
Discernment for congregations:
How will we meet the moral challenge of our time?
Human-caused climate breakdown represents the greatest threat humanity has ever
faced. It is the defining moral challenge of our time. As people of faith, we are called to
take a stand on this existential issue.

Collectively, our heavy reliance on fossil fuels, industrialized agriculture and destruction
of forests have altered the chemistry of the atmosphere and increased global
temperatures.

Climate disruption has already brought about immense suffering, with millions of people
around the world made ill, dying or displaced as their homelands become unlivable.
Refugees from drought-plagued Central American nations are being turned away at our
southern border, and millions more around the world face unbearable heat, severe
storms, wildfires and rising sea levels. In the Pacific Northwest, government studies
predict harm to public health, farming, hydropower and our entire marine ecosystem,
including salmon and orcas.

If we are to pass on a habitable world to future generations, we must rapidly end our
greenhouse gas emissions. Faith communities and their members can become leaders
in protecting our neighbors and future generations. Or they can continue to worsen the
problem.

To become part of the solution, we must speak out in the public square for policies that
truly address the climate crisis. We must also put our own houses in order -- our homes
and our houses of worship. A good first step is to determine the biggest sources of your
congregation’s carbon emissions. This might involve an energy audit of your building. A
user-friendly tool to calculate your carbon emissions is offered by Cool Congregations.
(Seattle congregations and individuals whose electricity comes from Seattle City Light
need to enter zero for their electricity usage (really!), since Seattle City Light’s power
comes almost entirely from hydropower and other zero-emissions energy sources. The
calculator currently uses a regional estimate for the carbon output of electricity, and this
will vastly overestimate yours.)

What we may learn

A look at your carbon emissions is likely to reveal that each of the following can
generate many tons of greenhouse gas emissions annually:

https://www.coolcongregations.org/


● heating your building, heating your water, and cooking with natural gas;

● staff and worshippers’ travel in gas and diesel-fueled cars;

● air travel to conferences and distant volunteer sites; and

● meals serving meat and other animal-derived ingredients.

Because we are part of an economic system based largely on havoc-causing fossil
fuels, every congregation is complicit in climate change. Where we were once blissfully
ignorant about this, we are now becoming aware of the consequences of the way we
live. With that awareness comes moral responsibility.

Searching our souls

Here are some questions your congregation and individual members might consider.

What is your building’s source of heat? If it is oil or gas, this is almost surely the
largest direct source of carbon emissions.

Who is my neighbor, whom my faith instructs me to love? Is the refugee from the
deadly wildfire in Paradise, California, my neighbor? Is the Bangladeshi family forced
out of their home by flood waters? What of a child born in Seattle in 2020, who will be in
her forties when climate disruption brings unthinkable suffering and political instability?

Is my congregation willing to make sacrifices to better the lives of our neighbors
and future generations? Even if this means an expensive replacement of our fossil-fuel
heating system, menu changes in our congregational dinners, less air travel, and
replacement of our gas-powered cars?

How might we pay for the potentially high cost of converting to a non-polluting
heat and cooling system, such as a heat pump or infrared radiant heating?

Am I willing, as one member of the congregation, to put some of my retirement
investments into a long-term loan to decarbonize our sanctuary? Will I make a larger
annual pledge? Will I lend money to a fund that enables congregation members to
replace oil and natural gas furnaces in their own homes?

If you can’t find a way to pay for a clean heating system, then it’s time for another level
of discernment. Some congregations -- particularly when faced with declining
membership and unsustainable costs -- have chosen to downsize. Seattle's University
Christian Church, for instance, recently merged with another church, sold the old
sanctuary and put proceeds from the property sale into funding numerous nonprofit



activities. Similarly, University Temple United Methodist Church has decided to tear
down its building and replace it with a structure that will house the church, a range of
community service projects, and student housing, all heated without the use of fossil
fuels.

Your congregation also may consider supporting Green Buildings Now, a project in a
less-affluent community of color. Several congregations and other groups have created
a fund that will help decarbonize buildings at the South Beacon Hill Resilience Center
on the Bethany United Church of Christ campus. For more details, including how to
contribute, write to keithervin@msn.com.

Each congregation must discern what is right based on its own unique circumstances
and faith tradition. What is common to all congregations at this hinge point of history is
the need to look honestly at our role in climate disruption -- and to act courageously and
be guided by our faith.
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