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Reading: from a book entitled Justice and the Earth by the U of I law professor Eric Freyfogle (p.3)  

As we deal with nature on a daily basis, all of us are prone to simplify greatly…  We simplify because we must, because nature is so complex and our time to study it is so limited.  Millions of species live on Earth – between five and thirty, the trained guessers suggest – and volumes could be written about each.  The species constantly interact in greatly varied climatic conditions, and these interchanges could consume the pages of untold more volumes.  One study of a native Nebraska prairie identified 237 plant species in one square mile.  According to another study, the genetic information contained in the prairie would fill all the libraries of the world and then some.  By necessity, we rely and act on the small bits of this knowledge that we glean from our reading, our listening, and our watching.  Even this limited knowledge of nature is mostly stored away in the back of our brains, and we live from day to day guided by simple, easily used assumptions and understandings.

Reading: from the Statement of Conscience  “The Threat of Global Warming” approved at the 2006 Unitarian Universalist General Assembly in St. Louis

There is scientific consensus that the Earth’s climate is changing due to global warming/climate change caused primarily by the human use of oil, coal, and natural gas. The burning of these fossil fuels releases carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, which traps more heat from the sun. Global warming/climate change is accelerating as planetary temperatures reach record highs. The melting of polar ice and mountain glaciers may cause sea levels to rise by at least three feet, probably much more, and by eighty feet in coming centuries if the average temperature rises five degrees, warming that will be difficult to avoid. Half of the world’s plant and animal species are at risk of extinction by 2100 as habitats are destroyed and ecosystems unravel. The huge Siberian permafrost peat bogs are apparently starting to melt, releasing methane and accelerating global warming/climate change. Antarctic glaciers are sliding into the ocean faster than previously expected, which may result in worldwide coastal flooding. Rapidly melting polar ice caps and glaciers provide visual evidence of global warming/climate change. Indirect effects due to melting polar and Greenland ice can upset the delicate salt balance in the North Atlantic Ocean, triggering a shift in the thermohaline current, which ironically may result in a local ice age in Northern Europe and parts of North America.

Reading: from an essay entitled “People, Land, and Community” by Wendell Berry  (from Standing By Words p.65)

Always the assumption is that we can first set demons at large and then, somehow, become smart enough to control them.  This is not childishness.  It is not even “human weakness.”  It is a kind of idiocy, but perhaps we will not cope with it and save ourselves until we regain the sense to call it evil


The trouble, as in our conscious moments we all know, is that we are terrifyingly ignorant.  The most learned of us are ignorant.  The acquisition of knowledge always involves the revelation of ignorance – almost is the revelation of ignorance.  Our knowledge of the world instructs us first of all that the world is greater than our knowledge of it.  To those who rejoice in the abundance and intricacy of Creation, this is a source of joy, as it is to those who rejoice in freedom… To those would-be solvers of “the human problem,” who hope for knowledge equal to (capable of controlling) the world, it is a source of unremitting defeat and bewilderment.  The evidence is overwhelming that knowledge does not solve “the human problem.”  Indeed, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests – with Genesis – that knowledge is the problem.  Or perhaps we should say instead that all our problems tend to gather under two questions about knowledge: Having the ability and desire to know, how and what should we learn?  And, having learned, how and for what should we use what we know?
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I remember my first serious experience of inter-religious dialogue in a Unitarian Universalist Church.  It was early on in my ministerial career, when my wife, Elaine, and I were serving a small congregation in upstate New York.

As part of a class on the world’s religions, we invited practitioners of various traditions to join us for evenings of conversation and exchange.  The most memorable of those meetings was when we met several members of our local mosque, who came to speak about Islam.

That evening we welcomed five bearded men, dressed in long robes.  The one who did most of the talking seemed older than the others, and spoke earnestly and with great authority about the tenets of Islam.  His tone of voice and the respectful attentiveness of his fellow believers made it abundantly clear that for him faith was a serious matter.

I was struck by the contrast between the much more casual, easy-going attitude of my fellow UUs, for whom religion seemed a rather speculative and light-hearted affair, and the stern solemnity of our Islamic guests.  

In our class, we weighed the merits and differences of various religious traditions, grounded in the conviction that we are likely to find some kernels of truth, some personal inspiration in each of the faiths we explored.  And though, over the years, I have met many liberal Muslims who share our views of tolerance and pluralism – our visitors that evening many years ago clearly believed their religious tradition offered the only valid path to salvation.

Once this fact dawned on me, I remember wondering why they agreed to come to our class.  Our probing questions and obvious doubts surely must have rankled them.

Toward the end of the evening I asked one final question:  How could they reconcile their belief in the exclusive truth of their faith, with the fact that billions of innocent people on earth may never have heard of Islam, and thus are unable to follow its teaching, and will accordingly be condemned to eternal hellfire for their failure to worship Allah?

In answer, the leader turned to me, looked me straight in the eye and solemnly said, “Those who have never heard the teaching will not be condemned.  Only those who know the teachings and choose not to follow them will be damned.  And you now know the teachings.  You can no longer plead ignorance.”  With that the five of them arose and walked out into the night.  And we were left, more than a little unsettled. 

* * *

That evening sticks with me, not because I am really worried about my prospects in the afterlife, but because to this day I am impressed by our guests’ deep conviction that what we know obligates us to act.  True knowledge does not exist in lofty realms of theory and speculation.  True knowledge is inseparable from who we are and how we live.  True knowledge invariably shapes us.  It transforms us.

Do you know what I mean?

What does it mean to really know?

* * *

This summer, Elaine, the kids and I, yielded to the entreaties of several friends and colleagues, and went to watch Al Gore’s movie, “An Inconvenient Truth,” at the Art Theater.  Our favorite movie critic, Roger Ebert, gave it four stars, and in an atypically moralistic tone wrote, “You owe it to yourself to see this movie.  If you do not, and you have grandchildren, you should explain to them why you decided not to.”

The movie is based on a lecture and slide-show Al Gore has been giving around the world, hundreds of times in the course of the last few years, on the dire situation of our environment and the reality of global warming.

When I first heard about the movie, I found it difficult believe that it could truly offer relevant information, much less entertainment.  Global warming, after all, is nothing new.  

We have been hearing about it in the news for years.  We’ve been hearing about the many scientists who are convinced global warming is real, and the few who are not convinced.  We’ve been hearing about the many politicians, oil companies and car manufacturers who assure us there is nothing to worry about, and the environmentalists and activists who believe otherwise.

It is hard to believe we are truly on the brink of environmental disaster.  Just look out the window.  It is a beautiful autumn day.  The trees are turning, the leaves are falling, the nights are growing chillier – just as they should.  The year’s harvest is being taken in.  And farmers are already planning for spring.  It is hard to believe there should be anything worth worrying about.

We are so small, the world is so big.  We have been around for such a short period of time, compared with the life-span of the earth.  If the earth’s history were compressed into a single 24 hour day, we humans would have arrived in the last minute and a half.  That doesn’t seem like enough time to make much of a difference in the grand scheme of things.

And yet the truth is, we have made a difference.  The truth is that as majestic and invincible life on earth appears, it is actually remarkably fragile.  The atmosphere that surrounds this planet, and which allows life to flourish, seems eternal and indestructible.  It reaches as far as the eye can see.  Imagining our atmosphere as vulnerable, and already deeply damaged, is as difficult for us, as for a fish to imagine what it would be like to live outside water.

And yet that is the truth. 

Our atmosphere is actually surprisingly slight and frail. “If you had a globe covered with a coat of varnish, the thickness of that varnish would be about the same thickness of the Earth’s atmosphere compared to the earth itself.”  (Carl Sagan)

Al Gore does a remarkably effective job presenting a wealth of scientific information, unsettling graphs that clearly show the increasing levels of CO2 in the atmosphere, increasing temperatures, over the years.  He shows pictures of glaciers and arctic ice shelves, from several decades ago, and from today – their decline is frighteningly apparent.  He shows photos of recent natural disasters, floods, droughts, storms, most of which occur in distant corners of the earth.  Catastrophes that seldom reach the front pages of our newspapers and are easily overlooked from the comfort and safety of our American homes.  

The UU Statement of Conscience from which I read earlier alludes to the world political implications of our current situation.  The poorer developing countries in particular, “will be unable to protect their residents from sea level increases, frequent and intense droughts, heavy rains, and violent hurricanes and tornadoes… It is a bitter irony and a grave injustice that economically developed countries that are most responsible for global warming… possess the wealth, technology, and infrastructure to cope with its negative effects, while those who have the least will have the largest burdens to bear.”
* * *

There is a growing number of Unitarian Universalists who are no longer willing to close their eyes to the environmental and ethical realities we are facing today.  Within this church there is an active and growing group of members, the Green UUs, committed to reducing our use of energy, to reuse, recycle and reduce our waste, to eat food that is produced locally and organically, to consume less, and learn more about the impact and mitigation of global warming.

They see ecologically responsible practices as a spiritual discipline.  They want to encourage sustainable practices in our personal lives, in the life of our church, our community, and beyond. 

* * *

It is awfully easy to be ignorant of the world around us.  The world of nature is so complex, we can’t help but grossly simplify.  There is so much we don’t know.  We can’t help but be ignorant of all the wonders the world contains. 

But the problem we face today is not a product of our lack of knowledge.  The problem lies in the fact that we lack the resolve to act wisely based on the knowledge we have.

When we are confronted with the realities of our dire environmental situation, there is an initial tendency to want to deny that this reality is true.  Often, however, when the facts do sink in, when the unimaginable consequences of global warming are presented to us, we easily slip from initial denial right into despair.  I know that is true for me.  

The question is, can we find a place between denial and despair? Can we find a place from which we are able to act?

Eric Freyfogle writes, 

“Our society is a consumptive, destructive one in which we each participate.  We cannot point fingers at large businesses and government and claim that we have no part in their endeavors.  Yet, if we each are guilty, it doesn’t follow that we each must bear the whole responsibility.  If we set out as individuals to save the Earth, we are bound to be disappointed. Saving the Earth is too big a task.  A better goal, a more achievable one, is to minimize our own part in the destruction and in every way possible to make our ethical choices known.  We would each do better to save our spirits by living individually as cleanly as we can.”  (p. 181)

While it is true that our situation is dire, it is not hopeless.  Our hope lies, not in gathering more information – information in itself will not save us.  Our hope lies, not in new technologies – new technologies, like old technologies, are as likely to increase our problems as to solve them.

Our hope lies in changing our attitude toward the earth.  Our hope lies in realizing that our planet is not a resource to be exploited, but a wonder to be honored.  Our hope lies in understanding that no matter how much we think we know, no matter how much we think we can control, the mysteries and miracles of life will always exceed our knowledge and control.  Our hope lies in cultivating a sense of humility and reverence toward the natural world.  Our hope lies in changing our habits, changing our attitudes and our actions.

We can make a difference.  With every energy efficient light bulb, with every insulated window, with every mile we walk instead of drive, we make a difference.  With every gallon of water we use sparingly, with every shopping bag we re-use, with every household item we repair instead of replace, we make a difference.  We can educate ourselves about how to live more gently upon the earth, we can teach our children, we can talk to our neighbors, we can write letters to our leaders.

* * *

There was a time when the impact of our ever-expanding industry and economy on the earth was unknown.  There was a time when the consequences of our consumption were unknown.  But we are no longer so innocent.  We can no longer plead ignorance. We have been taught all we need to know.

We are at a crossroads.  Now it is up to us, to choose, either the path that leads to global salvation or damnation. 

The question is, will we take what we know to heart?  True knowledge does not exist in lofty realms of theory and speculation.  True knowledge is inseparable from who we are and how we live. True knowledge invariably shapes us.  It transforms us.  It obligates us to act.

May we be mindful of all we know

as well as the mystery and wonder that exceeds our knowledge.

Every day may we find small ways to change our habits.

May we humbly to our part

to save the earth.

Amen.
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