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“Divided We Stand: Climate Change”
Leviticus 25:18-4

Sunday, August 21, 2011
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

According to an article this week on CNN, the sea ice in the Arctic Ocean hit the lowest monthly recorded level for July since they started keeping record, while overall global temperatures for the month were the seventh-warmest on record.
Sea ice covered an average of 3 million square miles, 81 thousand square miles smaller than 2007’s previous July record low and about 22 percent below the average for the month of July, according to NOAA, the National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration, who started keeping track of those figures in 1979. 
The decline has allowed ships to cross the Arctic along the Russian coast with some aid from icebreakers and could open up the Northwest Passage along the shores of North America in the coming weeks.
Meanwhile, the average temperature for the month worldwide was 61.4 Fahrenheit, about 1 degree over the 20th century July average, NOAA said. That’s the seventh-warmest July since records started being kept in 1880.
In the United States alone, a heat wave that wracked much of the Midwest and southern Plains drove the July average to 77 degrees -- the fourth-hottest July on record.
Around the world, most of North America, northern Europe, and eastern and western Russia saw warmer-than-average conditions in July. 
An article in The New York Times by Elizabeth Harris a few weeks back (July 22, 2011) quotes Christopher Vaccaro, a spokesman for the National Weather Service as saying, “One could say, ‘Oh, it’s summer, its late July, it’s hot.’ But this is different.” According to Mr. Vaccaro, this heat wave is exceptional not only for its strength, but also for its breadth and duration.

July’s blistering heat wave either tied or set daily records in every state in the country, as evidenced by a map you may have seen showing the location of these records that essentially outlines the shape of the country and fills it in because of all the dots that show record high temperatures merge together (http://www.ouramazingplanet.com/july-heat-wave-map-1838/). The map shows the location of each of the almost 9,000 daily heat records that were broken or tied in July, giving a nearly complete image of the lower 48 states. The records include 2,755 highest maximum temperatures and 6,171 highest minimum temperatures (nighttime records).

Globally, 2010 was the hottest year on record, tied with 2005. The UN’s World Meteorological Organization states that the 10 warmest years on record have all occurred since 1998, claimed by a vast majority of scientists as a direct contribution of the human component. Are we experiencing man-made global warming?

Nonsense says my alter ego, and perhaps some of you. Weather moves in cycles. Always has, always will. Some of the hottest days I can remember were when I was a kid. We hear all this hype about how dry it is in the southwest. Water mains are breaking from the combination of outdated, overused water pipes and the fact that the ground is so dry and cracked that it doesn’t give the pipes the support they need. Excuse me, but remember the dust bowl. Things have been worse before. Maybe we are entering another time of drought in some parts, but look how much water we have been getting in other areas. These are just normal cycles that we need to persevere through. It has happened before and it will happen again. Don’t’ blame it on humans.

And, I might add to myself, you neglected to report when quoting NOAA’s record heat report that they also reported that Central Russia, Western Europe, the western United States and southwestern Canada saw a cooler July than usual. London saw a colder year than normal.

“Isn’t it one of the more expensive ironies of history, the expenditure of more than $50 billion on research into global warming since 1990 has failed to demonstrate any definitive human-caused climate trend, let alone a dangerous one?” Or so I read on one blog on the Internet, which went on to say,
Yet that expenditure will pale into insignificance compared with the squandering of money that is going to accompany the introduction of a carbon trading or taxation system. The costs of thus expiating comfortable middle class angst are, of course, going to be imposed preferentially upon the poor and underprivileged.

And that seems to be one of the major arguments for why we shouldn’t go overboard on this climate change. It puts us at an economic disadvantage. It costs too much to be concerned for what some consider nothing more than hyperbole. In fact we have one politician running for president accusing scientists of actually manipulating data falsely to prove Global warming. And this particular candidate’s platform stands on his strong Christian faith.

And so, there we stand. Good Christians divided on what is happening with the world’s climate, debating how much we should or should not actively concern ourselves.

Truth in reporting: I am fairly convinced that our human activity is directly involved in climate change, which is a better terminology than global warming. If the scientists who claim so are correct, average increases in global temperature do not mean all areas of the earth get hotter, although I’m not sure I would complain if a few palms trees sprung up on my beach on Lake Superior. More likely there is a shift in climate and perhaps more extremes in weather.

A couple of years back I gave a sermon on this in April around Earth Day. One of the most scathing emails I ever received after a sermon (one of the most – yes, I have received more than one) was immediately after that sermon. I was raked over the coals for being ignorant, duped, and disseminating lies. I will lift that up as an example of perhaps how good Christians should not communicate when they disagree.

But here’s the point. John Cook who wrote “The Scientific Guide to Global Warming Skepticism” states that more than 95 percent of the scientists working in the disciplines contributing to climate studies accept that climate change is almost certainly being caused by human activities, and that it will have a detrimental effect on our way of living. But 5 percent don’t believe that, and there are many other scientists in other fields who have a hard time adding up the evidence.

So what do we lay people to the sciences do? Who are we supposed to believe? Unfortunately very few of us can look at the data objectively. We will always perceive through the eyes of short-ranged self-interest. It’s human nature. Perhaps it is even the nature that got us kicked out of the Garden of Eden.

We can debate all we want about climate change, global warming, its effect, and who or what is responsible. But perhaps the real conversation for Christians is to understand God’s purpose for us and God’s creation. To consider God’s charge to us as stewards of his created order.

Or as Ken Wilson, pastor at Vineyard church here in Ann Arbor said as he began a sermon on the environment and climate change: Those who listen to NPR tend to agree with the scientific consensus about climate change; those who listen to AM political talk radio tend to think climate change is much ado about nothin’. And then he asks, What do those who listen for the voice of Jesus have to say in times like these?

What does God expect of us?
There is much in scripture that talks about God’s created order and our responsibility to care for and be good stewards over it. It is the specific task of humanity according to the creation story in Genesis 2:15. When Paul talks about atonement and reconciliation with God in Romans 8, he talks about creation itself groaning to be set free from the bondage of decay.

In his book “Hard Words for Interesting Times,” John Bell claims that the prophet Jeremiah is the one that most clearly articulates the relationship between humanity and the rest of God’s created order.

In Jeremiah we discover that God often uses the earth to be a witness for what God is doing and against what humanity has done: Let the earth listen and be witness, (6:19), I am going to bring ruin on this people…because they have not listened to my instruction. And yet say, as we read in verse 14, all is well, when all is not well.

“It is in Jeremiah,” Bell claims, “that we discover that God intended nature in its dependability and changeability to offer its maker a hymn of praise.... And it is in Jeremiah that we discover that God has made a direct correlation between the behavior of humanity towards the earth and the security of the human race.”
Jeremiah 12:4 states: How long must the country lie parched, and its green grass wither? No birds and beasts are left because its people are wicked, because they say, ‘God does not see what we are doing.’”
John Bell summarizes that Jeremiah’s prophecy barely begins when he is already well into identifying a serious disruption in society and the failure to respect God as the maker of the world, the bountiful giver of the created order, the failure to value the limits that God has put on the land and the sea, and the failure to be grateful for the fixed seasons of the year. All which leads to Jeremiah’s understanding that there is a denial of respect for the earth and a senseless exploitation, which in turn leads to the earth’s being unable to provide for humanity.

Or as Jeremiah 5:25 states: Your wrongdoing has upset nature’s order, and your sins have kept away her bounty.

But it is our lesson from Leviticus that overtly tells us that if we care for the earth, the earth will care for us, and even prescribes that we must provide a Sabbath for the earth. We cannot just take and take and take and expect it to always yield. It needs time off from our constant requests of it, just like God needed to rest on the seventh day. Just like we need to take a break from the daily grind, so the earth needs a reprieve to recoup and recover. And like us, when we treat her well and provide that time off, it will have the capacity to provide even more.

It is the difference between using and abusing. I believe that God has created this wonderful world and all its resources for us to use that we might have the blessing of life and our needs met. But, not to over use simply to provide for our wants. The trick is to identify when we have gone from using to abusing. My personal belief is that we have crossed that line in many areas. We consume as if it is our right to consume, as if the earth and its resources are ours to possess. Leviticus is abundantly clear that it is not. Nothing belongs to us, it is all God’s – for us to use responsibly. The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, Leviticus says, for the land is mine; with me you are but aliens and tenants. Throughout the land that you hold, you shall provide for the redemption of the land. (25:23-24)

What that says to me is that, yes, we are given permission to use the earth. But as sojourners on the earth, we are entrusted to leave the earth in as good or better shape than when we arrive.

Dr Matthew Sleeth makes that very point in his book “Serve God, Save the Planet” with the analogy of borrowing a car. He says:

A car is not alive and, despite advertising hype, is not “made in heaven.” Yet I suspect that if we lent our car to a friend (i.e. gave him dominion over it), we would be very unhappy to get our car back dented, dirty, and with an empty tank. Being pro-stewardship (of the environment) is not a case of valuing forests more than people; rather, it means valuing human possessions less, and God’s world more. Surely we must value the loan of God’s earth at least as much as we value the loan of an automobile, for God’s earth is only on loan to each generation. (pg. 35)

We make the debate on climate change about the accuracy of science, or its affect on business, and even about personal and individual rights. But what if we made the discussion an issue of our faith and the fact that we acknowledge all things belong to God and we are only momentary sojourners in the midst of God’s creation? Would that affect the discussion? 

Even so, we may still stand divided. But my prayer for you and for me is that our faith will always take precedence over our wants. Amen.
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