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Climate Change is a Spiritual Issue
Alastair McIntosh gives a summary of his presentation at the Eco-Congregation Scotland conference held in Stirling, 20 March 2010
What to believe?

As a group of people who are wrestling with how to make your churches more “green”, many of you will know how difficult it is. The relatively small steps at the beginning are easy. Turning down the thermostat a couple of degrees, heaping up the roof insulation, organising lifts so that fewer people have to use a car, and recycling communion wine bottles (forgive me!). These small steps are important. They make a practical difference and they raise people’s consciousness because they set our feet on the pathways of greater ecological integrity.

But what when you’ve picked all the lower-hanging fruit? What when the results of the energy survey comes in, and says you also need insulation behind the those antique wall panels, and that the heating system needs completely changed at the cost of something like a new steeple? What then?

That’s when we hit up against the terrible depth of our complicity in burning up carbon. Up until this point those in your church who were not very interested in the state of the world may have simply gone along with being an eco-congregation. But when it looks like costing serious money, it can become a threat. Arguments then start to happen about climate change itself. Is it for real, or has the minister and his or her fellow eco-congregationalists just been gullible? Is this a church, or a venue for the latest feel-good fad organised by people who don’t realise they’ve been lied to and made to feel bad? Lied to by environmentalists, by scientists, by the government … you name it … there’ll be plenty to blame.
It’s at this point that I counsel the reading of Jeremiah and reflecting on why he was put in the stocks and thrown down a well. He expresses his angst especially well in chapters 15 and 20. To be an eco-congregationalist can feel a bit like warning that the Babylonians are at the city gate when most people don’t want to know. 
According to the science and to our own climate change legislation that has acted on scientific advice, we in a rich country like Scotland need to cut our CO2 emissions by 80% by 2050. And some key figures say it should be more than that, and a lot quicker.
Where would that leave us? It’s like saying, “OK folks, our bodies run on 8 pints of blood. Starting from now you’re going to scale that down to just one pint in forty years time, or maybe two pints if we really get shifting on renewables.” 

That’s a huge challenge because the world’s population is nearly 7 billion, and in rough and ready terms Ei = P x C – environmental impact equals population times consumption. The global rate of population growth is slowing fast, but we’re still on track for 10 billion by the middle of this century. It’s consumerism as consumption that goes beyond what is necessary for dignified sufficiency that we most need to be tackling, but governments don’t usually get elected by promising austerity measures. And we have mostly become consumer junkies. Many people therefore choose to deny that climate change is happening rather than accept that we need to look at our whole way of life. 
Meanwhile, piqued at the suggestion that he might be the cutting edge of the problem, King Consumer has become an angered wounded beast. That’s the source of much of the vitriol that been poured on scientific endeavour by some of our newspapers. Faced with a challenge that was not politically palatable, that’s what contributed to the worlds leaders leaving Copenhagen in December 2010 empty handed. 
Where does it all leave people of truth and goodwill who are concerned about our world?
Faith in science
What should we believe about climate science? In this, most of us can only be humble. Unless we are actually doing the science then pretty much the only way we will even know that climate change is really happening is from the research of those who are. For sure, we can all have our own opinions. But an opinion is not the same as evidence-based data or mathematical modelling based on it. But that doesn’t stop the Daily Mail, the Daily Express and the Telegraph from banging on about “fraud”, “lies” and “spin”. Such papers devoted much space to the “climategate” leaked email controversy, but lost interest when Lord Oxburgh’s inquiry cleared the scientists involved of having fudged their results. 

As people who follow the debate on climate science, we have to decide who to believe. Do we take it from journalists working for media that depend on consumerist-driven advertising, or from scientists publishing in peer-reviewed international journals? To put the question another way: would you go to the Daily Express if you needed brain surgery, or to a top NHS research hospital?
The fact is that the vast majority of relevant scientists continue to be in little doubt that climate change has not stopped happening. In March 2010 the Met Office, along with scientists from leading institutions around the world, published a study of the latest published research papers. They concluded: “long term changes in our climate system have been observed across the globe…. The changes follow the pattern of expected climate change and bear the ‘fingerprint’ of human influence.” 
The doubters say, “Rubbish! Look at the freezing cold winter we’ve just had! Climate change? Bring it on!” 

But any such doubter is confusing global climate change with the vagaries of weather and regional effects. In point of fact, January, February and March of this year were all sweltering in global terms. Satellite data, as the map of world temperatures shows, reveals January to have been the warmest every recorded in the 32-year-long track record of taking measurements from space. The world’s temperature in winter-spring 2010 was nearly two-thirds of a degree above average, and ocean temperature measurements corroborate this. 

So how come it was so cold in Scotland? What happened is that over parts of Europe, North America and Asia cold Arctic air got pushed downwards, while places like Newfoundland, Greenland and parts of Siberia it sweltered in relative terms. 
Of course, a single period of 3 months is not enough to “prove” a general trend in global warming. Such a conclusion needs to take account of many other factors and much longer periods of measurement. But what we can say for sure is that our cold winter certainly doesn’t disprove global warming. 
The bottom line is that proper science is not a question of choosing on a whim what we want to believe. A scientist’s faith has to be in the facts. It’s not really a question of “belief.” It’s about the evaluation of evidence, including creating models where that evidence might be lacking. This is why most scientists consider that climate change is happening, and that it’s very likely to be caused mainly by our lifestyles. And that’s what has placed science in the same stocks as Jeremiah. 

Faith in God
All of this is huge, disturbing, and sometimes, difficult stuff!

Where might it leave eco-congregations? 
The sceptics, contrarians, deniers or whatever we might want to call them need to be politely but firmly challenged. On what do they base their information? You may be drawing your information from panels of credible world scientists, such as those who make up the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or the climate change working groups of the Royal Society. Are they relying on similarly credible authorities, or are they simply armchair pundits who have maybe read a bit on the blogs, or done some googling, but who lack the qualifications necessarily properly to understand and assess the science? 
Such people will, of course, point out that some components of the “science” have been discredited or look dodgy. They will suggest that these bring down the whole house of cards. But to climate scientists it’s not a question of having a house of cards. Their picture looks more like that of a jig-saw that’s still being built. For sure, many of the parts are missing and some have been forced into the wrong place. But you can still see what the picture’s looking like. 
And where does climate science leave what we should be doing at a parish level? Here I am forced to be controversial. I want to suggest that we should make reasonable effort to minimise the carbon footprint of our churches and religious activities. But we shouldn’t let such practicalities become an obsession. There will be practical limits on what we can do given how our society is currently configured, and while we must constantly press those limits, we should be wary of flagellating ourselves with them.
We need to follow what the Victorian Scottish preacher, Oswald Chambers, called the “discipline of disillusionment.” We must allow ourselves, where necessary, to be disillusioned. This means letting our illusions fall away. Only then can we fully see and confess our complicity. But then we follow a discipline, as disciples, of the values we hold most precious – of that to which we show “worth” or “worship”. 

All of us are walking contradictions. But the difference between acknowledging that our lives are contradicted, and being an outright hypocrite, rests in the honesty. The hypocrite hides his or her complicity. The person in a state of contradiction – or “sin” to use traditional theological language –confesses it and is thereby able to see more clearly spiritually. This makes them a more effective apostle in the long work of the transformation of the world – of doing on Earth as is in Heaven.  
The great work of people of faith must be to deepen spirituality. Only by working at such depth of what it means to be a human being in today’s world can we start to see, and to challenge, the blandishments of consumerism that keep us in bondage and spoil the world that God underpins. 
Our work must therefore be applied partly in the outer life of practical action, but also in the inner realm of spirituality. The practical side is, really, the small work; the spiritual, the great work, on which the practical ultimately depends. “Seek ye first the Kingdom…” This is what, in my view, ought to distinguish a faith-based approach to social and environmental justice from a secular approach. It is our task to expose how consumerism is a form of idolatry because it puts material acquisition before God. We must be participants in seeking with one another promised “life abundant” - not by accumulating “stuff” or raking in the money, but through spiritual quickening (John 10:10). Such is the good news in troubled times. 
Deepening the Inner Life

When you think of it, our grandparents’ generation weren’t consumers to the extent that most of us are. They valued frugality and thrift. Outright destitution was to be avoided at all costs, and nobody is suggesting that we should go back to that abject condition. But as Jesus and Burns alike were able to see, “honest poverty”, relatively speaking, is a blessing.
I believe that we’ve been colonised by the power of marketing. We no longer have an economy that aims to satisfy fundamental human needs. Instead, our economy has cultivated an ethos of “Greed is Good”, and we have collectively through our political choices and wilful ignorance allowed this to happen. Our spiritual work today is to turn back that Babylonian tide.  
We need to unhook from our addictions to consumerism, and remove legitimacy from the idea that to show off with material things is worthy of respect. We have become addicted to consumer idolatry (because that is what all idolatries do) and now we must seek profound healing. The emptiness our society faces without consumerism and all that goes with it to hide the pain is so great that only God can fill the hole. That’s why it is spiritual work. 

Just as an individual who suffers may seek psychotherapy, so collectively we must address the state we’re in. The churches, if they dare to play the prophetic role to which they are called, have deep paths of discipleship to walk here. In my book on climate change, Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope and the Human Condition (Birlinn) I have suggested that we’re looking at the need for a kind of “cultural psychotherapy”. That’s putting it in psychological terms, but the same applies spiritually, where the word “salvation” might be more in order. 

I’ve outlined in the box below what this might look like as a “twelve step programme.” I’m sorry there’s not space here to say more about what I mean by each of these steps, but that’s what the book’s about. 

Again, a measure of humility is required. None of my proposals will halt climate change in its tracks. But they do get to the roots of the problem. They might make it easier, individually and collectively, to face the future with dignity. This is not cause for happy-clappy green optimism, but it does fast to deep hope when one tries to take a God’s-eye-view on human biological and cultural evolution. 
I understand that the Scottish Government has renamed the Emergency Room for when disasters strike to the “Resilience Room”. That’s what is needed. Resilience is what’s needed in the national character. None of us can be sure what the future is going to bring, but we can all seek to strengthen resilience in community with one another to face come-what-may in the come-to-pass. If the politicians can have their Resilience Room, I’d like to see our churches acting more like Resilience Centres from which we seek the grace that strengthens the spirit and reconstitutes the human condition.
For a’ that, an’ a’ that, such is the vision that gives me hope for Scotland and the human condition. That’s why we may lack optimism, but we must not despair. For to do so would be to lose sight of God. Yes, we may get disillusioned, but never forget the discipline, and hold fast, steadfast. 
	Tackling the Roots of Climate Change

A 12-Step Programme

1. We must re-kindle the inner life

2. We must value children’s primal integrity
3. We must cultivate psychospiritual literacy
4. We must expand our concept of consciousness
5. We must shift from violent to nonviolent security
6. We must serve fundamental human needs
7. We must value mutuality over competition
8. We must make more with less

9. We must regenerate community of place

10. We must build strong but inclusive identities

11. We must educate for elementality

12. We must open to Grace and Truth




Alastair McIntosh’s book, Hell and High Water: Climate Change, Hope and the Human Condition, is in paperback from Birlinn. 

For further information on Eco-Congregation England and Wales see: ew.ecocongregation.org or contact: David Hughes, tel: 0114 2366421
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