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When Humans Change the Earth 
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When life presents us with a choice of life or death, as it does every day of our lives, choose life! 
 
For too long we have behaved as if what we did really doesn’t matter, in the grand scheme of 
things; we are just a few of nearly 7 billion people living on planet earth. Yet when human 
beings fundamentally change the earth, it matters, and when we participate in destruction, we 
must own our share of what we have wrought.  Yet, despair isn’t a great way to engage the 
divine mystery. 
 
The divine mystery asks a core question of each of us: how will we live, and how will our living 
define us?  For too long many humans have considered God’s creation as something fixed and 
unchanging, or else our heritage to do with as we please. The divine mystery is that we are co-
creators of creation, always have been, always will be, so how we live and what we do matters 
deeply for the livability of the planet and all its living beings. 
 
I want to begin by apologizing to everyone here born after 1970. Can I see a show of hands?  I’m 
truly sorry.  Those of us born between 1946 and 1964 owe you an apology. We grew up during 
the nuclear age and so our sense of apocalyptic fatalism is quite different than yours. I remember 
as a third grader being told in case of total nuclear war I should hide under my desk and try to 
avoid open windows. After the Cuban missile crisis we were told it was just a matter of time 
before World War III would send our entire species back to the Stone Age.  
 
I never believed I would live to see 1999, much less that I might live long enough to have my 
own grown children. The Soviet Union, who we distrusted, had sufficient nuclear bombs to 
destroy the entire world, and the US military industrial complex, who we equally distrusted, 
ensured it could destroy the world multiple times over. Destruction was assured, only the timing 
uncertain.  
 
So if we have consumed beyond all reason, failed to save adequately for our retirement, and have 
used fossil fuels in a downright foolish fashion, doing great damage to much of the earth, please 
understand that we never expected to live with the consequences. After us, the deluge! The 
future seemed so bleak that we felt a need to maximize our experience of life now. It is sort of 
like eating all the ice cream in the freezer because you are uncertain how long the power is going 
to be out.   
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That perhaps helps explain why President Clinton, our first Boomer president, let his sexual lust 
overshadow his domestic programs. Or why George W. Bush, our second Boomer president, 
proposed we deal with the tragedy of 9/11, and a subsequent dramatic drop in consumer 
spending, by going shopping. 
 
We were traumatized with apocalyptic visions at an early age, and it didn’t help that we were 
told that Washington had a master plan, they called it Mutually Assured Destruction (or MAD), 
which called for continually being prepared to commit to total worldwide annihilation, and that 
the president of the United States always had a button at hand, day or night, so he could destroy 
the world before anyone else threatened to. Perhaps that explains why more Americans worry 
about Mayan prophecies that our world will end in 2012 than worry about the global 
consequences of climate change. 
 
We were told that the population explosion would make earth unlivable by the year 2000, or our 
pollution would destroy us, or the oil would run out leaving us with only stone age technology, 
or a giant meteor would strike again (ending humans the way it did the dinosaurs) or some 
volcano or other natural disaster was sure to do us in. We would die of starvation, if nothing else 
killed us first, since the earth could not support so many people.  
 
We, who are older but not necessarily wiser, have a hard time dealing with the insidious nature 
of climate change. It will not destroy our whole world, in any case not quickly, so doesn’t fit into 
the future for which we were brought up to prepare. If you wish to understand us, watch our 
apocalyptic movies; the end must be devastating, with potential for total worldwide annihilation, 
to be taken seriously.  
 
With approximately 7 billion humans on planet earth, and an average expected lifespan of about 
70 years, more than100 million people (1.5% of the world population) die every year of old age 
or other causes. Most predictions for global climate change only predict another 30 to 50 million 
people will die annually due to our slow response to climate change, increasing the death rate 
from 1.5% to 2% annually. That is a lot of humans, but it doesn’t really compare to the 
apocalyptic imagery that we grew up on. No wonder conservative Americans prefer apocalyptic 
stories of rapture to worrying about climate change. 
 
Let me speak to the Boomers. Global climate change, despite what anyone might write, is not 
end of planet earth, or the destruction of humankind; it isn’t apocalypse. There is no serious 
scientific evidence that we have passed some irreversible tipping point. However, it must be 
taken seriously. 
 
Tens of millions of human beings annually, hundreds of millions in total by the time we are 
likely to turn the tide of this thing, are going to die because of our generation’s behavior. Not 
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many people in Brookline or greater Boston are going to be greatly affected by climate change, 
except for substantial negative financial impact on world GDP, but we have a responsibility to 
hundreds of millions of people who will die, because we are partly the cause. We must change 
our ways today! 
 
Average global temperatures already are rising, the polar icecaps and glaciers are melting, sea 
levels have risen, precipitation patterns in the atmosphere are changing, and extreme weather 
events are becoming much more common. The U.S. Academy of Sciences as early as 1979, the 
year Loretta and I married, said the global impact of rising levels of CO2 weren’t likely to be felt 
until they had made climate change inevitable. Several years ago earth’s atmosphere passed 350 
parts per million of CO2, a most prominent greenhouse gas, and no one expects we can return to 
below that level any time soon.  We are already at 393 ppm and it looks like it will go far higher, 
even with concerted efforts on the part of many human beings. So it’s too late, why even bother?  
I saw a Kurt Vonnegut quote this week that said: “We could have saved the earth but we were 
too cheap.”  
 
Much of the northern part of Africa is turning to desert, destroying local agriculture, and putting 
at risk the livelihood of over half a billion Africans.  According to UNICEF, over half of all 
Ethiopian children have stunted growth because of chronic malnutrition. And what do we owe to 
the Sudanese who lost their homeland due to global climate change? How about the American 
Southwest, which begins to look as if it is returning to the dustbowl conditions of the 1930s, and 
the poverty and population loss that goes with water loss?  
 
World economies will be forever changed, and the rich will be able to construct barriers and 
conditions which protect them from much of the impact of global climate change. The poorest 
billion people will bear the brunt of the diseases, death and financial destruction. What do we, 
the relatively privileged, owe to those we are helping to destroy? 
 
In 1983 Loretta and I, with our then baby Sarah, traveled the world for seven weeks. Our favorite 
beach was one of the small Maldive Islands between India and Africa.  Given the rising sea 
levels, the Maldives are expected to be completely underwater by 2050.  
 
In 1994 we took our two children, Sarah and Robert, on an African Safari in Kenya and 
Tanzania, where biodiversity on the savannah and within the Ngorongoro Crater was awe-
inspiring.  Many of those species are now on the verge of extinction: climate change risks wiping 
out over half of all diversity of life on earth.   
 
In 1998 our family spent several weeks traveling the Australian outback and swimming on the 
Great Barrier Reef amid strange creatures and tropical fish. In 2004 Loretta and I celebrated our 
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25th wedding anniversary exploring the coral reefs in Tahiti. Now with the acidification of the 
seas, those coral reefs are all dying and a rich biodiversity will be no more.  
 
There are things we can do to begin to turn this around. We can reduce our electricity usage and 
generate more from wind and water. We can use our cars less and improve the gas mileage of the 
cars we use. We can reduce our use of commercial aircraft, especially private jets, and move 
away from climate unfriendly meat production. We can join the growing worldwide movement 
to “shop less, live more.” We can begin to make a difference. 
 
I have been driving a Prius since 2005 and it consumes half as much gas per mile as my SUV 
did. Loretta and I have replaced our appliances with energy efficient gas and electric appliances 
that have reduced our carbon consumption by about 30%. We pay a surcharge to have more of 
our electricity generated by wind and water, and have changed our light bulbs to consume less.  
We have changed our vacation patterns and summer energy use of air conditioning.  We have 
reduced our meat consumption by about a third and replaced those calories with produce grown 
locally. I am told that if every family in the developed world did likewise, and if the 80% of 
humanity in the developing world never adopted our fuel-ish ways, we would be able to stop 
climate change and begin to repair the earth.  
 
But you and I know they won’t. Many Americans will not radically change their behavior 
patterns until they see people dying as a result of their energy consumption choices. Loretta and I 
made these changes in our lifestyle not because we thought we could unilaterally save the earth, 
but rather because we felt a moral obligation to first change ourselves, and then to help those 
who must bear the brunt of climate change. 
 
American Boomers did not create this climate crisis all by ourselves. Our parents and 
grandparents set us on this path. But over the last fifty years we have made the situation far 
worse. This cannot be fixed in our lifetimes. The burden of global climate change will be 
inflicted as a consumption tax on our children and our grandchildren.  
 
Most of the world now accepts the need to pay such costs, but America appears to be going 
backwards. The average European today has half the carbon footprint of the average American. 
The governments of India, China and Brazil all have introduced aggressive carbon taxes to lower 
their CO2 emissions.  At the same time, Americans who believe the earth is warming dropped 
from 79% in 2006 to just 59% today. Addressing climate change figured in the 2008 presidential 
election; now most Republicans refuse to admit the science is there. Bill Clinton says the 
climate-change denials in recent Republican presidential debates make America a joke in world 
politics. We deny what everyone knows is true.    
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So how will we each answer the divine mystery’s core question: How will we live on this earth 
and how will our living define us? We must begin by owning our share in changing living 
conditions on this planet. We must each recognize that how we live defines who we are. Our 
gross consumption has not only imperiled our own futures but also has imperiled the future of 
the planet. We cannot afford to be stuck into these wasteful patterns of behavior, frozen like deer 
in headlights, but must accept our role in bringing sanity back again. We were born to engage the 
world with wonder: to feel the spirit of life flowing across our flesh and through our veins! Let 
us remember humanity’s emergence with delight and learn to live worthy of our role in creation.  
 
We were born to encounter the universe with awe!  We are sentient participants in this great web 
of life. The massive scale of our air and water pollution, land degradation, climate change and 
loss of biodiversity is not who we think we are as human beings. We watch in horror as Arctic 
ice disappears and glaciers collapse.  Each season of the year seems filled with more extreme 
weather events than we have ever before encountered. 
 
Poorer communities throughout the world live in flood plains with inadequate dykes or early 
warning systems. Smaller island nations and river deltas are at risk of total destruction, and the 
poorest billion people on earth are likely to lose what little subsistence they have today.  
 
Africa, Asia, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, Latin America, North America, and the polar 
regions will suffer deterioration of fresh water systems due to climate change. Sea-level rise, 
with its attendant salt-water infusion of coastal groundwater tables, combined with the 
disappearance of annual glacial fresh water run-off, means that adequate drinking water is 
imperiled for much of the world. Climate change has already altered certain disease vectors, 
which will imperil human health in many parts of the globe. This spread of disease is likely to 
most impact the poorest children on the planet. 
 
Estimates from the 2007 intergovernmental panel on climate change are that climate-related 
human migration could reach 150 million poor people annually This won’t happen in Boston or 
Brookline but there remains very little doubt that it will happen. For too long we have blamed 
this crisis on others, or denied its existence, or felt the futility of our own meager response.  We 
are better than that. 
 
Today we can each commit to do our part to help turn the tide. We can reduce our own impact on 
climate change, both in our families and our use of this big old church building, not because we 
can save the earth by ourselves, but because we are committed to living our lives responsibly. 
We need to do more to reach out and help the poorest billion people who will bear the brunt of 
this death and destruction. For the most part, we don’t know them personally, but as fellow 
human begins we owe them help in this crisis. 
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Despite the human capriciousness of the 20th century, and the denials of our own political 
leaders, we are participants in the future of this world, and we can take that seriously. I love you 
all dearly. We need to get to work. Amen and Blessed Be.                
 


