and died. But why did God not rescue them too? Were they any less precious, any less human, any less worthy of God’s grace than the widow, her son and Elijah?

These questions disturb me, and I have no simple answers. But I can offer the following thoughts. First, we should not be presumptuous. We should not expect God to save us from our folly; we cannot lay waste to the planet or destabilize the climate system without suffering the consequences. Indeed, many are suffering already. God calls us to be responsible stewards of this wonderful world, not to pass the buck to others or to Him. 
Second, there is a link between our willingness to share, to give of ourselves and our possessions, and the work of the spirit of God. It was as the widow of Zarephath gave generously that she experienced the generosity of God. It was as she shared her food with a stranger that she experienced something of God’s eternal and transformative life. … For it is in giving that we receive and in dying to ourselves that we our born to eternal life ... As we share communion together, as we share the body and blood of Christ, let us remember that this sharing must be lived out each day in word and deed. 

Third, we need to hold in balance a note of caution with a message of hope.  To quote Rowan Williams:
Because this life reflects in varying degrees the eternal life of God, we have to say, as believers, that the possibility of life is never exhausted within creation: there is always a future. But in this particular context – this specific planet – that future depends in significant ways on our cooperation, imaginative labour, on the actions of each of us. Just as importantly, our human dignity itself is bound up with these actions. What we face today is nothing less than a choice about how genuinely human we want to be …

Conclusion

To sum up, the stories of the two poor widows are highly relevant and profoundly important – for they cut to the heart of what it means to be human: they remind us of the nature of our calling, what it means to love God, what it means to love our neighbour and who our neighbour is; they remind us of the moral significance of all our actions, both large and small; and they ask us to inspect the climate of our hearts. These are some of the crucial messages which should guide our thoughts and actions as we grapple with the complex ecological challenges we face at this time – a time of both peril and promise.
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Why should Christians care about climate change, especially human-induced climate change? Here are five reasons:

First, Christians have a duty of care.

According to authoritative scientific bodies, such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and all the major national scientific academies of all the major countries in the world, human-induced climate change, if unmitigated, is very likely to cause large-scale and irreversible damage to key bio-physical systems, including a massive loss of species and considerable human suffering. For Christians, this is morally unacceptable. Indeed, such an outcome is morally repugnant to most religious and philosophical traditions.

We know that climate variability can cause great suffering: consider the widow of Zarephath and those in her region. In this instance, there was a protracted drought and people were running out of food. The OT drought was almost certainly not the product of human-induced climate change. Human beings, therefore, were not directly or indirectly responsible. But today things are beginning to change. Leading scientists say that many of the current droughts afflicting the planet are at least to some extent attributable to human actions – through the burning of fossil fuels and deforestation. To some degree, therefore, we are directly responsible for suffering elsewhere on the planet, and as the climate system continues to warm through human actions, our responsibility for the damaging consequences of this warming will increase. 

From a Christian perspective, human beings have a God-given duty to care for the created order and to be good stewards of our collective inheritance. This planet, and indeed the whole cosmos, are amazing and precious gifts – to be nurtured and treasured, not damaged, plundered and defiled. In this context, each generation of human beings has a responsibility to serve as guardians or trustees on behalf of the young and those yet to be born. Put differently, human beings do not own this planet, but rather hold it in trust for future generations, with all the connotations usually associated with a fiduciary duty – that is, good faith, a high standard of care, prudent oversight and wise management. To quote The Earth Charter (2000):

We stand at a critical moment in Earth's history, a time when humanity must choose its future. As the world becomes increasingly interdependent and fragile, the future at once holds great peril and great promise. To move forward we must recognize that in the midst of a magnificent diversity of cultures and life forms we are one human family and one Earth community with a common destiny. We must join together to bring forth a sustainable global society founded on respect for nature, universal human rights, economic justice, and a culture of peace. Towards this end, it is imperative that we, the peoples of Earth, declare our responsibility to one another, to the greater community of life, and to future generations.
Second, for Christians, truth matters.
Jesus said: ‘I am the way, the truth and the life’. The widow of Zarephath says “As surely as the Lord our God lives, I don’t have any bread …”. Or “ Truly I say to you … I don’t have any food”. The widow knew truth from falsehood; there was no attempt to deceive. She knew that she and her son were on the brink of death …
Those who follow Christ have an obligation to seek out the truth and act in the light of that truth. The scientific evidence that this planet is warming up is unequivocal. Likewise, the evidence that human activities are a major cause of this warming is very strong. Christians have no moral alternative but to take this evidence seriously – and, moreover, to contest the claims of those who, often for reasons of narrow self-interest, dispute this evidence.

Third, for Christians, human imperfection – or sin – matters. 

Human-induced climate change graphically illustrates the nature, power and consequences of human sin. We witness daily a remarkable arrogance towards nature, an intellectual blindness, widespread myopia, calculated indifference, and the constant self-interested denial of robust scientific evidence. Christians have an obligation to resist such tendencies and embrace a better way. In this regard, we need to examine the climate of our hearts … What are our true motives and goals in life? What have we set our heart on? Are we indifferent to the suffering for which we are partly responsible? Do we prefer to be blind?

Fourth, for Christians, justice matters. 
The scientific evidence strongly suggests that the negative impacts of human-induced climate change will disproportionately affect the poor and vulnerable – people like the widow of Zarephath and her child. The rich will always be able to buy their way out of trouble: move to a different country; pay high prices for food, or bribe officials …

What makes human-induced climate change all the more concerning ethically is that it is the affluent who are mostly to blame. It is the greenhouse emissions from the developed countries of the North (or the West) that are the main culprit, not those from the developing world – although this is now beginning to change.

It is plainly unjust for the affluent to afflict the disadvantaged, especially when there are policy options available to rectify, or at least ameliorate, this state of affairs at relatively little cost. 
Let me give you some data that will help put the issue of justice and climate change in stark relief. We need to reduce global emissions if we are to stabilize GHG concentrations in the atmosphere, and thereby stabilize the climate system. In order to stabilize GHG concentrations at a particular level – say 450ppm – there is only so much more emitting we can do. Think of this in terms of a budget – in this case a cumulative global carbon budget for the planet. 
From this standpoint, to have a roughly 50:50 chance of avoiding warming of more than 2ºC, total emissions must not exceed 1,440 Gt CO2 between 2000 and 2050 (Meinshausen, et al. 2009). At current emission levels – approaching 50 Gt CO2 per annum – humanity will use up the available carbon budget by 2039. To reduce the risk of exceeding warming of 2ºC to 25%, total emissions must be capped at 1,000 Gt CO2 – an amount that will be exceeded by 2027 at current emission rates. 
Now suppose the available ‘atmospheric space’ were allocated henceforth according to the principle of an equal per capita right to emit (that is, regardless of where in the world people live). New Zealand’s per capita greenhouse gas emissions are over three times the global average, while our CO2 emissions are nearly twice the global average. Taking all greenhouse gas emissions into account, New Zealand’s entitlement will be exhausted in six years – in 2015 – if we want a 75% chance of staying within the 2°C cap, and in about ten years for a 50% chance. After that, we would be obliged to keep our net emissions to zero until 2050 or buy emission allowances from other countries. Bear in mind, too, that if we backdated the principle of equal per capita emission rights to 1900 or 1950, New Zealand would already have used up its entitlement. But who amongst our political leaders is talking publicly about such matters, let alone taking such data seriously? Well, Christians should be …
Think again about the widow of Zarephath and the widow referred to by Jesus in Mark’s Gospel: they gave generously – beyond the call of justice. They gave of their all. The widow of Zarephath showed amazing neighbourliness to a stranger from a distant land. Are we willing to show this kind of neighbourliness?
Finally, for Christians, there is hope.

Even in the face of bleak projections and forecasts, even in the face of a blatant disregard for the fate of future generations Christians have a message of hope for the world. What is the basis of this hope? Very simply, it is the birth, death and resurrection of Christ. The incarnation of Christ – God taking human form – assures us that God values and embraces humanity and the material world, in all its evolved wonder. Further, the resurrection provides concrete evidence that the renewal of creation is not only possible, but assured. Christians, therefore, have a responsibility to serve as co-workers with Christ in redeeming creation and building a better tomorrow. We need to use our intelligence, creativity and imagination to find solutions and implement them. There is no justification for inaction based on despair or hopelessness.
Conclusion

So, to summarize: there are at least five reasons why Christians should care about climate change – because we have a duty of care, as God’s stewards of this remarkable planet and cosmos; because truth matters; because justice matters; because sin matters; and because we have a message of hope to offer the world.
But where does this leave us in terms of what to do?

Discuss the 10 by 10 campaign and its implications.

