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1. Introduction
The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania meetings 
have passed resolutions relevant to climate 
change since 1977. However, the last resolution 
of a Synod meeting that directly addressed the 
issue of climate change was in 2008. Members of 
the Synod congregations have been expressing 
greater concern to the Justice and International 
Mission (JIM) Cluster that the Synod needs to play 
a more significant role in responding to climate 
change.  

The JIM Cluster believes there is a need for the 
Synod to update its position on the urgency of 
addressing the causes of climate change and the 
actions that need to be taken in response. The 
following paper makes a recommendation on a 
proposal to be taken to the 2020 Synod meeting. 

The scientific evidence is that climate change 
is already causing severe harm to the lives of 
hundreds of millions of people across the globe. 
Climate change will cause increased extreme 
weather events (floods, droughts, heat waves), 
rising sea levels and loss of food production.

Addressing human-induced climate change will 
require a sustained global effort over decades 
to come. Actions to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions made now will take decades to reduce 
the risks of climate change. Failing to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions now will lock the 
planet into further climate change, with increased 
climate-related harm. Failing to act will also make 
it harder to reduce the impacts of climate change 
in the future.

This paper will explore how serious is the threat 
of climate change. Based on the assessment of 
the danger, this paper will explore what actions 
we as Australians should be taking as part of the 
global effort to respond to climate change. It will 
propose a position for the Synod to adopt at the 
next Synod meeting.

The aim of the paper is to resource Uniting 
Church members to reflect and have a say on the 
position the Synod adopts on climate change. 
The amount of information on climate change is 
vast and continues to increase every day. The 
Synod is not able to process all the available 
information. Therefore, the consultation paper 
relies on reputable bodies and their assessments. 
Some prominent scientists argue the main 
scientific bodies are too conservative.  

They believe the threat from climate change 
is substantially higher than these bodies have 
assessed it to be. Some reputable scientists 
argue the threat from climate change is lower than 

main scientific organisations have determined it 
to be. Responding to climate change requires us 
to decide which scientific research we will accept 
and act upon. Taking less action than necessary 
to address the threat from climate change locks 
us into higher levels of harm as a result of climate 
change. The harm can result in many more deaths 
and suffering than would otherwise happen. At 
the same time, taking action to reduce climate 
change will create disruption. Some jobs will no 
longer exist, while jobs elsewhere will be created. 

Acting on climate change can also result in 
resources being diverted from other pressing 
needs, such as addressing global poverty, 
support for refugees, better mental health care 
and services to assist people impacted by family 
violence. However, not addressing climate change 
will make global poverty worse and cause more 
people to seek to migrate as where they live 
becomes uninhabitable.

Given a common criticism of those who ignore 
the threat of human-induced climate change 
is that they ignore the scientific evidence, it is 
necessary to demonstrate in taking a position on 
climate change the Synod has taken the scientific 
evidence seriously and assessed the available 
information for itself.

The expectation of the JIM Cluster is that most 
congregation members who engage with this 
paper will read this executive summary section 
and reflect on what actions and position the 
Synod should take on human-induced climate 
change. The main body of this paper is for those 
that wish to delve deeper into the issue. The main 
body will also help the reader understand where 
the information in the executive summary has 
come from.

The JIM Cluster is keen to hear the views of 
Uniting Church members on what action the 
Synod should take on climate change. We are 
also eager to have conversations with members 
on the issue to help shape the position the Synod 
adopts.

Written feedback can be provided to:

Justice and International Mission Cluster
Centre for Theology and Ministry 
29 College Crescent 
Parkville, Victoria, 3052

Feedback or requests for a conversation can also 
be provided by e-mail to:

► mark.zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au

For a direct phone conversation or to set up a 
conversation call (03) 9340 8807.

mailto:mark.zirnsak@victas.uca.org.au
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Comments and feedback are needed by Friday 
31 July 2020. The deadline is so the input can 
be considered in the formulation of the final 
recommendation to take to the November 2020 
Synod meeting.

Feedback to this paper will also help inform 
what further resources the JIM Cluster 
provides to support congregations and 
presbyteries respond to climate change.

2. Draft Recommendation 
for the November 2020 
Synod meeting
The following is a draft recommendation the JIM 
Cluster is planning to take to the Synod meeting 
in November 2020. Any new recommendation to 
the Synod meeting cannot repeat what is already 
in existing resolutions of the Synod meetings. 
Those resolutions still stand, so there is no need 
to repeat what has already been resolved by 
previous Synod meetings. 

The draft proposal does not currently include 
any reference to setting targets or actions for 
the Synod itself to take. These can be discussed 
as part of the consultation. There would be a 
need to consider what actions can be taken by 
different parts of the Synod. What actions might 
be appropriate for congregations to take may be 
different to actions the Synod offices can take 
which may be different again from actions that 
Uniting and UnitingAgeWell might take. 

The JIM Cluster also believes there is little point 
for the Synod meeting calling for congregations 
to take certain actions if the congregations 
themselves feel no ownership of what is being 
asked of them. Action by congregations needs 
to come from local commitments and not be 
imposed by a Synod meeting.

►  The suggested draft proposal for the 
2020 Synod meeting is:

The Synod resolves:
Recognising the imperative for the Synod to 
embody its prophetic role in the public sphere and 
acknowledging our relationship and responsibility 
within and with God’s good creation:

(a)  Acknowledges that God calls us into 
a particular relationship with the rest 
of creation. A relationship of mutuality 
and interdependence which seeks the 
reconciliation of all creation with God

(b)  Acknowledges the need for immediate 
and substantial action by governments, 
businesses and communities globally to 
mitigate climate change caused by human 
activity and the threat it poses to God’s 
creation.

(c)  Thanks the Commonwealth Government for 
its efforts to promote greater recycling and 
reduction in waste generation in Australia.

(d)  Calls on the Commonwealth Government to 
commit to: 

 a.  sufficient actions for Australia to 
contribute its fair share towards limiting 
global average temperature rise from 
human activity to 1.5oC;

 b.  net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 
2050 at the latest;

 c.  no financial or other support for new 
coal-fired power stations;

 d.  no approval for new coal mines and 
coal mine expansions of existing mines; 
and

 e.  meaningful engagement and support 
for communities currently dependent on 
coal mines or coal-fired power stations 
for a just transition away from financial 
dependence on fossil fuel production 
and consumption.

 f.  To write to the Prime Minister, the 
Minister for Energy and Emissions 
Reduction, the Leader of the 
Opposition, the Shadow Minister for 
Climate Change and Energy and the 
Leader of the Greens informing them of 
this resolution. 

3. Questions to consider
After reading the following paper and considering 
the draft proposal above, the following are 
questions you might wish to discuss with other 
members of your congregation or address in your 
feedback to us. However, do not feel constrained 
by these questions. We welcome any feedback.

 1.  After reading this paper, how serious a 
threat do you think climate change is to 
global well-being?

 2.  Which theological frame speaks strongest 
to you when reflecting on climate change? 
Global justice, stewardship or eco-
theology?
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  3.  Should the Synod call a ‘climate 
emergency’? If so, what actions do you 
believe are necessary for the Synod to take 
so that the statement has integrity with the 
Synod’s actions?

 4.  Do the actions of other governments 
impact on how much effort we should call 
on the Australian Government to take? If 
so, what do you believe that impact is?

 5.  Do you agree that the Synod should call 
for no new coal mines and no expansion of 
existing coal mines?  

 6.  Do you agree that the Synod should call for 
no Government support for new coal-fired 
power stations? Should this position be 
made stronger? If so, in what way?

 7.   Should the proposal to the Synod 
meeting say something about natural gas 
developments? If so, what should be said?

 8.  Is there anything else that should be added 
to the proposal to be taken to the Synod 
meeting?

4. Executive Summary
The following executive summary is much longer 
than a normal executive summary would be. The 
reason for that is it is assumed the majority of 
readers will only read the executive summary, 
so it needs to contain enough content to assist 
people in their reflection on how the Synod should 
respond to human-induced climate change. The 
main body of the consultation paper is for readers 
that wish to delve deeper into the issue and as a 
further resource for discussions. 

Both the executive summary and the main 
body of the consultation paper follow a similar 
structure.

The paper starts by considering what does the 
current scientific information say about the impact 
human induced climate change is expected to 
have on the well-being of people and existing 
eco-systems.

The paper then considers the existing positions 
of the Uniting Church as stated by both National 
Assembly meetings and the Synod meetings. 
The section also considers the positions adopted 
by the World Council of Churches, of which 

the Uniting Church in Australia is a member. In 
reflecting on climate change it is important to 
take note of the wisdom of previous meetings of 
the National Assembly and the Synod. These do 
not dictate the future positions that the Synod 
should take. At the same time, they should not be 
dismissed lightly. It is also important to consider 
the views the churches ecumenically.

The next section of the consultation paper 
provides some theological reflections relevant to 
climate change. The reflections presented are 
by no means definitive. There is a large body of 
theological thought on climate change and the 
reader is encouraged to read more widely on the 
topic if they believe that will assist them further 
in their reflection on how the Synod should now 
respond to climate change. As a church, our 
theology is essential in shaping our response to 
social justice issues around us, like the impacts of 
human-induced climate change.

Following the section on theology, there is a 
section that explores what contribution Australia 
is currently making to greenhouse gas emissions. 



6

The section assists us in reflecting on what action 
Australia needs to take to reduce its contribution 
to climate change.

The consultation paper then considers what 
actions other governments around the world are 
taking in response to climate change. The section 
is relevant as addressing the impacts of climate 
change requires a global effort. After that section, 
the paper examines the contribution that fossil 
fuels make to greenhouse gas emissions. The 
section is relevant to consideration by the Synod 
on what position it should in relation to the on-
going use of fossil fuels or phasing out their use.

The consultation paper then examines 
assessments of how quickly Australia could move 
to generating its power needs from renewable 
sources. The section is relevant to any call 
the Synod might wish to make in support of a 
transition to renewable energy generation sources 
and to its emission reduction targets.

Following that section, the paper considers 
broadly assessments of other actions Australia 
could take to reduce its contribution to climate 
change.

The final section considers the question of if the 
Synod should call a ‘climate emergency’, which 
a number of churches across the globe have 
already done.   

►  What does the scientific evidence 
say about the level of threat posed by 
climate change?

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) has estimated that human activities have 
caused approximately 1oC of global warming 
above pre-industrial levels.1 Global warming is 

1   Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 
impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse 
gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of 
climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy 
Makers’, IPCC, 2018, 4.

2  Ibid., 4.
3  Ibid., 4.
4   World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015 -2019’, 2019, 3.
5   Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 

impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse 
gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of 
climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy 
Makers’, IPCC, 2018, 5.

6  Ibid., 5.
7  World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015-2019’, 2019, 2. 
8  Ibid., 2.
9  Ibid., 17.

likely to reach 1.5oC between 2030 and 2052 if it 
continues to increase at the current rate.2 Human-
generated greenhouse gas emissions are resulting 
in a global average 0.2oC temperature increase 
per decade.3 However, the World Meteorological 
Organisation reported that in the five years 
2015-2019, there had been a 0.2oC temperature 
increase.4 Warming from human-generated 
greenhouse gas emissions from the pre-industrial 
period to the present will persist for centuries to 
millennia. It will continue to cause further long-
term changes in the climate system, such as 
sea-level rise.5 

Greenhouse gas emissions from human activity 
up to this point in time are unlikely to cause more 
than a 0.5oC temperature increase over the next 
two or three decades.6 

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that 2016 was the hottest year on record, over 
1oC higher than the pre-industrial period.7 It also 
reported that there had been an estimated 8,900 
deaths from heatwaves globally between 2015 
and 2019.8

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that a peer-reviewed study of 77 extreme weather 
events in the period 2015 to 2017. They found 
that 62 of them showed a significant influence 
from human-induced climate change on the 
event’s occurrence. The influence was either 
direct or indirect, through, for example, influencing 
atmospheric circulation patterns that contributed 
to the event.9 

The World Meteorological Organisation 
reported that: 

■  almost every study of a significant heatwave 
since 2015 has found that its probability 
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has been significantly increased by human-
induced climate change;10

■  some droughts also have been found to show 
a direct or indirect human influence, such as 
the 2016/2017 East African drought;11

■  there have been few clear signals that the 
human influence on the climate has increased 
cyclone intensity and frequency;12

■  that very few studies have found there is a link 
between the human influence on the climate 
and small-scale severe weather events such 
as thunderstorms and tornadoes;13 and 

■  there are limited studies of the link between 
the human influence on the climate and forest 
fires, such as the February 2017 bushfires in 
NSW. The results of the studies have been 
inconclusive.14 

Some of the existing impacts of climate change 
may be long-lasting or irreversible, such as 
the loss of some ecosystems.15  There is high 
confidence that climate change will result 
in disproportionally higher risks of adverse 
consequences for some Indigenous peoples, local 
communities dependent on agriculture and those 
living near the coast.16 

There is medium confidence that limiting the 
average global temperature increase to 1.5oC 
instead of 2oC could reduce the number of 
people both exposed to climate-related risks and 
susceptible to poverty by up to several hundred 
million people by 2050. 

The IPCC has assessed for most modelling to 
limit the average global temperature increase to 
1.5oC greenhouse gas emissions would need to 

10  Ibid., 17.
11  Ibid., 18.
12  Ibid., 18.
13  Ibid., 18.
14  Ibid., 18.
15   Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 

impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse 
gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of 
climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy 
Makers’, IPCC, 2018, 5.

16  Ibid., 9.
17  Ibid., 12.
18  Ibid., 15.
19  Ibid., 15.
20  Ibid., 16.
21  Ibid., 16.
22  Ibid., 18.
23   World Meteorological Organisation, ‘Global Climate in 2015-2019: Climate change accelerates’, 

22 September 2019.

be reduced by approximately 45% from 2010 
levels by 2030 and reach net zero emissions 
by 2050.17 The IPCC states there is medium 
confidence that limiting the average global 
temperature increase to 1.5oC will require deep 
emission reductions in all sectors.18 They estimate 
to limit the temperature increase to 1.5oC, 70-
85% of electricity generation needs to come from 
renewable sources by 2050. With carbon capture 
and storage, on this pathway, natural gas would 
be used to generate between 3-11% of electricity 
supply globally by 2050. Coal generated electricity 
with carbon capture and storage would make 
up between 0 – 2% of electricity generation.19 To 
achieve limiting global average temperature rise 
to 1.5oC will require spending between US$1,460 
billion and US$3,510 billion a year in energy 
supply-related investments and US$640 billion 
and US$910 billion in energy-demand related 
investments.20 These costs are between 3% and 
24% higher than those needed to limit global 
average temperature rise to 2oC.21

The IPCC has stated that the current 
commitments made to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by governments under the Paris 
Agreement on addressing climate change are not 
enough to limit the global average temperature 
increase to 1.5oC.22 In September 2019, the 
Secretary-General of World Meteorological 
Organisation stated:23

  It is highly important that we reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, notably from 
energy production, industry and transport. 
This is critical if we are to mitigate climate 
change and meet the targets set out in 
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the Paris Agreement. To stop a global 
temperature increase of more than 2 degrees 
Celsius above pre-industrial levels, the level 
of ambition needs to be tripled. And to limit 
the increase to 1.5 degrees, it needs to be 
multiplied by five.

► Existing positions of the church

The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania meetings 
passed resolutions related to climate change in 
1977, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1993, 2007 and 2008. 
For its own operations, these resolutions required 
the Synod, including all its congregations and 
bodies, to:

■   take all reasonable steps to minimise their 
own greenhouse gas emissions;

■   design its buildings to be energy efficient; 
■   consider installing solar water heaters; and 
■  conduct energy audits of our properties.

These resolutions have called on governments to:
■   to take the lead in targets to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions;
■   set an emissions reduction target of at least 

30% by 2020, based on 1990 emission levels;
■   set an emissions reduction target of at least 

60% by 2050 based on 1990 emission levels;
■   increase the Renewable Energy Target to 10% 

by 2010;
■   set a target to stabilise and then reduce 

residential, industrial and government per 
capita electricity consumption;

■   provide financial incentives for households to 
take up renewable energy;

■   mandate for new buildings to have gas-
boosted solar hot water systems; 

■   assist developing countries to adapt to 
climate change;

■   provide technical assistance to developing 
countries to adopt technologies to reduce 
their greenhouse gas emissions;

■   continue to support developing countries 
reduce deforestation;

■   develop decentralised renewable power 
generation; and

■   opposed the introduction of nuclear power. 

The Uniting Church National Assembly adopted 
relevant resolutions in 1991, 2003, 2006, 2009 
and 2018. Collectively, these called for:

■   the Commonwealth Government to ratify the 
Kyoto Protocol;

■  Uniting Church members to adopt “lifestyles 
which have a minimal impact on global 
warming”;

■   the Commonwealth Government to increase 
support for renewable energy;

■   Uniting Church bodies and members to 
advocate that the government implement 
policies and actions to address climate 
change; and

■   Uniting Church bodies and members to set 
meaningful targets to reduce our contribution 
to climate change.

►  Theological responses to climate 
change

Issues such as climate change touch most areas 
of Christian belief. Theologians Michael Northcott 
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and Peter Scott have pointed out that “Christians 
have responded to civilizational crises through a 
combination of fidelity to scripture and tradition 
and ethical innovation.”24 There are at least three 
broad theological frames through which climate 
change can be considered:

1.  A global justice framework, which draws 
on the call for us to love our neighbours as 
ourselves (Mk 12:30-31, Mt 22:39, Lk 10:28, 
Gal 5:14). It seeks a just response to climate 
change to address the harm that is being 
inflicted on those most impacted by climate 
change. Jesus is our model for being faithful 
servants.

2.  An eco-theology frame, that sees human 
beings are part of God’s creation and 
dependent on the rest of creation for our 
well-being and survival. The starting point 
for this model is Genesis 1:26 where God 
creates humans in God’s image and reflects 
that creation is good.  In this frame, the 
faithful response is to seek to understand the 
ecological relationships in nature and respond 
in a way that is sustainable. Christians see 
themselves as needing to live in harmony 
with the rest of creation and to act on climate 
change to address the harms people are 
causing creation, including themselves. We 
are co-creators with God. God works in 
partnership with humans and nature to ensure 
an ecological balance.

3.  A stewardship frame. The starting point for 
this model is Genesis 2:15, where God asks 
Adam to work and take care of the garden. 
The relationship is one based on care but 
also a natural hierarchy and order of things, 
beginning with God. God cares for humans 
who then care for plants and animals and 
then the more inanimate parts of creation. The 
stewardship frame is a traditional theological 
view of humanity’s relationship to creation. 
Our role as faithful stewards is to treat nature 
with respect and care as God cares for us.

Frome the global justice theological framework, 
as Christians, our faith shapes the dimensions 
of our moral and ethical response. The response 
includes a strong imperative to fulfil Jesus’ 
most basic teaching “to love your neighbour 

24   Michael S. Northcott and Peter M. Scott, ‘Systematic Theology and Climate Change: Ecumenical 
Perspectives’, Routledge, London, 2014, 1.

25   Australian Jubilee 2000 Debt Coalition, National Council of Churches in Australia, Resource 
sheet for churches for Jubilee Sunday- 5 March 2000.  

26   Karl Barth, translated by Edwards, Bussey and Knight, ‘Church Dogmatics III, 1: The Doctrine 
of Creation, Edinburgh’, T & T Clark, 1958, in Clifford, P., ‘All Creation Groaning: A theological 
approach to climate change and development’, Christian Aid, June 2007, 9

as yourself” (Mt 22:39). We are also called 
to advocate for those who are voiceless or 
marginalised, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me 
because he has anointed me to bring good news 
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release 
to the captives and recovery of sight to the 
blind, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” 
(Lk 4:18-19) In developing a theology of climate 
change from a global justice framework, this bias 
for people in poverty and tackling injustice is 
paramount.

The Jubilee tradition offers a framework 
for looking at this issue. The Biblical vision 
of community sets forth the just, periodic 
redistribution of wealth as a vital part of the 
restoration of equity.  Equity itself makes possible 
the genuine flourishing of the community.  The 
biblical witness points beyond merely a periodic 
occurrence of this Jubilee, but also to it being 
regular and ongoing (Nehemiah 5.1-13; Luke 
4.18-19).25   

There is a trap that we can fall into thinking there 
is a choice between caring for people and caring 
for Creation, whereas the two are inseparable. 
To care for people and particularly those living 
in impoverished countries means that we need 
to address climate change. To care for the earth 
is also to care for those of our neighbours most 
impacted by climate change.

To adopt an ecological model means we 
need to rethink how we relate to each other 
to achieve a just and sustainable outcome in 
the face of climate change. The two greatest 
commandments, “love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your mind and with 
all your strength … and love your neighbour as 
yourself” (Matt 22: 36-40) are central to achieving 
this. In the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 
10:25 - 37), Jesus says to love our neighbour, 
we must show mercy and actively live out our 
commitment. Sometimes this may even mean 
a cost to ourselves. Theologian Karl Barth 
suggests that “No praise of God is serious, or 
can be taken seriously if it is apart from or in 
addition to the commandment: “Thou shalt love 
thy neighbour as thyself.” Praise of God must 
always be understood as obedience to this 
commandment.”26 Karl Barth also stated: “In spite 
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of all the particular things that God may plan to do 
with him, in the first instance man can only serve 
the earth and will continually have to do so.”27

In a world where economic injustice exists, to 
love your neighbour involves wrestling with this 
injustice. In the parable of the steward in Luke 
16:1-13, the steward is told to be wise with the 
resources entrusted to him, that he can’t serve 
both God and Mammon.  Jesus also warns 
against us storing up our wealth (Matt:619-21) 
and “how hard it is for those who have wealth 
to enter the kingdom of God.” (Lk 18:24). 
Christians in wealthy countries, therefore, need to 
acknowledge that we can’t in all good conscience 
rest easy in our wealth while others go hungry.

Leading theologian Professor Jürgen Moltmann 
has recently released his latest book “The Spirit of 
Hope. Theology for a World in Peril”.  He provides 
an eco-theology frame to discuss how Christians 
should respond to climate change. This is only 
one theologian’s view of eco-theology. There are 
many theologians who would construct alternative 
versions of eco-theology. 

In reflecting on how we, as Christians, should 
relate to our natural environment, Moltmann 
suggests:28

Before we human beings “till and keep” 
the earth and assume any rule over the 
world or any responsibility for creation, 
the earth cares for us. It creates the 
conditions that are favourable for the 
human race and has preserved it down 
to the present day. It is not that the earth 
is entrusted to us: we are entrusted to 
the earth. The earth can live without us 
human beings, but we cannot live without 
the earth.

He further makes the point:29

According to the new ecological way of 
reading the same creation narratives in 
the Bible, the human being is the last 
being God creates and therefore, the 
most dependent of all God’s creations. 
For their life on earth, human beings are 
dependent on the existence of animals 
and plants, air and water, light, daytime 
and night-time, sun, moon, and stars, 

27   Karl Barth, translated by Edwards, Bussey and Knight, ‘Church Dogmatics III, 1: The Doctrine of 
Creation’, Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1958, 235.

28   Jürgen Moltmann, ‘The Spirit of Hope. Theology for a World in Peril’, Westminster John Knox 
Press, Louisville, USA, 2019, 16. 

29  Ibid., 18-19.
30  Ibid., 20.

and without these things, we cannot 
live. Human beings exist only because 
all these other creatures exist.  The 
other creatures can all exist without the 
human being, but human beings cannot 
exist without them. So it is impossible to 
conceive of the human being as a divine 
potentate, or as a solitary gardener, over 
against nature.

Further:30

Paul heard the “groaning” of those who 
are moved by the Spirit of God as they 
wait for the redemption of their bodies. 
He therefore also heard the “groaning” 
of the non-human creation by which he 
was surrounded (Rom. 8:22-23). He was 
convinced that it is God’s Spirit itself 
which lets us and the whole creation sign 
for redemption from the fate of death. 

The Spirit who is now present is the 
beginning of the new creation, in which 
death will be no more, for it is the 
Spirit of Jesus’s resurrection and the 
comprehensive presence of the risen one. 
Orthodox theology has expressed this 
in the hope not only for the deification 
of humanity but for the deification of 
the cosmos too. “The whole of nature 
is destined for the glory which humanity 
will partake of in the kingdom of the 
completion.”

Human beings are part of nature, in their 
own character, in their destiny, and in their 
hope for life. So they do not stand at the 
centre of the world. If they are to survive, 
they must integrate themselves into 
nature and into the community of their 
fellow beings. They are not entitled to the 
arrogance of power over nature and the 
liberty to do with it what they like. Their 
attitude should rather be characterised 
by a “cosmic humility” and by an attentive 
respect in all their interventions in nature. 
It is only when we become aware of our 
dependence on the life of the earth and 
on the existence of other living things 
that we shall turn from being what Luther 
called “proud and unhappy gods” into 
truly human beings. True knowledge is not 
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power; true knowledge is wisdom. 

He points out that an eco-theological frame starts 
from a different point to a stewardship frame:31

Modern ecological theology starts from 
the assumption that the earth is our 
“home”: “Humanity is part of a continually 
developing universe. Our home earth 
offers living space for a unique and 
diverse community of living things… 
To protect the earth’s ability to live, its 
diversity and its beauty is a sacred duty.”

Further:32

The earth belongs to the covenant with 
God. Behind the covenant with Noah – 
“with you and your descendants after you, 
and with every living creature that is with 
you” (Gen. 9:9-11) – lies God’s covenant 
with the earth: “I set my bow in the cloud, 
and it shall be a sign of the covenant 
between me and the earth” (Gen. 9:13). 
This covenant puts the earth into a direct 
connection with God. It is the earth’s 
divine secret.

He offers the following advice to world religions:33  

To put it in secular terms, world religions 
must seriously engage with the ecological 
perspectives and start by applying it 
to themselves. For if the earth can no 
longer support life, that means the end 
of the human world and the end of world 
religions.

►  What is Australia’s contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions?

Australia has reported34 its annual greenhouse 
gas emissions for the year to June 2019 to be 
532 Mt CO2-e (million tonnes of carbon dioxide 

31  Ibid., 24.
32  Ibid., 25-26.
33  Ibid., 44.
34   ‘Quarterly Update of Australia’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory: June 2019’, Commonwealth 

of Australia 2019, 8.
35  Ibid., 8-18.
36   Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart 

and Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 25.
37  Ibid., 25.
38  Ibid., 34.
39  Ibid., 35.

equivalent, which takes into account the impact 
on the climate of the different greenhouse gases). 
These emissions are distributed across the 
following sectors:35

■  Energy – Electricity (179.9 Mt CO2-e, 33.8%); 
■    Energy – Stationary energy (100.8 Mt CO2-e, 

18.9%); 
■  Energy – Transport (100.4 Mt CO2-e, 18.9%); 
■   Energy – Fugitive emissions (56.4 Mt CO2-e, 

10.6%); 
■   Industrial processes and product use (34.7 Mt 

CO2-e, 6.5%); 
■  Agriculture (67.4 Mt CO2-e, 12.7%);
■  Waste (11.8 Mt CO2-e, 2.2%); and
■   Land use, land-use change and forestry (-19.3 

Mt CO2-e, -3.5%).

Australia’s total greenhouse gas emissions have 
been on an upward trend in the past three years, 
although they peaked in 2018.36 The increase 
was mainly driven by the growing production of 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) for export, population 
growth, rising household income leading to 
increased consumption and increased travel.37

Emissions from electricity generation in Australia 
peaked in 2009 and then declined to 2014. The 
decline was assisted by government policies that 
supported renewable energy and a price placed 
on greenhouse gas emissions between 2012 
and 2014. After 2014, emissions from electricity 
generation increased in 2015 and 2016 before 
decreasing again in 2017 and 2018. The most 
recent reductions were driven by the closure of 
coal-fired power stations and rising electricity 
generation from renewable sources.38 Coal has 
fallen from generating 71% of Australia’s electricity 
in 2010 to 60% in 2018.39 Australia’s emissions in 
1990 were 605 Mt CO2-e and by 1998 emissions 
had fallen to 503 Mt CO2-e. By 2007 Australia’s 
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overall emissions had risen again to 627 Mt CO2-
e40 falling to 558 Mt CO2-e in 2012.41  In 2016 
Australia signed and ratified the Paris Agreement42 
with its initial Nationally Determined Contribution 
(NDC) being a 2030 target to reduce greenhouse 
emissions by 26-28% compared with 2005 levels. 
However, the “global aggregate emission levels in 
2025 and 2030, resulting from the implementation 
of the communicated” NDCs of all governments 
will not limit the global average temperature 
increase to 2oC.43 

A recent analysis by Climate Action Tracker44 
(produced by a consortium of two independent 
German-based research institutes Climate 
Analytics and NewClimate Institute) of different 
governments current commitments through NDCs 
it is likely “the world will warm by 2.8oC by the end 

40  Australia’s emissions projections 2019, Commonwealth of Australia 2019, 41-45, and the 
accompanying chart data for Figures 24 and 26 www.environment.gov.au/system/files/
resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-
data-2019.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

41   Australia’s emissions projections 2019, Commonwealth of Australia 2019, 41, and 
the accompanying chart data for Figure 26 www.environment.gov.au/system/files/
resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-
data-2019.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

42  UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/node/28580
43   UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change), Aggregate effect of the intended nationally 

determined contributions: an update, Synthesis report by the secretariat prepared for COP22, 
FCCC/CP/2016/2, 2016, 58-59. www.unfccc.int/resource/docs/2016/cop22/eng/02.pdf 
(downloaded 13/04/2020).

44   Climate Action Tracker, Warming Projections Global Update, December 2019, 1,2 
www.climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_
WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf (downloaded 9/04/2020).

45   Ross Garnaut, ‘Superpower, Australia’s low-carbon opportunity’, La Trobe University Press, 
Melbourne, 2019, 22.

of the century” but “Governments are even further 
from the Paris temperature limit in terms of their 
real-world action (current policies) that would see 
the temperature rise by 3°C.”

►  What are other countries doing to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions?

Human influenced climate change is a global 
problem that requires global action. It requires 
all governments to play their part, within their 
capacity and level of financial resources.  
Professor Ross Garnaut has pointed out why it is 
important to set an average global temperature 
increase target and the implications of the target 
set:45

Once we have set a ‘target’ for 
temperature increases, we can calculate 

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://unfccc.int/node/28580
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2016/cop22/eng/02.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
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the ‘budget’ for greenhouse gases that 
can safely be emitted into the atmosphere 
while still allowing us to reach the target. 
If the world makes a late and slow start 
on reducing emissions, it uses up most 
of the budget early. If we had moved 
with resolve from 2008, we could have 
reduced to zero over about fifty years. 
Of course, if we continue to move slowly 
– as we have so far – we will have to 
achieve zero emissions earlier than 2050, 
as it is the accumulated total of emissions 
that determines the warming effect. 

Globe efforts so far have failed to curb the 
growth in the concentration of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere. The World Meteorological 
Organisation reported that there had been nearly 
a 20% increase in greenhouse gases in the 
atmosphere in the five years from 2015 to 2019.46

The current commitments of only a few 
governments (such as India and the Philippines) 
are compatible with less than 2oC of warming in 
average global temperature. Whereas those of 
Australia (and other governments such as Brazil, 
Canada, Mexico, New Zealand and the 

46  World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015 -2019’, 2019, 3.
47   Climate Action Tracker, Warming Projections Global Update, December 2019, 11 

www.climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_
WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf (downloaded 9/04/2020).

48   Crippa, M., Oreggioni, G., Guizzardi, D., Muntean, M., Schaaf, E., Lo Vullo, E., Solazzo, 
E., Monforti-Ferrario, F., Olivier, J.G.J., Vignati, E., ‘Fossil CO2 and GHG emissions of all 
world countries - 2019 Report’, EUR 29849 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, 
Luxembourg, 2019, ISBN 978-92-76-11100-9, doi:10.2760/687800, JRC117610, 33.

49  Ibid., 34-35.

United Kingdom as well as the European Union 
as a whole) are insufficient to limit to warming to 
less than 2oC. Apart from the European Union 
(its policies are close to being able to meet this 
target), most of these governments do not yet 
have policies that Climate Tracker assesses 
as being able to meet even these modest 
commitments. 

Commitments of many governments are highly 
insufficient (such as China, Germany, Japan, 
South Africa and South Korea). Some are critically 
insufficient (such as Russia, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United States).47 Global fossil fuel CO2 
emissions across the world in 2018 were 37,887 
Mt CO2

48, which corresponds to 5.0 tonnes CO2 
per person.49 The top 16 emitters (counting 28 
members of the European Union pre-Brexit as 
a whole) are shown in the table below. Each 
contributed to over 1% of global fossil-fuel 
CO2 emissions in 2018. Although Australia is 
in sixteenth position in terms of fossil fuel CO2 
emissions, it has the second-highest per capita 
emissions of the sixteen. It also means there 
are 180 countries with lower emission levels 
than Australia (more if European countries are 
considered individually rather than as a block).

https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
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At the same time, there are some positive signs.  
In 2018, global investment in renewable energy 
generation contributed 171 GW of power, 
more than 60% of all new power generation. 
Solar power made up 94GW of the new power 
generation and wind power 49GW.51

►  How quickly can Australia move 
to generate its power needs by 
renewable sources only?

Australia is already moving to increase its 
adoption of renewable energy for electricity 
generation. In the last four years, Australia has 
added 7,400 MW of new electricity generation 
capacity from renewable sources and a further 
6,100 MW is committed or highly probable.52

State Governments have set themselves the 
following targets for electricity generation from 
renewable sources:53

■   Victoria, Queensland and the Northern 
Territory 50% by 2030;

50 Ibid., 12-14, 36, 47, 63, 71, 77, 127-129, 135, 160, 191, 200,210-211, 229, 236.
51  Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart and 

Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 34.
52  Mark Coughlin, Jeremy Thorpe, Chris Dodd, Stijn Koppers, David Williams and Deena Hooper, 

‘The Future of Energy. Australia’s Energy Choice’, PwC and Jacobs, 2019, 7.
53   Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart 

and Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 24.
54  Ibid., 14.
55  Ibid., 14.

■  the ACT 100% by 2020; and 
■   Tasmania 200% by 2040, so that Tasmania 

can export electricity generated from 
renewable sources. 

Commonwealth Government projections suggest 
that 48% of electricity generation in Australia will 
come from renewable energy by 2030.54 

ClimateWorks has estimated that between 70% 
- 74% of Australia’s electricity generation would 
need to come from renewable sources by 2030 if 
Australia was to play its fair share towards limiting 
the increase in global average temperature to 2oC. 
They further estimated that 79% of Australia’s 
electricity generation would need to come from 
renewable sources by 2030 if Australia was 
to play its fair share to limit the average global 
temperature increase to 1.5oC.55

An analysis conducted by consultants PwC and 
Jacobs towards the end of 2019 concluded 
that putting in place a power generation mix 

Top emitters in 2018 Mt CO2 from fossil 
fuels in 2018

Global share Emissions increasing or 
decreasing from 2017

Tonnes of CO2 emissions 
per person

China 11,256 29.7%   ↑ 8.0

United States 5,275 13.9%   ↑ 16.1

European Union 3,457 9.1% ↓ 6.8

India 2,622 6.9%    ↑ 1.9

Russia 1,748 4.6%    ↑ 12.1

Japan 1,199 3.2% ↓ 9.4

Iran 728 1.9%  ↑ 8.9

South Korea 695 1.8%   ↑ 13.6

Saudi Arabia 625 1.6% ↓ 18.6

Canada 594 1.6% ↓ 16.1

Indonesia 558 1.5%   ↑ 2.1

Brazil 500 1.3% ↓ 2.4

Mexico 496 1.3% ↓ 3.8

South Africa 477 1.3%    ↑ 8.3

Turkey 417 1.1%    ↑ 5.1

Australia 415 1.1%    ↑ 16.8

Table 1. Fossil fuel CO2 emissions for biggest emitters in 2018



15

dominated by renewables by 2040 can deliver 
reliable and affordable electricity. By contrast, 
replacing old coal-fired powers stations with 
new High-Efficiency Low-Emissions coal-fired 
power stations would result in poorer economic 
outcomes for Australia, as well as higher 
greenhouse gas emissions.56  

A power generation mix of 80% renewables within 
20 years would result in 68% less greenhouse gas 
emissions from power generation than those in 
2005. It would also increase the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) by $13 billion.57 If by 2040, 
90% of the power generation was provided by 
renewables, it would add $15 billion to GDP.58

►  What contribution can Australia play in 
curbing climate change?

Thorough research by reputable organisations 
and businesses have indicated that Australia 
could move rapidly to reduce its greenhouse 
emissions. Significant progress is already being 
made in the electricity generation sector. All 
Australian states and territories are aiming to 
achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 
or before 2050. Also, Australian capital cities and 
local governments are increasingly setting net 
zero emissions targets for their communities.59 
Australian based businesses are also getting on 
board. There are 826 companies committed to or 
developing a target to reduce their greenhouse 
gas emissions aligned with the Paris Agreement 
goal of keeping the average global temperature 
increase below 2oC.60

The organisation ClimateWorks, with assistance 
from the CSIRO, produced an assessment in 
March 2020 that made the case that Australia 
can achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
before 2050.61 The outcome would be achieved 
by accelerated deployment of mature and 
demonstrated zero-emissions technologies, and 
the rapid development and commercialisation of 

56   Mark Coughlin, Jeremy Thorpe, Chris Dodd, Stijn Koppers, David Williams and Deena Hooper, 
‘The Future of Energy. Australia’s Energy Choice’, PwC and Jacobs, 2019, 5.

57  Ibid., 5.
58  Ibid., 6.
59   Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart 

and Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 9.
60  Ibid., 24.
61  Ibid., 8. 
62  Ibid., 10.
63  Ibid., 10.
64  Riley Thorold, ‘Democracy versus the climate?’, RSA, 21 June 2019.
65   Leo Hickman, ‘James Lovelock on the value of sceptics and why Copenhagen was doomed’, 

The Guardian, 29 March 2010, www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/mar/29/james-
lovelock

emerging zero-emissions technologies in harder 
to abate sectors. ClimateWorks pointed out that 
new large-scale renewable electricity generation 
is now less expensive than new fossil fuel-driven 
electricity generation.62 Further, ClimateWorks 
pointed out that battery storage costs related to 
storing electricity generated by renewable energy 
sources are now 80% cheaper than in 2010.63 

►  Should the Synod call a ‘climate 
emergency’?

The Synod has heard from those who argue we 
need to call for a ‘climate emergency’. The use 
of the term emergency is somewhat subjective, 
particularly as climate change will impact our lives 
for decades to come. The period climate change 
will extend across does not make it like events 
that would usually be labelled emergencies.

For some environmentalists, the urgency of 
climate change requires the suspension of 
democracy.64  They have linked their view of the 
need to suspend democracy with the climate 
emergency call. For example, notable British 
environmentalist James Lovelock, who developed 
the Gaia hypothesis, has effectively called for the 
imposition of dictatorships globally with wartime 
powers to address the threat of climate change:65

We need a more authoritative world. 
We’ve become a sort of cheeky, 
egalitarian world where everyone can 
have their say. It’s all very well, but there 
are certain circumstances – a war is a 
typical example – where you can’t do 
that. You’ve got to have a few people with 
authority who you trust who are running 
it. And they should be very accountable 
too, of course. But it can’t happen in 
a modern democracy. This is one of 
the problems. What’s the alternative to 
democracy? There isn’t one. But even 
the best democracies agree that when 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/mar/29/james-lovelock
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/mar/29/james-lovelock
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a major war approaches, democracy 
must be put on hold for the time being. 
I have a feeling that climate change may 
be an issue as severe as a war. It may be 
necessary to put democracy on hold for 
a while.

There are obvious and significant problems with 
such views. Who would decide which people get 
to form the dictatorship? 

66   George Marshall, ‘Don’t even think about it. Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change’, 
Bloomsbury, New York, 2014, 14.

67  Ibid., 14.
68  Ibid., 14.

At what point should the dictatorship end, 
given that the challenge of climate change will 
take decades to address? Invoking wartime 
language is also not helpful. It can conjure up the 
concept that those not committed to addressing 
climate change are traitors. In wartime, traitors 
are imprisoned or executed. This is hardly the 
type of imagery that sits well with the Christian 
faith. Those who have studied communicating 
about climate change report the challenges of 
persuading people who do not accept that human 
activity is causing climate change to the contrary 
view. 

George Marshall, the founder of the Climate 
Outreach and Information Network, reports 
even when faced with the experience of an 
extreme weather event that is likely to have been 
influenced by climate change, those that doubt 
the human influence on the climate are not likely 
to shift their views.66 

These selective thought processes are labelled 
as “confirmation bias”, which is the tendency 
to only accept the evidence that supports our 
existing view, knowledge, attitudes and beliefs.67 
People who believe in human-induced climate 
change can also engage in confirmation bias, 
to the opposite point of view. Our existing 
knowledge and beliefs create a mental map, 
what psychologists could call a schema. 
When we encounter new information, we 
modify it to squeeze into our current schema. 
The modification of the information is what 
psychologists label biased assimilation. We 
exercise both of these biases of selection and 
modification compulsively to confirm we were 
‘right all along’.68 

Also, in the view of the Justice and International 
Mission Cluster, for the Synod to call a ‘climate 
emergency’ the Synod needs to make its words 
with its actions. There would be a need to act 
with integrity. If the Synod called for a climate 
emergency, there would need to be strong actions 
by the Synod to demonstrate that it really believes 
there is an emergency. At the very least, that 
would mean all parts of the Synod, including 
congregations taking strong actions to reach 
net-zero greenhouse gas emissions as soon as 
possible. Ideally, it would also mean freeing up 
financial resources to employ staff to organise the 
community, campaign and advocate for action on 
climate change.
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5. What does the 
scientific evidence say 
about the level of threat 
posed by climate change? 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) has estimated that human activities have 
caused approximately 1oC of global warming 
above pre-industrial levels.69 Global warming is 
likely to reach 1.5oC between 2030 and 2052 
if it continues to increase at the current rate.70 
Human-generated greenhouse gas emissions are 
resulting in a global average 0.2oC temperature 
increase per decade.71 However, the World 
Meteorological Organisation reported that in the 
five years 2015-2019, there had been a 0.2oC 
temperature increase.72

Warming greater than the global average is 
being experienced in many areas and seasons, 
including two to three times higher in the Arctic. 
Warming is generally higher over land than over 
the ocean.73

Warming from human-generated greenhouse gas 
emissions from the pre-industrial period to the 
present will persist for centuries to millennia. The 
warming will continue to cause further long-term 
changes in the climate system, such as sea-level 
rise.74 

Greenhouse gas emissions from human activity 
up to this point in time are unlikely to cause more 
than a 0.5oC temperature increase over the next 
two or three decades.75  

69   Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 
impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse 
gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of 
climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy 
Makers’, IPCC, 2018, 4.

70  Ibid., 4.
71  Ibid., 4.
72  World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015 -2019’, 2019, 3.
73   Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 

impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse 
gas emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of 
climate change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy 
Makers’, IPCC, 2018, 4.

74  Ibid., 5.
75  Ibid., 5.
76  World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015-2019’, 2019, 2. 
77  Ibid., 2.
78  Ibid., 17.
79  Ibid., 17.
80  Ibid., 18.

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that 2016 was the hottest year on record, over 
1oC higher than the pre-industrial period.76 It also 
reported that there had been an estimated 8,900 
deaths from heatwaves globally between 2015 
and 2019.77

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that a peer-reviewed study of 77 extreme weather 
events in the period 2015 to 2017. They found 
that 62 of them showed a significant influence 
from human-induced climate change on the 
event’s occurrence. The influence was either 
direct or indirect, through, for example, influencing 
atmospheric circulation patterns that contributed 
to the event.78 

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that almost every study of a significant heatwave 
since 2015 had found that its probability had been 
significantly increased by human-induced climate 
change. For example, a study found that the 
heatwave that affected Japan in July 2018 would 
have been impossible without human influence on 
the climate.79

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that some droughts also have been found to 
show a direct or indirect human influence, such as 
the 2016/2017 East African drought. That drought 
was strongly influenced by warming sea-surface 
temperatures in the western Indian Ocean to 
which human influence contributed.80

The IPCC states that modelling of an average 
global temperature increase of between 1.5oC and 
2oC will result in hot extremes in most inhabited
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regions, heavy rainfall resulting in greater flooding 
in several regions and the probability of drought in 
some regions.81  

The World Meteorological Organisation reports 
that there have been few clear signals that the 
human influence on the climate have increased 
cyclone intensity and frequency. Human influence 
has increased the amount of rainfall associated 
with tropical cyclones. In one notable example, 
of Hurricane Harvey in the Houston area in 
2017, a study concluded that human influence 
increased the amount of rainfall that occurred by 
approximately 15%.82

Some of the existing impacts of climate change 
may be long-lasting or irreversible, such as the 
loss of some ecosystems.83 Climate change is 
expected to drive the loss of coastal resources 
and reduce the productivity of fisheries and 
aquaculture.84 There is medium confidence that 
an average global temperature increase of 1.5oC 
will reduce the global annual catch of fish from the 
oceans by approximately 1.5 million tonnes. The 
loss in yearly global catch increases to 3 million 
tonnes if the global average temperature increase 
is 2oC.85 

By 2100, the global mean sea level rise is 
projected to be 0.1 m higher if global warming 
results in a 2oC temperature increase compared 
to a 1.5oC temperature change.86 Sea levels 

81  Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 
impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas 
emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate 
change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy Makers’, 
IPCC, 2018, 7.

82 World Meteorological Organisation, ‘The Global Climate in 2015 -2019’, 2019, 18.
83  Valerie Masson-Delmotte et al., ‘Global Warming of 1.5oC. An IPCC Special Report on the 

impacts of global warming of 1.5oC above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas 
emission pathways, in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate 
change, sustainable development, and efforts to eradicate poverty. Summary for Policy Makers’, 
IPCC, 2018, 5.

84  Ibid., 8.
85  Ibid., 9.
86  Ibid., 7
87  Ibid., 7.
88  H. O. Pörtner, D.C. Roberts, V. Masson-Delmotte, P. Zhai, M. Tignor, E. Poloczanska, K. 
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will continue to rise well beyond 2100, with the 
magnitude of the rate of increase dependent on 
the rate of additional greenhouse gas emissions 
being released into the atmosphere.87 The IPCC 
points out that modelling on sea level rise predicts 
the increase could vary to between a 0.6 m to 5.4 
m rise by 2300.88

There is medium confidence in the scientific 
evidence that marine ice sheet instability in 
Antarctica and irreversible loss of the Greenland 
ice sheet could result in a multi-metre rise in sea 
level over hundreds or thousands of years.89 With 
an average global temperature rise of 1.5oC, the 
estimation is there will be one summer where the 
Artic has no sea ice in a century. When the global 
average temperature rise is 2oC, there will be one 
summer per decade where the Artic will have no 
sea ice.90

The IPCC has indicated that there is high 
confidence in the evidence that the risks of 
forest fires and the spread of invasive species 
will be lower with a global average temperature 
increase of 1.5oC compared to a 2oC temperature 
increase.91

The World Meteorological Organisation reported 
that heatwaves were the deadliest meteorological 
hazard in the 2015-2019 period. The heatwaves 
affected all continents and resulting in new 
temperature records in many countries 
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accompanied by unprecedented wildfires that 
occurred in particular in Europe, North America 
and other regions. The 2019 northern summer 
saw record-breaking wildfires that expanded 
to the Arctic regions and wide-spread fires in 
the Amazon rainforest.92 Extreme bushfires hit 
Australia in the 2019-2020 summer. However, 
the World Meteorological Organisation reports 
that very few studies have found there is a link 
between the human influence on the climate 
and small-scale severe weather events such as 
thunderstorms and tornadoes.93 There are limited 
studies of the link between the human influence 
on the climate and fire weather, such as the 
February 2017 bushfires in NSW. The results of 
the studies have been inconclusive.94 

In contrast, the Climate Council in Australia 
published a report arguing that climate change 
fuelled the recent bushfires. They argued that 
extremely hot and dry conditions, underpinned 
by years of reduced rainfall and drought, set 
the scene for the recent bushfires. They further 
put the case that the Australian fire season has 
lengthened in NSW, decreasing the ability of land 
managers to conduct hazard reduction burns and 
increasing the number of fire danger days.95 

The Climate Council argued that bushfires rely 
on five main factors to take hold and spread: 
high temperatures, low rainfall, low humidity, 
strong winds and a suitable fuel source.96 2019 
was the hottest year on record across Australia. 
It was also the driest year on record across 
Australia, with rainfall 40% below average.97 The 
Climate Council argued that in eastern Australia, 
the prolonged dry conditions over the year 
contributed to drying out of vegetation, making it 
more flammable. The dried out vegetation created 
the prefect conditions for fires to take hold and 
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spread, given a source of ignition and the right 
weather.98

There is medium confidence in the evidence that 
limiting global warming to 1.5oC rather than 2oC is 
projected to prevent the thawing over centuries of 
a permafrost area in the range of 1.5 to 2.5 million 
km2.99

There is high confidence that climate change will 
result in disproportionally higher risks of adverse 
consequences for some Indigenous peoples, local 
communities dependent on agriculture and those 
living near the coast.100 There is high confidence 
that regions at disproportionate risk of adverse 
consequences include the Arctic ecosystem, 
dryland regions, small island developing countries 
and least developed countries.101

There is medium confidence that limiting the 
average global temperature increase to 1.5oC 
instead of 2oC could reduce the number of 
people both exposed to climate-related risks and 
susceptible to poverty by up to several hundred 
million people by 2050. 

The IPCC has stated that there is a high level of 
confidence that reaching and sustaining zero net 
greenhouse gas emissions from human activity 
would halt human-induced global warming on a 
multi-decade time scale.102

The IPCC stated that the scientific evidence 
provides medium confidence that net negative 
greenhouse gas emissions would be required on 
a longer timeframe to prevent further warming and 
reverse ocean acidification.103

The IPCC has assessed for most modelling to 
limit the average global temperature increase 
to 1.5oC greenhouse gas emissions would 
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need to be reduced by approximately 45% 
from 2010 levels by 2030 and reach net zero 
emissions by 2050.104 The IPCC states there 
is medium confidence that limiting the average 
global temperature increase to 1.5oC will require 
deep emission reductions in all sectors.105 They 
estimate to limit the temperature increase to 
1.5oC, 70-85% of electricity generation needs 
to come from renewable sources by 2050. With 
carbon capture and storage, on this pathway, 
natural gas would be used to generate between 
3-11% of electricity supply globally by 2050. 
Coal generated electricity with carbon capture 
and storage would make up between 0 – 2% 
of electricity generation.106 To achieve limiting 
global average temperature rise to 1.5oC will 
require spending between US$1,460 billion and 
US$3,510 billion a year in energy supply-related 
investments and US$640 billion and US$910 
billion in energy-demand related investments.107 
These costs are between 3% and 24% higher 
than those needed to limit global average 
temperature rise to 2oC.108

The IPCC has stated there is high confidence that 
the actions needed to limit the global average 
temperature increase to 1.5oC will place at risk 
achieving sustainable development in regions 
around the world that have a high dependence on 
fossil fuels for income and employment.109

The IPCC has stated that the current 
commitments made to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by governments under the Paris 
Agreement on addressing climate change are not 
enough to limit the global average temperature 
increase to 1.5oC.110 In September 2019, the 
Secretary-General of World Meteorological 
Organisation stated:111

We must reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions, notably from energy 
production, industry and transport. 
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Reduction in emissions is critical if we are 
to mitigate climate change and meet the 
targets set out in the Paris Agreement. 
To stop a global temperature increase 
of more than 2 degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial levels, the level of ambition 
needs to be tripled. And to limit the 
increase to 1.5 degrees, it needs to be 
multiplied by five.

The IPCC has stated there is high confidence that 
if the average global temperature increase is to be 
limited to 1.5oC, then global emissions must start 
to decline well before 2030.112

To limit the global average temperature increase 
to 2oC, greenhouse gas emissions would need 
to be reduced by 25% by 2030 based on 2010 
emission levels, and reach net-zero emissions by 
2070.113
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6. Existing positions of 
the church
Below are the existing resolutions of the Synod of 
Victoria and Tasmania on issues related to climate 
change and responding to it:

78.5.11 The 1978 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  To instruct Synod Agencies and Divisions 
as follows:

  (i)    when new buildings are being planned, 
to ensure that they are designed so that 
maximum efficiency in the use of energy 
is achieved;

  (ii)   to provide insulation for all residences 
owned by the Synod;

  (iii)  to consider seriously the installation of 
solar water heaters in all residences.

 (b)  To request Presbyteries that they 
recommend to Parish Councils that:

  (i)    all new buildings be designed to ensure 
maximum efficiency in the use of 
energy;

  (ii)   insulation be provided in all manses; 
and

  (iii)  the installation of solar water heaters in 
manses be considered seriously.

 (c)  That the Standing Committee be 
requested to appoint a Committee on 
Solar Energy to be related to one of the 
Divisions.

 (d)  That the advice of the Synod Committee 
on Solar Energy be sought in relation to 
4(c) and 5(c) above.

 (e)  To recommend to church members 
that they give serious consideration to 
setting a personal/family goal to reduce 
their consumption of domestic energy 
resources  oil, gas, electricity, petrol, etc.  
by at least 10% in 1979.

79.2.7 The 1979 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  To commend the “Statement on Energy” 
for discussion within Presbyteries and 
Parishes, and request that comments be 
forwarded to the Division of Social Justice.

 (b)  To reaffirm the resolutions of Synod 1978 
in relation to the provision of insulation and 
solar hot water services in manses and 
new buildings.

 (c)  To request the Division of Resources to 
provide funds for incidental expenses of 
the Committee on Solar Energy for 1979 
and 1980.

80.2.5 The 1980 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  To call upon the State Government 
immediately to instruct the S.E.C. to 
pursue policies which will not necessitate 
the introduction of nuclear power into 
Victoria.

 (b)  To call upon the State Government to 
amend the S.E.C. Act so that nuclear 
power will not be an option for the future.

 (c)  To advise the State Government of its 
concern with the agreement which the 
State Government has made with Alcoa 
in relation to the building of an aluminium 
smelter at Portland because the project 
will take such large quantities of electricity 
that it may provide a justification for the 
establishment of a nuclear power plant in 
Victoria. 

 (d)  To inform the State Government that it 
questions the wisdom of the proposal 
to establish coal liquefaction plants 
in the Latrobe Valley, because of the 
environmental problems and the rapid 
depletion of brown coal reserves, thus 
providing a possible justification for the 
introduction of nuclear power for electricity 
production in Victoria.

 (e)  To call on the State Government 
to encourage the development of 
decentralized energy systems using 
renewable sources, and to introduce 
measures by which industries, as well 
as households, may be encouraged to 
conserve energy from fossil fuels.

 (f)  To request, as a matter of urgency, at all 
levels of the Church’s life, the study and 
discussion of the use of energy and to 
encourage participation of members in 
community discussion and debate, making 
use of resources available from the Division 
of Social Justice. 

80.4.2 The 1980 Synod meeting resolved:

That as a matter of policy all new buildings 
approved for construction by, or for, the Uniting 
Church or any of its agencies be designed and 
constructed incorporating the best available low-
energy technology.

81.4.6 The 1981 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  To note recent encouraging developments 
in the fields of basic and applied research 
into alternative sources of energy, and, in 
particular, solar energy developments at 
the Universities of Melbourne and Sydney.
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 (b)  To request the Division of Social Justice to 
enquire into viable practical application of 
these continuing developments, and bring 
such information and/or recommendations 
to appropriate Councils of the Church, 
with a view to the Church providing 
community leadership in their use, as a 
means of conserving God’s creation.

93.5.1.8-10 The 1993 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  That parishes and agencies be requested 
to study the booklet “Work Greenhouse 
Saver” published by the Victorian 
Government Office of the Environment 
with a view to implementing energy-saving 
measures. 

 (b)  That parishes and agencies managing 
Uniting Church property be requested to 
conduct energy audits of church buildings, 
including manses.

 (c)  That parishes and agencies be requested, 
when installing or replacing hot water 
systems in residences, to give serious 
consideration to the installation of solar hot 
water systems.

07.4.37.4 The 2007 Synod meeting resolved:

 (a)  To call on the Australian Federal 
Government to honour its obligations 
under the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change by:

  (i)  Taking a lead in targets to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions, as a 
developed country, agreeing to an 
emission reduction target of at least 30% 
by 2020, based on 1990 emission levels, 
if other developed countries agree to 
make similar commitments;

  (ii)  Assisting developing countries to adapt 
to climate change, providing additional 
funding to achieve this outcome rather 
than using existing overseas aid;

  (iii)  Providing technical and financial 
assistance to developing countries 
to adopt technologies to assist them 
in reducing their greenhouse gas 
emissions without reducing their ability 
to meet the necessary development 
needs of their people; and 

  (iv)  Continuing to assist developing 
countries in addressing deforestation 
with the promotion of sustainable forest 
management and the need to reward 
developing countries that preserve 
existing forest estates.

 (b)  To call on the Federal, Victorian and 
Tasmanian Governments to work 
collaboratively:

   (i)  To commit to binding greenhouse gas 
emissions reductions of 20% by 2020 
and at least 60% by 2050, based on 
1990 emission levels;

   (ii)  To set a target to stabilise and then 
reduce residential, industrial and 
government per capita electricity 
consumption with supporting 
legislation and programs, with the 
inclusion of measures to ensure that 
low-income people will still have 
access to affordable electricity; (iii) to 
increase the Renewable Energy Target 
to 10% by 2010;

  (iv)  To provide financial incentives for 
households to take up renewable 
energy;

  (v)  To mandate the requirement for new 
building stock to have gas-boosted 
solar hot water systems wherever 
possible and appropriate in Australia; 
and

  (vi)  To implement programs to rapidly 
increase the uptake of gas-boosted 
solar hot water systems in existing 
building stock; 

  (c) T o write to the Australian Prime Minister, 
the Federal Minister for the Environment, 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Leader of 
the Opposition, Shadow Minister for 
the Environment, the Premiers and 
Ministers for the Environment in Victoria 
and Tasmania to inform them of this 
resolution; and

  (d)  To request that all congregations and 
bodies associated with the Uniting Church 
take immediate steps to comply with past 
Synod resolutions regarding reducing 
energy usage and energy efficiency 
and take all reasonable further steps 
to minimise their own greenhouse gas 
emissions.

 08.5.16.4.4 The 2008 Synod meeting resolved 
(by agreement):

 (a)  To call on the Australian Federal 
Government to take a leadership role in 
the development of a global solution to 
climate change to limit global warming 
to no more than 2oC above pre-industrial 
levels and in particular to: 

  (i)  Honour their commitment under 
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Article 4.2(a) of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) which calls upon 
developed countries to take a lead in 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
and recognises the different capacities 
of various countries in their ability to 
achieve this outcome; and 

  (ii)  Commit to greenhouse gas reduction 
targets as part of the UNFCCC process 
that are at least of comparable effort to 
those of developed countries that are 
already showing leadership in the levels 
of greenhouse gas emission reduction 
to which they are willing to commit

 (b)  To write to the Prime Minister, Minister for 
Climate Change and Water, the Leader 
of the Opposition and the Shadow 
Minister for Climate Change, Environment 
and Urban Water to inform them of this 
resolution.

The National Assembly meetings of the Uniting 
Church in Australia have also considered issues 
that relate to climate change, but have done so 
less frequently compared to the Synod.

In 1991 the National Assembly meeting adopted 
the statement ‘The Rights of Nature and the 
Rights of Future Generations’. The parts that are 
relevant to climate change are:

91.14.18

We believe that God, the Creator, upholds human 
dignity. God has created the human in the divine 
image. No human authority can take away or 
contest the dignity, thus bestowed upon the 
human.

We believe that God has blessed humanity and 
that God’s faithfulness endures from generation to 
generation.

We believe that God loves the divine creation and 
wills the development of its life. No creature is 
indifferent in the eyes of God. Each has its dignity, 
and thereby also it’s right to existence.

The Holy Scriptures attest to God’s covenant with 
the creation. “Behold, I establish my covenant 
with you and your descendants after you and with 
every living creature” (Genesis 9:9-10).

In view of the fact that this promise is today being 
undermined by human lack of moderation, we 
affirm the inalienable dignity of all humans and call 
for the recognition and guarantee of human rights 
throughout the world, we express the conviction 
that those who live today share responsibility 
for the ability of future generations to live in 
dignity, we support the attribution of rights not 
only to humans but also to nature, God’s creation, 
and we reject the view that animate and inanimate 
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nature are mere objects which stand at the 
arbitrary disposal of the human.

We call upon the churches to make room for 
God’s covenant with creation within the realm 
of law by committing themselves at all levels to 
recognition of the following “Rights of Future 
Generations” and “Rights of Nature”.

A. Rights of Future Generations

1. Future generations have a right to life.
3.  Future generations have a right to a rich 

plant and animal world, and thereby a right 
to a life within an abundant nature and to the 
preservation of multifarious genetic resources.

4.  Future generations have a right to healthy air, 
to an intact ozone layer, and to the sufficient 
thermal exchange between the earth and 
space.

5.  Future generations have a right to clean and 
sufficient waters, and, in particular, healthy and 
sufficient drinking water.

6.  Future generations have a right to healthy and 
fertile soil and to healthy woodland.

7.  Future generations have right to substantial 
reserves of non-(or only very slowly) renewable 
raw materials and energy sources.

8.  Future generations have the right not to be 
confronted with products and wastes of earlier 

generations that threaten their health or require 
excessive expense for protection and control.

10.  Future generations have, in general, a right 
to physical living conditions that allow them 
a humanly dignified existence. In particular, 
they have a right not to be forced to accept 
physical alterations deliberately produced 
by their predecessors that inordinately 
restrict their individual and collective self-
determination in cultural, economic, political, 
or social respects.

B. Rights of Nature

1.  Nature – animate or inanimate – has a right 
to existence, that is, to preservation and 
development.

2.  Nature has a right to the protection of its eco-
systems, species, and populations in their 
inter-connectedness.

3.  Animate nature has a right to the preservation 
and development of its genetic inheritance.

4.  Organisms have a right to a life fit for their 
species, including procreation within their 
appropriate ecosystems.

5.  Disturbances of nature require a justification. 
They are only permissible when the 
presuppositions of the disturbance are 
determined in a democratically legitimate 
process and with respect of the rights of 
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nature; when the interests of the disturbance 
outweigh the interests of a complete protection 
of the rights of nature; and when the 
disturbance is not inordinate. Damaged nature 
is to be restored whenever and wherever 
possible.

6.  Rare ecosystems, and above all those with an 
abundance of species, are to be placed under 
absolute protection. The driving of species to 
extinction is forbidden.

  We appeal to the United Nations to develop a 
new Declaration which explicitly protects the 
rights mentioned above. Simultaneously, we 
appeal to the individual nations to incorporate 
these rights into their constitutions and 
legislation.

In 2003 the National Assembly meeting resolved:

03.18.01 The Assembly resolved:

 (a)

  (i)  to call on the Australian government to 
immediately sign and ratify the Kyoto 
Protocols in relation to global warming, 
especially because this has affected 
the nation of Tuvalu and other Pacific 
countries;

  (ii)  to call on the Australian government 
to offer the guarantee of special 
immigration status to the people of 
Tuvalu, for immigration to Australia when 
their nation loses its viability for human 
habitation; 

 (b)  to express our solidarity with the Christian 
Church of Tuvalu in this predicament 
and to call on our  people to remember 
the people and church of Tuvalu in their 
prayers

The 2006 National Assembly meeting resolved:
06.21.04 The Assembly resolved:
 (a)  to reaffirm the decision of the Tenth 

Assembly (Minute 03.18.01) which called 
on the Australian Government to ratify 
the Kyoto Protocols in relation to global 
warming because of the impact of rising 
sea levels on the nations of the Pacific; 
and 

 (b)  to call upon the people of the Uniting 
Church to adopt lifestyles which have a 
minimal impact on global warming.

  The 2009 National Assembly meeting adopted 
a resolution on the Economy for Life, which 
included:

 (b)   to call on Australian governments to 
develop economic systems and structures 
which recognise that human and 
ecological flourishing requires much more 
than the creation of wealth by ensuring 
that public policy seeks to address first 
and foremost the wellbeing of all people, 
especially those most vulnerable, and the 
environment, including

  (iv)  the provision of universally accessible 
and affordable essential services such 
as water and electricity; 

  (vii)  the increase and prioritisation of 
support for renewable energy over 
support for climate polluting industries;

The 2018 National Assembly resolved:
■ 18.12.01 For the Whole Creation 
■  18.12.01.01 to acknowledge the Church’s 

past and continuing commitment to 
addressing climate change (Appendix E); 

■   18.12.01.02 to request the Assembly 
Resourcing Unit to develop the contents of 
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proposal 19 as brought to the 15th Assembly 
as a discussion paper that contributes to this 
ongoing commitment; 

■   18.12.01.03 to acknowledge with thanks the 
long history of advocacy and practical action 
on climate change carried out by the Uniting 
Church, including its synods, presbyteries, 
congregations, agencies, schools and 
members; 

■   18.12.01.04 to work with First Peoples in 
Australia and our church partners in the 
Pacific, Africa and Asia and other faiths 
to together understand the impacts of 
climate change on traditional, spiritual and 
contemporary ways of life; 

■   18.12.01.05 to encourage Uniting 
Church members, synods, presbyteries, 
congregations, agencies and schools to:

 (a)  continue to inform themselves and their 
communities about the causes and 
consequences of climate change and 
appropriate responses; 

 (b)  advocate for government policies and 
political action to address climate change;

 (c)  listen to and learn from the voices of 
vulnerable people across the world who 
are experiencing firsthand the impact of 
climate change; 

 (d)  consider ways we can reduce our 
contribution to climate change, individually 
and in our communities, set meaningful 
targets and be transparent with our efforts 
and outcomes; and 

 (e)  tell stories of best practice across remote, 
rural and urban areas; 
■  18.12.01.06 to request the Standing 

Committee to consider specific actions, 
resourcing and ways of connecting 
practically with other councils to 
address issues related to climate 
change.

In this resolution, the reference to proposal 19 at 
18.12.01.02 refers to the following, which was not 
adopted by the Assembly meeting as a resolution:
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1. Introduction

1.1  The Uniting Church in Australia adopts 
this renewed statement on climate change 
recognising the growing urgency for significant 
action on this issue and heeding the clamour 
of voices across the world from people living 
with the impacts of climate change and 
fearing the future. 

1.2  This Statement recognises there is a diversity 
of theological reflection, lived experience, 
policy positions and actions that draw people 
across the life of the Uniting Church into a 
deeper understanding of climate change and 
continuing responsible care of the earth. 

1.3  This statement recognises the imperative for 
the Uniting Church to embody its prophetic 
role in the public sphere, acknowledging 
our relationship and responsibility within and 
with God’s good creation. In making this 
statement, the Uniting Church also calls upon 
its members to stand with vulnerable people 
affected by climate change. 

2. Coming to Our Senses 

2.1  The Uniting Church’s commitment to the 
well-being of the environment arises out of its 
belief that God is the Creator of the world in 
which we live and move and have our being. 
This ‘groaning creation’ is God’s ‘good’ 
creation. Through its discerning of Scripture, 
the church acknowledges the gospel of 
creation: all things were made in, through and 
for Christ. The Church further confesses with 
the whole Christian church that the Holy Spirit 
is the giver and source of life. 

2.2  The Uniting Church believes that God calls 
us into a particular relationship with the 
rest of creation, a relationship of mutuality 
and interdependence, which seeks the 
reconciliation of all creation with God. 

2.3  The Basis of Union expresses this hope and 
situates it at the very heart of the church’s 
mission: “God in Christ has given to all people 
in the Church the Holy Spirit as a pledge and 
foretaste of that coming reconciliation and 
renewal which is the end in view for the whole 
creation. The Church’s call is to serve that 
end.” 

2.4  The world in which we find ourselves is at 
great risk. The Earth has been adversely 
affected by human beings. Across the world, 
people are already feeling the disastrous 
impacts of climate change. The climate is 
changing. Sea levels are rising. Coral reefs 

  are dying. Extreme weather is more frequent 
and more severe. The case is now being 
made that we – that is, the Earth and all its 
life systems - have left behind the age of the 
Holocene during which our cultures and faiths 
have flourished; we are now entering the 
Anthropocene, an epoch for which there is no 
precedent. 

2.5  There is a present imperative to recognise that 
many of our neighbours in the Pacific, Asia 
and Africa are suffering the effects of climate 
change caused by the irresponsible use of 
our God-given resources. Climate change 
impacts the world’s most vulnerable people 
first, those who have contributed the least to 
the problem.

2.6  The well-being of creation in a time of climate 
change falls within an overriding concern for 
the public witness of faith. The apostle Paul 
advised the Galatians to “do good to all” 
(6:10). Jesus bade us to love our neighbour 
as ourselves. Our faith is not just for those 
who happen to follow Christ. It is expressed 
in and for the world and all creation in the 
service of the ‘kingdom’ of God. 

2.7  It has become increasingly clear that 
dominant forms of the Christian tradition 
have been complicit in the abuse of creation. 
Often Christianity has held to the belief that 
the world is given to use as we please. It is 
here for our use. Its value comes from us for 
we are made in the image of God: we have 
been called to go forth and multiply and 
exercise dominion and authority over the rest 
of creation. 

2.8  And so, “we have lived out a doctrine of 
the domination of nature by accepting and 
engaging in practices that have failed to 
safeguard the integrity of creation”. We have 
supported systems and structures that exploit 
the natural environment in the service of what 
we thought was good and sometimes for 
human greed. Changes have now been made 
to the created order, the Earth system, that 
cannot be reversed. 

2.9  The Uniting Church does not come to this 
moment in time without resources. It first 
proclaimed its concern for the environment in 
its inaugural Statement to the Nation in 1977. 
The Statement called for a right use of energy, 
the protection of the environment, “and the 
replenishment of the earth’s resources”.  We 
are heirs to its forward-looking concern. 

2.10  The Uniting Church further declared in 1991
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 that “nature has a right to the protection of its 
eco-systems, species, and populations in their 
interconnectedness” and that “future generations 
have a right to sufficient thermal exchange 
between the earth and space”. The Church 
issued further statements on the environment and 
climate impact in 2003, 2006, and 2014. 

2.11  The Uniting Church affirms the unique place 
and wisdom of First Peoples in relation to 
the land. The Preamble to the Constitution 
of the Uniting Church recognises that: 
“Through this land God had nurtured and 
sustained the First Peoples of this country, 
the Aboriginal and Islander peoples, who 
continue to understand themselves to be the 
traditional owners and custodians (meaning 
‘sovereign’ in the languages of the First 
Peoples) of these lands and waters since 
time immemorial”.

2.12  For tens of thousands of years, Aboriginal 
people have managed a whole continent 
in ways that were sustainable long-term 
and delivered food and resource security.
In contrast to Western modes of thinking, 
Aboriginal thinking starts from relational 
connectedness. Climate change is 
understood as a threat to personal identity 
and responsibility and equally a threat to 
family, clan and nation. As “land and sea are 
inextricably linked with indigenous cultural 
identities, a changing climate threatens 
ceremony, hunting practices, sacred sites, 
bush tucker and bush medicine, which in 
turn affects law, home, health, education, 
livelihood and purpose”. Underpinning 
Aboriginal thinking is the sense of earth 
as mother who cares for us and to whom 
we are responsible to care. Indigenous 
knowledges are important in addressing 
climate change and a rich resource for 
theology.  

3. An Informed Faith 

3.1  Through its Basis of Union the Uniting Church 
is committed to an “informed faith”. Paragraph 
11 sets the church’s capacity to act “trustingly 
in obedience in God’s living Word” and not to 
turn away from the “scientific enquiry which 
has characterised recent centuries”. The 
church is called to “sharpen its understanding 
of the will and purpose of God by contact with 
contemporary thought”. 

3.2  We continue to be informed by many working 
together to address this issue. Global concern 
has brought together diverse faith-based 
organisations with inter-governmental and 

inter-disciplinary bodies seeking to address 
climate change. 

3.3  The spectrum of Christian belief with 
regard to climate change is currently the 
subject of extensive international and inter/
transdisciplinary exploration. There is a 
compelling need for the church at large to 
become more familiar with this emerging 
discourse. 

3.4  The present is a time during which the 
whole body of Christian thinking needs to be 
interpreted in the light of climate change. It 
is time for us to articulate an understanding 
of faith that calls the church to renew our 
commitment “to move towards sustainable 
nonexploitative living, believing that God’s 
creation is precious and the earth’s resources 
exist for the good of all, now as well as for 
future generations”18 and diverse creatures of 
the Earth. 

3.5  In order to fulfil this calling, the Christian 
faith draws upon the insights of many other 
disciplines and places them alongside its 
biblical and theological insights. In the 
matter of climate change, we must listen to 
voices of “contemporary thought” that come 
to us through earth and climate sciences, 
economics, politics and the lived experiences 
of cultures and other faiths.

4. Wise Practice 

4.1  It is also time for the church to examine 
how we are called to live out the Christian 
faith in the light of an uncertain future. How 
may we live in ways which are sustainable, 
which reduce our “footprint” upon the planet, 
and how may we agitate for change within 
government, industry and society as a whole? 
How may our spiritual and liturgical practices 
shape these actions? These are crucial 
questions of discipleship to which all people 
should attend. 

4.2  It is within these practices that our sense of 
identity and vocation as followers of Jesus 
are formed and sustained. It is within these 
practices that we are able to express our 
concern and yearning, our lament and our 
hope. It is within these practices that we 
engage with God and with creation and 
participate in the realisation of God’s purpose 
for the world.

5. Commitments 

5.1  Arising out of our belief (in 2:1) that God is 
the Creator of the world in which we live and 
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move and have our being, the Uniting Church 
believes that God calls us into a particular 
relationship with the rest of creation – a 
relationship of mutuality and interdependence 
which seeks the reconciliation of all creation 
with God. 

5.2 We acknowledge: 

 ■  The Earth system has been adversely 
affected by human beings. 

 ■  An indisputable link between the human use 
of fossil fuels which produce greenhouse 
gas emissions and climate change. 

 ■  Across the world, people and other living 
species are already feeling the disastrous 
impacts of climate change. 

 ■  Without immediate and significant 
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, 
these impacts are expected to worsen.

5.3  We confess that the Christian tradition has 
been complicit in the abuse of creation. 

 ■  The whole body of Christian thinking needs 
to be interpreted in the light of climate 
change. 

5.4  We recognise that some of the world’s most 
vulnerable people are suffering as a result of 
climate change. We have heard some of their 
voices and must continue to listen to their 
experiences and act in solidarity with them to 
relieve this suffering. 

 ■  We affirm the unique place and wisdom of 
the First Peoples in relation to the land. 

 ■  We affirm that for many of our 
globalneighbours, their connection with the 
land and oceans is integral to their lives 
and spirituality. Climate change impacts on 
identity and culture. 

 ■  We must consult and dialogue with 
Indigenous people in addressing climate 
change. 

5.5  To keep global warming to 1.5 degrees 
Celsius, we need a much stronger Australian 
emission reductions target. This requires a 
significant commitment to change. 

5.6  We urge the government to implement 
policies that will support such a commitment. 

 ■  No new coal mines or coal-mine expansion 
in Australia. 

 ■  A meaningful threshold for oil and gas 
extraction. 

 ■  Long-term, sustainable and just transition 
plans for mining communities. 

 ■  Strategies for vulnerable Australians to 
access affordable renewable energy. 

5.7  We urge the government and community to 
accelerate the transition to renewable energy. 

 ■ Divestment from fossil fuels. 
 ■  Remove subsidies and benefits for fossil 

fuels. 
 ■  Remove barriers and prioritise investment in 

renewable energy and storage. 

5.8  Australia must work with those most impacted 
by climate change to assess their vulnerability 
and implement a plan of action. 

5.9  We urge the government to implement 
policies which will: 

 ■  Increase Australia’s contribution to 
international climate finance 

 ■  Develop fair and transparent mechanisms 
for providing compensation for climate 
impacted nations and displaced peoples. 

 ■  With the United Nations, develop a 
humanitarian status for climate-induced 
migration which applies to international law. 

 ■  Develop initiatives and policies that support 
sustainable development and enhance 
climate resilience among vulnerable 
communities in Australia and overseas. 

5.10  We encourage all Uniting Church members, 
congregations, groups, agencies and 
councils to take practical action. 

 ■  Advocate for change and provide a strong 
voice to vulnerable people. 

 ■  Show leadership, live sustainably and 
reduce our impact on the earth. 

 ■  Learn from and collaborate with those in 
climate science, economics, politics, other 
cultures and other faiths.

6. Conclusion 

6.1  Climate change is one of the “signs of the 
times”. In Luke’s gospel, Jesus invited the 
crowds to “interpret the present time” (Luke 
12:56). Here the word for time is kairos rather 
than chronos. The latter refers to calendar 
time, clock time. The word kairos refers to 
the right time, the opportune time – and, 
in matters of faith, to the God-appointed 
time. The present is a kairos moment. It is a 
God-given moment wherein we are called to 
address the threats being posed to creaturely 
existence through human-induced climate 
change.19 The present is a time for which an 
appropriate Christian ethic must be sought 
out and put into practice. For the whole of 
Creation, the time for action is now.
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Global ecumenical bodies that the Uniting Church 
in Australia is a member of have also made 
statements on climate change. 

 On 25 November 2019 the World Council 
of Churches Executive Committee made a 
Statement on the Climate Change Emergency:

  But the earth will be desolate because of its 
inhabitants, for the fruit of their doings.

Micah 7:13

Recent extreme weather events of increasing 
strength and frequency around the world 
together with further studies conducted by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) have jolted many into belated recognition 
that the climate crisis is not a distant prospect, 
but is upon us today.

From Hurricane Maria, Tropical Cyclone Idai, 
Hurricane Dorian and Typhoon Hagibis which 
caused loss of lives and left widespread 
devastation in Puerto Rico, in Mozambique, 
Zimbabwe and Malawi, in the Bahamas and 
in Japan respectively, to ongoing bushfires 
in Australia and California, to unprecedented 
flooding in Bangladesh and in Venice, and to the 
very recent landslide following exceptionally heavy 
rains in Kenya, the impacts on our communities - 
especially the poorest and most vulnerable among 
us – and on the bountiful Creation that God has 
entrusted to human beings as stewards – are now 
all too tragically real.

The latest IPCC special reports on climate 
change, land, oceans and cryosphere confirm 
that climate change has become a top driver of 
hunger all over the world, and project rising sea 
levels of up to 1 metre by 2100 due to melting 
glaciers, water scarcity affecting nearly 2 billion 
people and more intense sea-level events such as 
storms and flooding, if warming is not kept at the 
safer limit of 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels. 

Moreover, exceptionally destructive fires and 
the encroachment of industrial agriculture and 
mining, have greatly increased concern about 
runaway deforestation in the largest remaining 
rainforest ecosystems – the earth’s lungs, the 
home and heritage of many Indigenous Peoples, 
and a critical resource in confronting the threat of 
climate change. Especially in the Amazon, in the 
Congo Basin, and in West Papua and elsewhere 
in Indonesia, this resource is, often deliberately, 
being squandered at a perilous rate.

Children, young people and ordinary citizens have 
made public demonstration of their outrage at the 
lack of any adequate response by governments 

to the gravity of this global crisis, and against the 
backsliding by some governments. Children have 
been obliged to mobilize and to raise their voices 
to demand what adults have failed or refused to 
deliver – fundamental changes to our economic 
and social systems in order to preserve God’s 
Creation and their future.

Indeed, a recent research report shows that 
governments are currently projected to produce 
120% more fossil fuels by 2030 than can be 
burned if the world is to limit warming to an 
increase of 1.5°C

In particular, the United States’ formal notification 
of its intention to withdraw from the Paris 
Agreement – despite the increasingly disastrous 
impact of extreme weather events in the US 
itself – seriously undermines the best hope 
the international community had secured for 
a multilateral global response to the climate 
crisis. This is an abject failure and abdication 
of global leadership, at precisely the historical 
moment when such leadership is most needed. 
It will embolden other backsliding states. It 
impoverishes and imperils all of us.

The protests against widening inequality in Chile, 
triggering the move of the 25th Conference 
of Parties (COP 25) of the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) from 
Santiago to Madrid, underscore the importance 
of holding together the goals of sustainability and 
equity, and ensuring that the costs of transitioning 
to a carbon-neutral economy are not borne by 
those who already have few resources. In other 
words, there can be no real transition without 
socio-economic justice.

The time for debate and disputation of established 
scientific facts is long over. The time for action 
is swiftly passing. We will all be held to account 
for our inaction and our disastrous stewardship 
of this precious and unique planet. The climate 
emergency is the result of our ecological sins. It is 
time for metanoia for all. We must now search our 
hearts and our most fundamental faith principles 
for a new ecological transformation, and for divine 
guidance for our next steps to build resilience 
in the face of this unprecedented millennial 
challenge.

The executive committee of the World Council of 
Churches, meeting in Bossey, Switzerland, on 20-
26 November 2019, therefore:

Joins other faith leaders, communities and civil 
society organizations in declaring a climate 
emergency, which demands an urgent and 
unprecedented response by everyone everywhere 
– locally, nationally and internationally. Expresses 
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its bitter disappointment at the inadequate 
and even regressive actions by governments 
that should be leaders in the response to this 
emergency, especially inaction to stop fires and 
deforestation, the destruction of Indigenous 
Peoples’ ancestral lands and livelihoods, and 
attacks on ecological defenders; the weak 
commitments made under the Paris Agreement; 
and measures that place additional financial 
burdens on poor communities.

Calls on COP 25, taking place in Madrid on 2 to 
13 December 2019, to:

■  set the groundwork for committing to more 
ambitious cuts in greenhouse gas emissions as 
part of Nationally Determined Contributions with 
a view to attaining carbon neutrality by 2050 
and limiting warming to not more than 1.5°C;

■  ramp up commitments by wealthy nations to 
provide sufficient, predictable and transparent 
climate finance to low-income nations for 
adaptation and resilience-building;

■  strengthen the Warsaw International Mechanism 
for Loss and Damage to include finance to 
support people and communities affected by 
the impacts of the climate emergency; and

■  promote actions to engage and learn from 
Indigenous Peoples in and beyond the 
UNFCCC process, protect biodiversity, combat 
deforestation, encourage agro-ecology and 
construct circular and redistributive economies.

Invites UN system partners, consistent with the 
critical research and policy advice emanating from 
UN sources, to examine and divest from fossil fuel 
investments in their own banking systems and 
pension funds.

Calls on member churches, ecumenical partners, 
other faith communities and all people of good 
will and moral conscience to find the means 
whereby we can make a meaningful contribution 
in our own contexts to averting the most 
catastrophic consequences of further inaction 
and negative actions by governments – and 
may join in confronting this global crisis through 
concerted advocacy for climate change mitigation 
and adaptation, zero fossil fuel use and a “just 
transition”, as well as through local action, 
everywhere – in our fellowship, our churches, our 
communities, our families, and as individuals.

On 10 December 2019, the Interfaith Liaison 
Committee to the UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change to the UN climate change summit 
made the following statement:

The urgency to act now for climate justice

We live in a time of severe climate crisis. For 
decades science has provided increasing 
evidence of how the earth is affected by human-
induced climate change. The response from those 
in power has been inadequate and slow. Action 
has been delayed, even as the voice of warning 
has become stronger. Civil movements and 
municipalities around the world are now declaring 
a state of Climate Emergency, emphasizing the 
urgency with which we need to address the 
crisis and the radical transformative actions it 
requires. From our different faith traditions, we are 
deeply concerned about the inaction on climate 
protection and outraged over the injustice that 
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short term extraction and CO2 emissions create.

Activities in our economic, political and social 
systems are driving rising global temperatures, 
ocean acidification, soil degradation, chemical 
pollution and species extinction at rates 
unprecedented in our human history. To date, 
our rate of greenhouse gas emissions will lead 
to a +4.8°C global temperature rise by 2100, 
threatening the survival of all those we love and 
the eco-systems on which we now, and future 
generations will depend.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change has concluded that with urgent and 
unprecedented climate action, we still have the 
chance to stabilize global surface temperatures to 
1.5oC above pre-industrial levels. This would save 
millions of people from suffering and loss of life, 
hundreds of thousands of species from extinction, 
and would allow the survival of many sensitive 
eco-systems. Every day of delay brings us all 
closer to failure.

Paris Agreement – parties have to deliver!

The Paris Agreement has been a milestone on the 
way to fight and address the adverse impacts of 
climate change. This legally binding framework 
must be implemented with concrete actions 
and requires strong will and policy to succeed. 
However, today we are deeply concerned about 
the lack of willingness to curb emissions fast 
enough to keep temperatures from rising over 1.5 
/2oC as called for in the Paris Agreement. Short 
term political wins and short term economic gains 
are deeply challenging the spirit of cooperation 
that made the Paris Agreement come to life and 
obstruct its effective implementation. The failure 
of nearly all governments to embrace sufficient 
climate action needed to stabilize temperatures to 
a 1.5oC limit is a failure of humanity to act.

Act now – no excuses for inaction.

We speak at a time when the knowledge, 
renewable energy and energy efficiency 
technologies, sustainable farming methods 
and consumption patterns exist for rapid 
transformation of those activities driving climate 
change. Yet, instead of sufficient action, we see 
a growing number of leaders in governments 
and businesses, particularly in the fossil fuel 
and industrial agriculture sectors, laying the 
groundwork for future support of various forms of 
climate engineering. 

These ’technical fixes’ remain unproven at 
scale, present a profound moral hazard, and 
will create a host of unintended consequences 
leading to additional social and environmental 

damage. Some of these approaches may address 
symptoms of climate change and offer limited 
benefits to vulnerable nations, but they would 
fail to address the root political, cultural and 
economic causes of the climate crisis and would 
do nothing to reduce the air pollution generated 
by burning fossil fuels which kills millions of 
people annually.

We must not allow dreams about a collection 
of unproven technological solutions to more 
common-sense approaches. For example, nature-
based solutions are essential to addressing 
the climate crisis, particularly the protection, 
restoration and sustainable management of the 
world’s tropical forests.

Youth demands intergenerational justice

We still have the chance to avoid profound 
suffering now and in the future. Today youth all 
over the world are demanding Climate Justice. 
Climate justice is a matter of intergenerational 
justice. We have witnessed the power of young 
voices creating a movement and bringing 
together millions of voices to step forward for 
climate action. As people of faith, we join the 
young people in the call for enhanced ambition, 
contribution and climate action. Together we 
proclaim that the cry of the poor and the cry of 
the Earth are completely interconnected.

Just economic transitions

Climate change illustrates a global injustice 
that must be solved with a just transition. A 
minor percentage of the inhabitants of the Earth 
contribute the major part of CO2 emissions. 
The climate crisis is systemic and reveals that 
economic systems that need the exploitation of 
the earth beyond its limits also exploit people and 
create inequality. Workers depending on a fossil 
economy and other polluting industries, must be 
involved in the transition and not be left behind.

Injustices generated by economic or political 
structures worsened by the environmental crisis 
are more difficult to overcome. As faith leaders, 
we make this a moral call to conscience. We hold 
our political leaders responsible for the protection 
of their current and future citizens from avoidable 
suffering that our inaction will create.

Climate Justice must include Social 
Justice

The country that was going to host the COP25, 
Chile, lived the consequences of its extractivist 
and neoliberal model over the last few weeks 
when its people rose up for more dignity. The 
repression used by the government in reaction 
shows how human rights and the rights of nature 
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are intrinsically connected. We are all part of the 
earth, and respect for our integrity is at the heart 
of the struggle for a socio-economic system that 
honours life. In this sense, the climate crisis is 
also a cultural and spiritual crisis. We promote 
a systemic, cultural and spiritual change that 
may be translated into economic and political 
transformations in the ways we live, produce 
and consume. It is essential that our lifestyles 
and government policies develop respecting the 
limits of the planet. This calls us to defend the 
most vulnerable in our world. In our different faith 
traditions, we find orientations that speak about 
the importance to abstain in favour of the less 
fortunate. Fasting for the others’ rights to a good 
life.

Our common home Mother Earth is under 
threat – our faith demands us to speak and 
act.

As people of faith, we share the understanding 
that life is a gift to us, and we should share it and 
be responsible for our actions. Climate crisis is 
for real in faith communities all over the world. 
Faith communities are often the first to respond 
to climate-related catastrophes. But our different 
faiths tradition urge us to speak out and respond 
to the injustice climate change. We are called to 
treat our common home, mother Earth, in a way 
that does not risk the future. Faith communities 
all over the world underpin our values and our 
understanding of what a good life should be. Too 
often the importance of our values, spirituality and 
faith traditions are ignored by those trying to solve 
the climate crisis. Faith traditions from all over the 
world can be the pivotal force in coming to terms 
with the situation we are in now.

The voices of transformation that need to 
be heard

In the transformations we need, the voices 
of excluded groups, such as women, people 
of colour, indigenous peoples and youth, are 
especially important. Indigenous peoples are 
among those who are at the forefront of the fight 
against climate change. Indigenous peoples often 
have in their diverse and nurtured traditions an 
understanding of the interconnectedness between 
all life on Earth, and centre long term perspectives 
involving the wisdom of ancestors and caring for 
the generations to come. They offer a gift that is 
needed for sustainable and just climate action.

No time to wait – we have hope.

We have no time to wait. As faith communities, 
we seek to offer a positive and empowering 
voice of hope over fear, of compassion over 
indifference, and urgent and fair action as a 

moral obligation. We encourage personal and 
political responsibility, immediate and just climate 
action, sufficient climate finance, and a positive 
transformation of societal structures as well as a 
change in mindset.

We have faith and hope that as humanity, we 
can come together to address the severe climate 
crisis and open windows to a better future.

Signatories 

■  World Council of Churches
■  ACT Alliance
■  The Lutheran World Federation
■  Greenfaith
■  Pacific Conference of Churches
■  Islamic Relief
■  Catholic Youth Network for Environmental
■  Sustainability in Africa (CYNESA) 
■  Aytzim: Ecological Judaism
■  Presbyterian Church USA (PCUSA)
■  World Student Christian Federation (WSCF)
■  WSCF Europe
■  La Alianza Interreligiosa y Espiritual por el Clima 

(AIEC), Chile
■  Coopération Internationale pour le 

Développement et la Solidarité (CIDSE)
■  SAFCEI South Africa
■  The Interfaith Center for Sustainable
■  Development/Rabbi Yoanatan Neril
■  Interfaith Power and Light
■  Norwegian Interfaith Climate Network
■  Ecumenical Youth Council in Europe (EYCE)
■  Eden Vigil (USA & Canada)
■  Fast for Climate
■  Canadian Interfaith Fast for Climate
■  Quakers in Britain
■  Instituto de Estudos da Religião (ISER), Brazil
■  Movimento Fé no Clima, Brazil
■  Climate Witness Project of the Christian 

Reformed Church (North America)
■  Rev. Chebon Kernell, North America Indigenous 

People
■  Bishop Philipp Huggins, National Council of 

Churches in Australia
■  The Rt. Rev. Bishop Marc Andrus, Diocese of 

California, USA
■  Rev. Elizabeth Bussman, Diocesan Environment 

Officer for the Anglican Diocese in Europe
■  Anglican Church of Southern Africa 

Environmental Network (Green Anglicans)
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7. A theological response 
to climate change
Issues such as climate change touch most areas 
of Christian belief. 

The theological response to Nazism came 
to be known as the theology of crisis. The 
historical theologians of crisis included Karl 
Barth, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Emil Brunner and 
Reinhold Niebuhr. They called for the bold 
reassertion of the intellectual distinctiveness of 
Christian confessional doctrines, and the cultural 
distinctiveness of Christian moral and worshipping 
practices in the face of the crises of the twentieth 
century. For the theologians of crisis, modern 
Western culture represented an existential 
challenge to authentic Christian faith and witness 
that arises from the secular scientific and 
technological subversion of Christian doctrines 
and ethics. The challenge was particularly 
represented by German nationalism and scientific 
racism.114

Michael Northcott and Peter Scott have argued 
that climate change provides a different and yet 
parallel crisis, and thereby an opportunity for 
theological development and the necessity for 
confession.115

There are at least three broad theological frames 
through which climate change can be considered:

1.  A global justice framework, which draws on the 
call for us to love our neighbours as ourselves 
(Mk 12:30-31, Mt 22:39, Lk 10:28, Gal 5:14). 
It seeks a just response to climate change 
to address the harm that is being inflicted on 
those most impacted by climate change. Jesus 
is our model for being faithful servants.

2.  An eco-theology frame, that sees human 
beings are part of God’s creation and 
dependent on the rest of creation for our 
well-being and survival. The starting point 
for this model is Genesis 1:26 where God 
creates humans in God’s image and reflects 
that creation is good.  In this frame, the 
faithful response is to seek to understand the 
ecological relationships in nature and respond 
in a way that is sustainable. Christians see 
themselves as needing to live in harmony 
with the rest of creation and to act on climate 
change to address the harms people are 
causing creation, including themselves. 

114  Michael S. Northcott and Peter M. Scott, ‘Systematic Theology and Climate Change: Ecumenical 
Perspectives’, Routledge, London, 2014, 3.

115  Michael S. Northcott and Peter M. Scott, ‘Systematic Theology and Climate Change: Ecumenical 
Perspectives’, Routledge, London, 2014, 3.

We are co-creators with God. God works in 
partnership with humans and nature to ensure an 
ecological balance.

3.  A stewardship frame. The starting point for 
this model is Genesis 2:15, where God asks 
Adam to work and take care of the garden. The 
relationship is one based on care but also a 
natural hierarchy and order of things, beginning 
with God. God cares for humans who then 
care for plants and animals and then the more 
inanimate parts of creation. The stewardship 
frame is a traditional theological view of 
humanity’s relationship to creation. Our role as 
faithful stewards is to treat nature with respect 
and care as God cares for us.

► 7.1. A global justice theological frame 
The following theological reflection was written 
in 2010 by the Synod Justice and International 
Mission Unit. The reflection is still relevant today.  
As Christians, our faith shapes the dimensions of 
our moral and ethical response, which includes 
a strong imperative to fulfil Jesus’ most basic 
teaching “to love your neighbour as yourself” (Mt 
22:39). We are also called to advocate for those 
who are voiceless or marginalised, “The Spirit of 
the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me 
to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me 
to proclaim release to the captives and recovery 
of sight to the blind, to proclaim the year of 
the Lord’s favour.” (Lk 4:18-19) In developing a 
theology of climate change, this bias for people in 
poverty and tackling injustice is paramount. 

A theological approach to climate change which 
takes seriously this bias for people in poverty 
needs to consider the consequences of our 
economic systems and the impact this has on 
development. While climate change has been 
seen as an environmental issue in the past, 
it is also a social, ethical and moral issue. An 
appropriate ethical and moral response needs to 
also address how we live and the impact it has on 
others.

The Jubilee tradition offers a framework for 
looking at this issue. The original Jubilee laws in 
Leviticus 25 were, in part, a recognition of our 
fallible human condition.  The Jubilee tradition 
recognised that over time, injustice comes to 
mark human social and economic systems.  This 
means that they must be reviewed regularly and 
that the community must be prepared to take 
action against inequality. 
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The Biblical vision of community sets forth the 
just, periodic redistribution of wealth as a vital part 
of the restoration of equity.  Equity itself makes 
possible the genuine flourishing of the community.  
The Biblical text suggests that such restoration 
need not be confined to only the year of Jubilee, 
but that it should be ongoing (Nehemiah 5.1-13; 
Luke 4.18-19).116   

In further considering a theology of climate 
change, it is worthwhile considering the 
questions:

 ■  How should Christians see themselves in 
relationship with God and the natural world?

 ■  What is a Christian response to growth-
based economics and development – how 
should we view our relationships with each 
other? 

 ■  What would an ethical and moral response 
to climate change look like, and how does 
this translate into action?

Our relationship with God and the natural world 

There is a trap that we can fall into thinking there 
is a choice between caring for people and caring 
for Creation, whereas the two are inseparable. 
To care for people and particularly those living in 
impoverished countries means that we need to 
address climate change.

However, the question remains, do we need to 
care for this world when we have been promised 
a new heaven and a new earth? In Peter’s 
writing about the second coming, he urges that 
we “ought to live holy and godly lives as [we] 
look forward to the day of God” (2 Pet 3:10). 
What therefore constitutes holy and godly lives 
concerning our relationship with Creation?

Rev. Cizik says:117

If it’s God’s world, we have no license to 
destroy it. And there is no sense in which, 
by allowing that to happen, we are going 
to increase or encourage the chance of 
the return of Jesus Christ.  To tolerate the 
destruction of the Earth in the name of 
encouraging the return of Jesus Christ is 

116   Australian Jubilee 2000 Debt Coalition, National Council of Churches in Australia, Resource sheet for 
churches for Jubilee Sunday- 5 March 2000.  

117  Interview with Rev. Richard Cizik, www.thegreatwarming.com/revrichardcizik.html
118   Theologian Norm Habel has written about the Hebrew understanding of this passage. Adam is told 

by God to ‘till/serve the soil and protect/sustain it’. The verb to ‘rule’ and the verb to ‘serve/till’ are 
exact opposites. Likewise, the verbs ‘subdue’ and ‘sustain’ are opposites. Habel concludes we can’t 
rest solely on the command to subdue. 

119  Michael Abbaté, ‘Gardening Eden’, Waterbook Press, Colorado, 2009, 40-41.

a violation of all that God has taught us. 
In the first book of the Bible, God says 
in Genesis, “Watch over and care for it.” 
Watch over and care for it - that is our 
duty. 

The Creation story in Genesis 1 has been widely 
discussed concerning the instruction to humanity 
to subdue the earth and rule over all creatures.118 
However, the more dynamic implication of this 
passage rests with the first part of verse 26, “Let 
us make mankind in our image according to our 
likeness.” In this passage, humanity is placed in a 
particular relationship with God, we are called to 
be God’s likeness. 

What does it mean to be created in God’s 
likeness? In Genesis 2, humanity is given the 
task as a gardener, “The Lord God took the man 
and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and 
keep it.” (Gen 2:15). As gardeners, we have a 
relationship with the earth. We can choose to let 
things be, or we can choose to plant something 
in particular places, pull weeds out, add nutrient 
to the soil, harvest, we make decisions. However, 
these decisions need to reflect what else we 
know about God’s likeness and the teachings 
of Jesus. How can we tend God’s world in a 
way that allows the Creation to flourish and 
cares for human life, particularly those who are 
marginalised. 

This requires an element of restraint. In Genesis 1, 
God places limits over humanity’s interaction with 
other living things. In Gen 1:29, God limits our diet 
to fruit from trees with seeds in them. It is only 
after the flood narratives that God says humans 
can now eat “everything that lives and moves” 
(Gen 9). However, God tells the consequence of 
this is that every living creature will be filled with 
“fear and dread” of humanity.

Michael Abbaté, in his book Gardening Eden, 
says:119 

Along with Adam, we were created to 
be gardeners of Eden. This is the critical 
concept of stewardship that helps me 
understand my true job responsibilities 
from God. … God gives us this universe 
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freely, wanting us to discover the joys of 
responsible stewardship, of moderation, 
and the freedom that comes with self-
discipline and caring for a flock, of not 
squandering resources. And by doing 
these things, God tells us, we’ll better 
understand and appreciate Him.

Genesis 2 provides a partial lens through which 
we can view the Creation story in Genesis 1. 
We ‘subdue the earth’ and ‘have dominion’ over 
nature, but it is in our role as gardeners. While 
this role gives us a certain amount of control over 
nature, we are also completely reliant on it and 
God who wills it into being. We have a vested 
interest in the garden flourishing to enable things 
to grow in order to feed ourselves. We, therefore, 
need to see ourselves as powerful, but with that 
power constrained by God.

The model of servant kingship is the other part 
of the lens through which we can view this 
relationship. This is the role given to the kings of 
Israel (Ps. 72) and explicitly adopted by Jesus 
when he came to Earth.120 The idea is that a king 
should rule to serve. 

The king’s decisions are to be made for the good 
of the whole. The decisions are not to be for the 

benefit of the king but to balance up the current 
inequities. 

This model also implies that our role is to engage 
with the world as it currently is and work out what 
needs doing in the garden for life to flourish. This 
will be an ongoing task. Our faithfulness in God 
will allow us to work out what those tasks are.  

The critical challenge is to see if we can manage 
the garden in a way that all life is fed. Instead of 
the soil being stripped of its nutrient, the nutrient 
is maintained, and life is abundant for future 
generations as well. 

Instead of a model that assumes we can control 
the garden, we recognise the limits and the needs 
of the garden itself. Recognising the limits allows 
it to be naturally fertile and to go on feeding us. 
While we acknowledge our power and our ability 
to subdue, we remember the example of Jesus 
who came “not to be served but to serve” (Matt 
20:28, NRSV). Adopting an attitude of humility will 
help ensure that all are adequately fed.

► A Christian response to economics

The Greek word for house is Oikos. This is also 
the source of the words economics, ecology 
and ecumenicity. Sallie McFague argues, “The 



38

three belong together: in order for the whole 
household of the planet to flourish, the earth’s 
resources must be distributed justly among all 
its inhabitants, human and earth others, on a 
sustainable basis.”121 

Climate change highlights the inequities of the 
world. We still live in a world where the wealthiest 
20% consume 80% of the world’s resources. With 
climate change, these inequities are exacerbated 
as it is those who are already poor who are being 
disproportionately affected by climate change. 
Economics is not just about money; it is about 
who lives and who dies, and who lives decently 
and who does not.122  

McFague argues that climate change raises the 
question about how all of us, human beings and 
other creatures, can live justly and sustainably on 
the planet. It also raises questions about precisely 
what sort of economic models are sustainable. 
She argues Western Christianity:123

has through its individualistic view of 
human life supported the neoclassical 
economic paradigm, the current 
consumer culture, which is widening the 
gap between rich and poor and is a major 
cause of global warming.

Instead, she argues, Christianity should 
support an ecological-economic model, “one 
in which our well-being is seen as interrelated 
and interdependent with the well-being of all 
other living things and earth processes.”124 
This economic model would also see the just 
sharing among all of the essential resources 
in a fashion geared to long term sustainability. 
Justice and sustainability are the norms that 
guide the allocation of resources in this model of 
economics; they are also what is needed to avoid 
excessive climate change.125 This, she argues, 
is more in keeping with what Jesus meant for us 
in the parable of the banquet when all are invited 
(Matt 22:1-13, Lk 14:15-24). 

However, this is a challenging task as:126

Unlike our first century Mediterranean 
counterparts, North American middle-

121  Sallie McFague, ‘A New Climate for Theology’, Fortress, 2008, 83.
122  Ibid., 36.
123  Ibid., 85.
124  Ibid., 85.
125  Ibid., 37.
126  Ibid., 93.
127  Ibid., 85.

class Christians are not terrified by 
the unclean, but we are terrified by 
the poor. There are so many of them – 
billions! Surely we cannot be expected 
to share the planet’s resources justly 
and sustainably with all of them. .. and 
not just needy human beings, but the 
air, the water, the land, and each and 
every creature no matter how small 
and seemingly insignificant. The terror 
implicit in this parable lies with its radical 
inclusivity – nothing, no one is left out.

Furthermore, to actually achieve a more just and 
sustainable world, she argues Christians have a 
vital role to play because religion has a central role 
in forming who we think we are and what we have 
a right to do.

Individualistic anthropology is deep within our 
consumer-oriented culture and is presently 
supported not only by religion but also by 
government and contemporary economics. 
When these three major institutions, religion, 
government and economics, present a united 
front it validates the behaviour of its people. It 
legitimates human beings continuing to feel, think 
and act in ways that are basically contrary to the 
just distribution of the world’s resources and the 
sustainability of the planet itself.127

To adopt an ecological model means we 
need to rethink how we relate to each other 
to achieve a just and sustainable outcome in 
the face of climate change. The two greatest 
commandments, “love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your mind and with all your 
strength … and love your neighbour as yourself” 
(Matt 22: 36-40) are central to achieving this. In 
the parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:25 - 
37), Jesus says to love our neighbour, we need to 
actively live out our commitment. Sometimes this 
may even mean a cost to ourselves. Theologian 
Karl Barth suggests that “No praise of God is 
serious, or can be taken seriously if it is apart

 

from or in addition to the commandment: “Thou 
shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.” Praise of God 
must always be understood as obedience to this 
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commandment.”128

In a world where economic injustice exists, to 
love your neighbour involves wrestling with this 
injustice. In the parable of the steward in Luke 
16:1-13, the steward is told to be wise with the 
resources entrusted to him, that he can’t serve 
both God and Mammon.  Jesus also warns 
against us storing up our wealth (Matt:619-
21) and “how hard it is for those who have 
wealth to enter the kingdom of God” (Lk 18:24). 
Christians in wealthy countries, therefore, need to 
acknowledge that we can’t in all good conscience 
rest easy in our wealth while others go hungry.

► Acknowledging Sin

Christian Aid’s Paula Clifford defines sin: 129 

in the breakdown of human relationships, 
revealed in the unjust distribution of 
resources which creates a chasm 
between rich and poor. Sin also lies in the 
loss of connectedness between human 
beings and the environment, which 
has brought about the crisis of global 
warming. And in all this, there is, too the 
breakdown of the relationship between us 
and God.

Sallie McFague takes this a little further and says 
sin “is the refusal to share, the refusal to work for 
systemic changes in our laws, institutions and 
practices that will help bring about a more just 
and sustainable planet.”130 In this way, sin is seen 
as the consequence of an action. 

The concept of “structural sin” emerging from 
liberation theologians in Latin America is also 
useful for our consideration.131  

The idea of structural sin is that it is a broader 
social dimension to sin exists beyond individual 
wrong-doings, for example, racism, sexism, 

128   Karl Barth, translated by Edwards, Bussey and Knight, ‘Church Dogmatics III, 1: The Doctrine of 
Creation’, Edinburgh, T & T Clark, 1958, in Paula Clifford, ‘All Creation Groaning: A theological 
approach to climate change and development’, Christian Aid, June 2007, 9

129   Paula Clifford, ‘All Creation Groaning: A theological approach to climate change and 
development’, Christian Aid, June 2007, 9.

130  Sallie McFague, ‘A New Climate for Theology,’ Fortress, 2008, 38.
131   A discussion of structural sin is given in Michael S. Northcott, ‘A Moral Climate: the ethics of 
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classism. “If everyone else is doing something, 
the impulse to question one’s own behaviour 
quickly dies away. This is replaced by a feeling 
of powerlessness: there’s nothing I can do that 
will change anything, so why should I bother?”132 
This further highlights that an adequate response 
to climate change requires action at both an 
individual and societal level.

►  Towards redemption - the message of 
the resurrection

Action is the key message of the resurrection. 
Jesus says “feed my lambs” (Jn 21:15), “go 
and make disciples” (Matt 28:19), and “forgive 
people’s sins” (Jn 20:23). A restored relationship 
with God must entail a change in relationship with 
others. Jürgen Moltmann says to believe in the 
resurrection means: 133

participating in this creative act of God’s. 
… God is the life-giving energy which 
makes the poor rich and lifts up the 
downtrodden and raises the dead. Faith 
in the resurrection is itself an energy 
which strengthens and raises people up, 
liberating them from the deadly illusions of 
power and ‘having’ in the perspective of 
life’s future. 

In the context of climate change this means 
restoring our relationship with those who 
are vulnerable to its effects.134 It also means 
acknowledging the economic injustices which 
exist and actively working within the world to 
overcome our structural sin, in order for society to 
mend its own relationship with those who suffer. 

The following seven principles135 provide some 
guidelines about what this action might look like.

► Seven principles for sustainable living 

These principles have been developed drawing 
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on the work of the Jubilee Centre. They focus 
on the quality of relationships between human 
beings and God. The concept is that, through 
the right ordering of relationships, personally and 
institutionally, a context can be created in which 
environmentally sustainable living becomes both 
a possibility and a joy. “It is hard to see how a 
relationship that is marked by severe inequality, 
oppression or emotional brokenness can be 
deemed as genuinely ‘good’.”136 Therefore these 
guiding principles inform an understanding of how 
our relationships might be re-ordered so that our 
relationships better reflect a right relationship with 
God. These principles also acknowledge that the 
particulars of what is ‘sustainable’ are not going 
to be the same for every situation. For example, 
while switching to renewable energy rather than 
relying on coal-fired electricity is an essential 
step in reducing our greenhouse gas emissions 
and becoming more sustainable, the type of 
renewable energy that is appropriate will change 
depending on the situation. Some sites are very 
suited to solar, for others wind would be more 
appropriate. These principles are, therefore, only a 
first step on the path towards sustainability.    

1.  Value and protect creation, see this as a joy 
rather than a burden

136  R. White and N. Spencer, ‘Christianity, Climate change and sustainable living’, SPCK, 2007, 152. 

  Humanity has been given the responsibility 
to work with and care for Creation, while 
acknowledging that Creation is a gift from 
God. Our role as carers is an opportunity 
for joy – to see it as a burden is to miss an 
essential element in our relationship with God. 
We also need to re-order our relationships 
at all levels to incorporate the costs of 
environmental damage or seek to minimise 
these costs. We also need to focus on the 
benefits of sustainable living, such as more 
time for other things and less pollution. 
Offering prayers of thanks for what we have 
already had can keep us focussed on the joy 
and not the burden.

2.  Reflect the close bond between society and 
the environment in our decisions.

  To care for Creation is also to love God and 
love our neighbour as ourselves. To claim 
that we love our neighbour while harming the 
world that we share is misguided at best. This 
principle provides a lens through which we 
can evaluate social and economic policies – 
do they acknowledge and strengthen the link 
between us and the environment we share? 
For example, a policy which supports the 
development of fuel-efficient cars is better for 
the environment. But a policy which seeks 
to build community infrastructure such as 
local shopping strips, green spaces, medical 
centres, footpaths and safe public transport 
reduces the need for cars. The latter is better 
for both the environment and the human 
community.

3.  Pursue justice for the vulnerable and 
marginalised

  As we have seen, concern for the vulnerable 
is a key theme throughout the Gospel. Given 
the disproportionate consequences of climate 
change on those in poverty throughout the 
world, this principle becomes particularly 
important. This also acts as a lens through 
which we can assess policies and point 
policymakers in the direction of measures that 
actively help the vulnerable.  

  These policies include progressive taxation 
and an adequate overseas aid budget. It is 
also a reminder about the need for people 
living in wealthy countries to engage in a 
certain level of self-sacrifice to do their fair 
share of taking action on climate change.

4.  We should not confuse wealth and value: our 
goal should be relational health rather than 
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money or personal freedom

  Much of the biblical teaching emphasises the 
dangers of placing wealth as the key pursuit 
in any society. Trustworthy, helpful and joyful 
relationships, rather than wealth should be the 
goal to which we aspire. This has implications 
for our personal lifestyles.

5.  We should express commitment to our 
immediate environment and favour local 
solutions

  The importance of place is a significant 
element in and determinant of human well-
being. The wisdom of indigenous people 
and those who have local knowledge of 
‘their place’ is a vital ingredient in finding 
sustainable solutions. Strengthening local 
communities and people feeling a genuine 
connection to where they live increases the 
capacity for community. Members of healthy 
communities also have greater feelings of 
security and a greater willingness to be 
involved in sharing resources. This principle 
can also act as a policy lens – does a policy 
invest power and responsibility in a local 
community?

6.  We should aim to offer just and equitable 
access to natural resources

The idea behind this principle is that all living 
things have a share in the world’s resources and 
an opportunity to optimise their share. One of 
the guiding principles in the international climate 
change negotiations is that the polluter should 
pay. Those responsible for pollution should carry 
the cost of fixing the problems it has caused. 
The World Council of Churches has also been 
promoting the concept of ecological debt. The 
idea is that industrialised Northern countries - 
their institutions and corporations – have a debt 
towards Southern countries because of how they 
have used these countries’ natural resources, 
often devastating and contaminating natural 
environments.137 This principle also reminds us 
that humanity is merely one aspect of Creation. 
We acknowledge that we share the planet with 
other living things which also need space and 
habitat to flourish.

7. We should respond seriously and with hope.

137   World Council of Churches, ‘Ecological Debt: Who Owes Whom?’ www.oikoumene.org/ru/
news/news-management/a/rus/browse/2/article/1722/ecological-debt-who-owes.html?tx_
ttnews%5Bcat%5D=96%2C33&cHash=bc84579c89

138   Jürgen Moltmann, ‘The Spirit of Hope. Theology for a World in Peril’, Westminster John Knox 
Press, Louisville, USA, 2019, 16. 

139  Ibid., 18-19.

Underpinning all these principles is the idea that 
the commands to love God and our neighbour 
demand a response. A faithful response is 
a hopeful response – a belief that God has 
not abandoned us, but instead given us the 
foundations of what we need to work towards a 
sustainable world.

►  7.2. An eco-theological frame on 
addressing climate change

Leading theologian Professor Jürgen Moltmann 
has recently released his latest book “The Spirit of 
Hope. Theology for a World in Peril”.  He provides 
an eco-theology frame to discuss how Christians 
should respond to climate change. Moltmann only 
represents the view of one theologian on eco-
theology. There are many other theologians that 
would offer different views on eco-theology.

In reflecting on how we, as Christians, should 
relate to our natural environment, Moltmann 
suggested:138

Before we human beings “till and keep” 
the earth and assume any rule over the 
world or any responsibility for creation, 
the earth cares for us. It creates the 
conditions that are favourable for the 
human race and has preserved it down 
to the present day. It is not that the earth 
is entrusted to us: we are entrusted to 
the earth. The earth can live without us 
human beings, but we cannot live without 
the earth.

He further made the point:139

According to the new ecological way of 
reading the same creation narratives in 
the Bible, the human being is the last 
being God creates and therefore, the 
most dependent of all God’s creations. 
For their life on earth, human beings are 
dependent on the existence of animals 
and plants, air and water, light, daytime 
and night-time, sun, moon, and stars, 
and without these things, we cannot 
live. Human beings exist only because 
all these other creatures exist.  The 
other creatures can all exist without the 
human being, but human beings cannot 
exist without them. So it is impossible to 
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conceive of the human being as a divine 
potentate, or as a solitary gardener, over 
against nature.

Further:140

Paul heard the “groaning” of those who 
are moved by the Spirit of God as they 
wait for the redemption of their bodies. 
He therefore also heard the “groaning” 
of the non-human creation by which he 
was surrounded (Rom. 8:22-23). He was 
convinced that it is God’s Spirit itself 
which lets us and the whole creation sign 
for redemption from the fate of death. The 
Spirit who is now present is the beginning 
of the new creation, in which death will 
be no more, for it is the Spirit of Jesus’s 
resurrection and the comprehensive 
presence of the risen one. Orthodox 
theology has expressed this in the hope 
not only for the deification of humanity 
but for the deification of the cosmos too. 
“The whole of nature is destined for the 
glory which humanity will partake of in the 
kingdom of the completion.”

Human beings are part of nature, in their 
own character, in their destiny, and in their 
hope for life. So they do not stand at the 
centre of the world. If they are to survive, 
they must integrate themselves into 
nature and into the community of their 
fellow beings. They are not entitled to the 
arrogance of power over nature and the 
liberty to do with it what they like. Their 
attitude should rather be characterised 
by a “cosmic humility” and by an attentive 
respect in all their interventions in nature. 
It is only when we become aware of our 
dependence on the life of the earth and 
on the existence of other living things 
that we shall turn from being what Luther 
called “proud and unhappy gods” into 
truly human beings. True knowledge is not 
power; true knowledge is wisdom. 

Moltmann made a case for a trinitarian creation:141

The Creator is linked with creation not 
only outwardly, but inwardly too. Creation 
is in God, and God in creation. According 
to the original Christian doctrine, the act 
of creation is a Trinitarian proceeding: 
God the Father creates the world through 
his eternal Word in the power of the divine 

140  Ibid., 20.
141  Ibid., 22.
142  Ibid., 23.

Spirit. The world is non-divine reality, but 
it is interpenetrated by God. If all things 
are created by God the Father, through 
God the Son, and in God the Holy Spirit, 
then they are also from God, through 
God, and in God.

He stated that a trinitarian view of creation is not 
pantheism:142

In the trinitarian doctrine of creation, the 
work of the transcendent Father is linked 
with the imminent outpouring divinity of 
the Holy Spirit. As a result, the created 
world must be viewed as divine, inasmuch 
as it is sustained and moved by divine 
forces. This is not “pantheism”, for God 
and the world are differentiated. Nor is it 
“panentheism” which says that all things 
are “in God”. The fact that God through 
God’s Spirit is present in all things is 
best expressed in the Old Testament and 
Jewish Shekinah doctrine: God desires to 
“dwell” in the midst of his people Israel. 
God will “dwell” in the new creation 
forever, when all things are full of God’s 
glory (Is. 6:3). We find this idea in its New 
Testament form in Paul and John. Patristic 
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theology calls it “perichoresis”, mutual 
indwelling: God in the world – the world 
in God. “He who abides in loves abides 
in God, and God abides in him” (1 John 
4:16).

He pointed out that an eco-theological frame 
starts from a different point to a stewardship 
frame:143

Modern ecological theology starts from 
the assumption that the earth is our 
“home”: “Humanity is part of a continually 
developing universe. Our home earth 
offers living space for a unique and 
diverse community of living things… 
To protect the earth’s ability to live, its 
diversity and its beauty is a sacred duty.”

Further:144

The earth belongs to the covenant with 
God. Behind the covenant with Noah – 
“with you and your descendants after you, 
and with every living creature that is with 
you” (Gen. 9:9-11) – lies God’s covenant 
with the earth: “I set my bow in the cloud, 
and it shall be a sign of the covenant 

143  Ibid., 24.
144  Ibid., 25-26.
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between me and the earth” (Gen. 9:13). 
This covenant puts the earth into a direct 
connection with God. It is the earth’s 
divine secret.
The rights of the earth in its covenant 
with God are brought to bear in the laws 
about Sabbath: “In the seventh year, 
there shall be a Sabbath of solemn rest 
for the land (earth)” (Lev. 25:4). The earth 
has a right to its Sabbath rest so that it 
can regenerate its fertility. Anyone who 
disregards the earth’s Sabbath turns the 
land into a desert and will be forced to 
leave it (Lev. 26:33).

Moltmann argued that the world’s major religions, 
including Christianity, need to reconnect with 
what it means to be part of the world, rather than 
looking to a life after death somewhere else:145

For these world religions, the “world” is 
not all there is; the world is mundane, 
painful, mortal, futile, and temporary. It 
cannot be a fitting home for an immortal 
human soul. 
Only the unseen world of heaven, 
the gods, or Nirvana can offer a soul 
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salvation, peace, or a paradise of wishes 
that are unfulfilled on earth. 

With their focus on the world beyond, the 
world religions have offered comfort in 
the strangeness of this world, but have 
also made this world into a stranger. They 
have paid for their solace in the world 
beyond with a negation of this-worldly 
life. In so doing, they have themselves 
become contributing factors in today’s 
ecological crisis. They have often spent 
more time preaching denial of earthly 
life than affirmation of it; they have often 
promoted respect for life more than love 
for it.

He offered the following advice to world 
religions:146  

To put it in secular terms, world religions 
must seriously engage with the ecological 
perspectives and start by applying it 
to themselves. For if the earth can no 
longer support life, that means the end 
of the human world and the end of world 
religions.

The theologian Ruth Gütter has argued, 
consistent with an eco-theological frame, that 
human freedom and self-limitation within our 
ecological limits are not mutually exclusive 
opposites. She has stated that according to 
the Christian understanding, freedom proves its 
worth precisely in our being able to limit ourselves 
responsibly in relation to God and our neighbours. 
She has made the case that:147

In relation to today’s global crises, that 
means being able to limit myself for 
the sake of the rights of other people 
in the present and future generations, 
but also for the sake of the rights to 
life of creation around me. The idea of 
unlimited freedom is not only dangerous; 
from a Christian point of view, it is also 
an illusion. Because I myself am not the 
result of my own doing but of that of my 
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creator and I owe my life to that of other 
creatures. My earthly life is limited in 
time in time and space. Recognising my 
finiteness implies becoming wise (Psalm 
90:12). Throughout my earthly life I rely 
on others and am dependent on them – 
also on non-human creation. So human 
freedom is not something absolute but 
is relational and dialogical. It proves its 
value in responsibility. And responsibility is 
also fundamentally something dialogical. 
Responsibility together with self-limitation, 
in the Christian view, are only possible in 
the belief that human beings have already 
been addressed by God.

8. What is Australia’s 
contribution to 
greenhouse gas 
emissions?
Australia has reported148 its annual greenhouse 
gas emissions for the year to June 2019 to be 
532 Mt CO2-e (million tonnes of carbon dioxide 
equivalent, which takes into account the impact 
on the climate of the different greenhouse gases). 
The emissions are distributed across the following 
sectors:149

■  Energy – Electricity (179.9 Mt CO2-e, 33.8%). 
These are generated by the combustion of fossil 
fuels and account for over a third of Australia’s 
emissions. In the National Energy Market (the 
grid covering the eastern states), 79% of power 
is generated from fossil fuels (mostly coal 
and some gas). A total of 21% of electricity is 
generated from wind, hydro, and solar.150

■  Energy – Stationary energy (100.8 Mt CO2-e, 
18.9%) which is made up of emissions from 
direct combustion of fuels for heat, steam 
or pressure (but excluding for electricity 
generation). The main components of this 
sector are the energy industry (24.6 Mt CO2-e 
including the expanding production of Liquid 

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
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Natural Gas (LNG) which accounts for over half 
of these emissions), mining (18.1 Mt CO2-e), 
manufacturing (30.2 Mt CO2-e), buildings 
including both residential and commercial (18.7 
Mt CO2-e), as well as agriculture, forestry and 
fishing (8.0 Mt CO2-e).151

■  Energy – Transport (100.4 Mt CO2-e, 
18.9%). The main components of emissions 
in this sector are road (84.5 Mt CO2-e divided 
almost equally between cars and all other 
road vehicles), rail (4.2 Mt CO2-e), domestic 
aviation (8.9 Mt CO2-e), and domestic shipping 
(2.0 Mt CO2-e).152 The transport sector is 
one of Australia’s fastest-growing sources of 
greenhouse gas emissions. Transport has seen 
the most significant growth in emissions in 
recent decades, increasing 60% since 1990. 
Since 2005 emissions from transport have 
increased by 20%.153 In the six years to 2019, 
petrol consumption decreased by 4.7% while 
diesel consumption increased by 19.8%.154

■  Energy – Fugitive emissions (56.4 Mt CO2-e, 
10.6%) escape “during the production, 
processing, transport, storage, transmission 
and distribution of fossil fuels”; the main 
components of fugitive emissions are from 
domestic natural gas (16.3 Mt CO2-e), LNG 
(15.4 Mt CO2-e), open-cut coal mines (6.8 Mt 
CO2-e) and underground coal mines (17.1 Mt 
CO2-e).155

■  Industrial processes and product use (34.7 
Mt CO2-e, 6.5%). These emissions include the 
by-products of processes used to produce 
metals (10.9 Mt CO2-e), chemicals (5.0 Mt 

151  Ibid., 17-19, and the accompanying chart data for Figure 9 
152  Ibid., 20-23, and the accompanying chart data for Figure 11 
153   Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart 

and Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 45.
154  Ibid., 45.
155   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Australia’s emissions projections 2019’, 2019, 24-29, and 

the accompanying chart data for Figure 13 www.environment.gov.au/system/files/
resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-
data-2019.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

156   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Quarterly Update of Australia’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory: 
June 2019’, 2019, 15, and the accompanying chart data for Figure 14 www.environment.gov.
au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-
update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

157   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Australia’s emissions projections 2019’, 2019, 34-36, and 
the accompanying chart data for Figure 19 www.environment.gov.au/system/files/
resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-
data-2019.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

158  Ibid., 37-39, and the accompanying chart data for Figure 23.
159   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Quarterly Update of Australia’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory: 

June 2019’, 2019, 17-18 and Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Australia’s emissions projections 
2019’, 2019, 40-43.

CO2-e), and minerals (5.6 Mt CO2-e). They 
also include emissions from “products used as 
substitutes for ozone-depleting substances” 
(12.6 Mt CO2-e). The total emissions in 
this sector have changed little over the last 
decade.156

■  Agriculture (67.4 Mt CO2-e, 12.7%) includes 
estimates of greenhouse gases such as 
methane from livestock (cattle 42.1 Mt CO2-e 
and sheep 13.4 Mt CO2-e) and emissions as a 
result of applying fertilisers, lime and urea (5.8 
Mt CO2-e).157

■  Waste (11.8 Mt CO2-e, 2.2%) mainly methane 
from landfills (8.3 Mt CO2-e) and to a lesser 
extent from wastewater (3.2 Mt CO2-e).158

■  Land use, land-use change and forestry 
(-19.3 Mt CO2-e, -3.5%). These emissions 
include both sources of carbon emissions (for 
instance as a result of clearing forest land for 
other uses) and carbon sinks that draw down 
carbon from the atmosphere (for example as 
a result of timber harvesting and growing new 
forests in plantations on previously cleared 
land). The net effect of these in Australia since 
2015 has been a small reduction of carbon in 
the atmosphere.159

Not included, in the above, are emissions from the 
combustion of fossil fuels that Australia exports 
overseas (such as coal and gas). The emissions 
from the fossil fuels that have been exported 
are counted in the greenhouse emissions of the 
countries where the fossil fuels are burnt. Also, 
emissions from international aviation and shipping 

https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/8d47dec2-cd70-4a67-a7ab-85d67f3d53be/files/nggi-quarterly-update-jun-2019-data-sources.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
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are not included.

Australia’s total greenhouse gas emissions 
have been on an upward trend over the past 
three years, although they peaked in 2018.160 
The increase was mainly driven by the growing 
production of LNG for export, population growth, 
rising household income leading to increased 
consumption and increased travel.161

Emissions from electricity generation in Australia 
peaked in 2009 and then declined to 2014. The 
decline was assisted by government policies that 
supported renewable energy and a price placed 
on greenhouse gas emissions between 2012 
and 2014. After 2014, emissions from electricity 
generation increased in 2015 and 2016 before 
decreasing again in 2017 and 2018. The most 
recent reductions were driven by the closure of 
coal-fired power stations and rising electricity 
generation from renewable sources.162 Coal has 
fallen from generating 71% of Australia’s electricity 
in 2010 to 60% in 2018.163

►  8.1. Progress towards international 
targets

The United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC) opened for signature 
at the “Rio Earth Summit” held in 1992 and has 
now been ratified by 196 governments (including 
Australia, one of the original signatories) as 
well by the European Union.164 The objective 
of the convention is to achieve “stabilization of 
greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere 
at a level that would prevent dangerous 
anthropogenic interference with the climate 

160  Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart and 
Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 25.

161  Ibid., 25.
162  Ibid., 34.
163  Ibid., 35.
164   UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-

convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
165  United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, United Nations, 1992,  www.unfccc.

int/sites/default/files/convention_text_with_annexes_english_for_posting.pdf
166  UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-

convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
167  UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
168  UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/node/28580
169   Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, United 

Nations, 1997, 24. www.unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/docs/cop3/l07a01.pdf 
170   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Australia’s emissions projections 2019’, 2019, 41-45, and the 

accompanying chart data for Figures 24 and 26 www.www.environment.gov.au/system/files/
resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-
data-2019.xlsx (downloaded 19/02/2020).

171 Ibid., 41, and the accompanying chart data for Figure 26.

system … within a time frame sufficient to allow 
ecosystems to adapt naturally to climate change, 
to ensure that food production is not threatened 
and to enable economic development to proceed 
in a sustainable manner.”165

The UNFCCC put the onus on developed 
countries to lead the way,166 resulting in the 
subsequent Kyoto Protocol to the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change that 
set binding emission reduction targets for 36 
industrialized countries and the European Union. 

Overall, these targets added up to an average 5 
per cent emission reduction compared to 1990 
levels over the five years 2008–2012 (the first 
commitment period).167 Australia signed the Kyoto 
protocol in 1998 (but only ratified it in 2007)168 
agreeing to limit emissions to an increase (not 
reduction) of 8% over 1990 levels; Australia was 
one of only three countries to set a target that 
was above their greenhouse gas emissions in 
1990.169 Australia’s emissions in 1990 were 605 
Mt CO2-e and by 1998 emissions had fallen to 
503 Mt CO2-e (emissions resulting from forest 
clearing for agriculture had steadily reduced 
from 178.4 Mt CO2-e in 1990 to 75.7 Mt CO2-e  
in 1998).  However, by 2007 Australia’s overall 
emissions had risen again to 627 Mt CO2-e.170 
At the beginning of the first commitment period, 
2008, emissions were still above 1990 levels but 
steadily fell, and were only 558 Mt CO2-e in 2012 
(ending up nearly 8%  below 1990 levels).171 

The second commitment period under the Doha 
Amendment to the Kyoto protocol runs from 2013 
to 2020. Australia committed to a reduction in 

https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/convention_text_with_annexes_english_for_posting.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/convention_text_with_annexes_english_for_posting.pdf
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
https://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol
https://unfccc.int/node/28580
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/docs/cop3/l07a01.pdf
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
https://www.environment.gov.au/system/files/resources/4aa038fc-b9ee-4694-99d0-c5346afb5bfb/files/aust-emissions-projects-chart-data-2019.xlsx
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emissions of 0.5% compared with 1990 levels 
whereas most countries committed to reductions 
in emissions of 20%.172

In 2016 Australia signed and ratified the Paris 
Agreement173 with its initial Nationally Determined 
Contribution (NDC) being a 2030 target to reduce 
greenhouse emissions by 26-28% compared 
with 2005 levels. However, the “global aggregate 
emission levels in 2025 and 2030 resulting 
from the implementation of the communicated” 
NDCs of all governments “do not fall within the 
scope of 2°C or 1.5°C scenarios.” 174 A recent 
analysis by Climate Action Tracker175 (produced 
by a consortium of two independent German-
based research institutes Climate Analytics and 
NewClimate Institute) of different governments 
current commitments through NDCs it is likely 
“the world will warm by 2.8oC by the end of the 
century.” However, the situation is worse than 
that as  “Governments are even further from the 
Paris temperature limit in terms of their real-
world action (current policies) that would see the 
temperature rise by 3°C.”

The current commitments of only a few 
governments (such as India and the Philippines) 
are compatible with less than 2oC of warming 
in average global temperature. Whereas those 
of Australia (and other governments such as 
Brazil, Canada, Mexico, New Zealand and the 
United Kingdom as well as the European Union 
as a whole) are insufficient to limit to warming 

172  Doha Amendment to the Kyoto Protocol to United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, United Nations, 2012, 1-2.www.treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/2012/12/20121217%20
11-40%20AM/CN.718.2012.pdf 

173  UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change) www.unfccc.int/node/28580
174   UNFCCC secretariat (UN Climate Change), Aggregate effect of the intended nationally 

determined contributions: an update, Synthesis report by the secretariat prepared for COP22, 
FCCC/CP/2016/2, 2016, 58-59. www.unfccc.int/resource/docs/2016/cop22/eng/02.pdf 
(downloaded 13/04/2020).

175   Climate Action Tracker, ‘Warming Projections Global Update’, December 2019, 1-2 
www.climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_
WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf (downloaded 9/04/2020).

176   Climate Action Tracker, Warming Projections Global Update, December 2019, 11 
www.climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_
WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf (downloaded 9/04/2020).

177   Crippa, M., Oreggioni, G., Guizzardi, D., Muntean, M., Schaaf, E., Lo Vullo, E., Solazzo, 
E., Monforti-Ferrario, F., Olivier, J.G.J., Vignati, E., ‘Fossil CO2 and GHG emissions of all 
world countries - 2019 Report’, EUR 29849 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, 
Luxembourg, 2019, ISBN 978-92-76-11100-9, doi:10.2760/687800, JRC117610, 4.

178  Ibid., 24.
179   Commonwealth of Australia, ‘Quarterly Update of Australia’s National Greenhouse Gas Inventory: 

June 2019’, 2019, 8.
180   Crippa, M., Oreggioni, G., Guizzardi, D., Muntean, M., Schaaf, E., Lo Vullo, E., Solazzo, 

E., Monforti-Ferrario, F., Olivier, J.G.J., Vignati, E., ‘Fossil CO2 and GHG emissions of all 
world countries - 2019 Report’, EUR 29849 EN, Publications Office of the European Union, 
Luxembourg, 2019, ISBN 978-92-76-11100-9, doi:10.2760/687800, JRC117610, 47.

to less than 2oC. Apart from the European 
Union (its policies are close to being able to 
meet this target) most of these governments 
do not yet have policies that Climate Tracker 
assesses as being able to meet even these 
modest commitments. Commitments of many 
governments are highly insufficient (such as 
China, Germany, Japan, South Africa and South 
Korea). Some are critically insufficient (such as 
Russia, Saudi Arabia, and the United States).176

►  8.2. Comparison with other nations

The European Commission has an emissions 
database that fills the gaps in data collected 
by the United Nations, “completing the global 
picture with time-series for each country, 
contributing to enhanced transparency and 
providing a benchmark against which national 
and global estimates can be compared.”177 Their 
most recent published global and country data 
is for fossil fuel CO2 emissions from all “human 
activity leading to climate-relevant emissions” 
in 2018 except for (i) other greenhouse gases, 
(ii) biomass/biofuel combustion (short-cycle 
carbon), (iii) large-scale biomass burning, and 
(iv) land use, land-use change and forestry.178 In 
2018 Australia’s total emissions179 were 532.4 Mt 
CO2-e (similar to 2019) but with these exceptions 
the fossil fuel CO2 emissions180 were 415.3 Mt 
CO2. 

Global fossil fuel CO2 emissions in 2018 were 

https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/2012/12/20121217%2011-40%20AM/CN.718.2012.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/Treaties/2012/12/20121217%2011-40%20AM/CN.718.2012.pdf
https://unfccc.int/node/28580
https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/2016/cop22/eng/02.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
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37,887 Mt CO2
181, which corresponds to 5.0 

tonnes CO2 per person.182 

The top 16 emitters (counting 28 members of the 
European Union pre-Brexit as a whole) are shown 
in the table below, and each contributed to over 
1% of global fossil fuel CO2 emissions in 2018. 
Although Australia is in sixteenth position in terms 
of fossil fuel CO2 emissions, it has the second-
highest of per capita emissions of the sixteen. 

It also means there are 180 countries with lower 
emission levels than Australia (more if European 
countries are considered individually rather than 
as a block).

Australia currently has one of the most energy 
and emissions-intensive road vehicle fleets in the 
world. Australia’s average emissions intensity for 
passenger vehicles is 45% higher than in Europe. 
Australia is one of the few OECD countries 
without vehicle greenhouse gas emissions 
standards.183

181  Ibid., 33.
182  Ibid., 12, 34-35.
183   Cameron Butler, Amandine Denis-Ryan, Paul Graham, Rod Kelly, Luke Reedman, Ian Stewart 

and Tom Yankos, ‘Decarbonisation Futures’, ClimateWorks Australia, March 2020, 45.
184  ‘BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2019’, 68th Edition, 2019, 8.
185  Ibid., 12-14, 36, 47, 63, 71, 77, 127-129, 135, 160, 191, 200,210-211, 229, 236. 

►  8.3. Comparison of Australia’s energy 
consumption and fossil fuel reserves 
and production with other countries

When considering how Australia compares to 
other countries, there are two ways of looking 
at energy consumption and greenhouse gas 
emissions within and between countries. One 
is to compare the total energy used, and the 
other is to compare the energy used per head 
of population. With a population of 25.6 million, 
Australia has 0.33% of the world’s population 
and consumes 1% of energy. By comparison, the 
USA has 4.25% of the world’s population and 
consumes 16.6% of its energy. China has 18.5% 
of the global population and consumes 23.6% of 
its energy.184  Table 3 shows the top five energy-
consuming countries in comparison with Australia. 
Table 4 shows the top five countries in energy use 
perhead of population. Despite the need to reduce 
dependence on fossil fuels, they are still making 
up an average of 84.7% of world energy use. 

 

Top emitters in 2018 Mt CO2 from fossil 
fuels in 2018

Global share of 
emissions 

Emissions increasing or 
decreasing from 2017

Tonnes of CO2 emissions 
per person

China 11,256 29.7%  ↑ 8.0

United States 5,275 13.9%  ↑ 16.1

European Union 3,457 9.1% ↓ 6.8

India 2,622 6.9%   ↑ 1.9

Russia 1,748 4.6%   ↑ 12.1

Japan 1,199 3.2% ↓ 9.4

Iran 728 1.9%    ↑ 8.9

South Korea 695 1.8%   ↑ 13.6

Saudi Arabia 625 1.6% ↓ 18.6

Canada 594 1.6% ↓ 16.1

Indonesia 558 1.5%  ↑ 2.1

Brazil 500 1.3% ↓ 2.4

Mexico 496 1.3% ↓ 3.8

South Africa 477 1.3%  ↑ 8.3

Turkey 417 1.1%  ↑ 5.1

Australia 415 1.1%  ↑ 16.8

 Table 2. Fossil fuel CO2 emissions for biggest emitters in 2018. 185
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Oil, natural gas and coal 
consumption (million 
tonnes of oil equivalent)

% of total 
energy 
consumed 
from oil, gas 
and coal

% of 
coal 
in the 
fossil 
fuel 
mix

Country Total energy consumed 
(million tonnes of oil 
equivalent)

% of world 
consumption

Gigajoules 
per capita

Oil Natural 
Gas

Coal

China 3273.7 23.6 96.9 641.2 243.3 1906.7 85.3 68.3

United 
States of 
America

2300.6 16.6 294.8 919.7 702.6 317.0

84.3 16.3

India 809.2 5.8 25.0 239.1 49.9 452.2 91.6 61.0

Russia 720.7 5.2 209.6 152.3 390.8 88.0 87.6 13.9

Japan 464.0 3.3 149.9 182.4 99.5 117.5 86.1 29.4

Australia 144.3 1.0 243.9 53.3 35.6 44.3 92.3 33.3

186  Ibid., 8-9, 12.

 Table 3. Consumption of fossil fuels of the top five countries by the amount in 2018, with Australia 
by comparison.186
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Table 4. Five highest countries of energy 
consumption per capita, with Australia by 
comparison.187

Country Energy Consumption per  
capita (GJ/person)

Qatar 749.7

Singapore 633.0

United Arab Emirates 492.4

Trinidad and Tobago 465.5

Canada 390.2

Australia 243.9

Table 5 shows the top five countries by their oil 
reserves expressed as a per cent of the total 
world reserves. It also shows the reserves divided 
by the 2018 production, which is an estimate of 
how years the reserve will last. 

Of course, it will last longer if production slows or 
for a shorter period if production increases. 

At current production rates, the world will run out 
of oil in about 50 years. Australia has only 0.2% 
of the world’s oil reserves and is depends on 
imported oil. 

187  Ibid., 12.
188  Ibid., 14.
189  Ibid., 16.
190  Ibid., 20.

 Table 5. Oil reserves of the top five countries 
compared to Australia in 2018.188

Country % of global oil 
reserves

Estimated life of the 
oil reserve based 
on 2018 Reserve/
Production (years)

Venezuela 17.5 >500

Saudi Arabia 17.2 66.4

Canada 9.7 88.3

Iran 9.0 90.4

Iraq 8.5 87.4

Australia 0.2 30.8

The countries with the largest reserves aren’t 
always the most significant producers as can be 
seen by comparing Tables 5 and 6. The USA and 
Russia will need to import oil again if they do not 
reduce consumption.

Table 6. Oil production of the five largest oil-
producing countries compared to Australia in 
2018.189

Country % Estimated life of the 
oil reserve based 
on 2018 Reserve/
Production (years)

USA 15.0 11

Saudi Arabia 12.9 66.4

Russia 12.6 25.4

Iraq 5.1 87.4

Iran 4.9 90.4

Australia 0.3 30.8

As is shown in Table 7, the USA is by far the 
largest consumer of oil.

Table 7. Top five oil-consuming countries in 
2018, compared to Australia.190

Country %

USA 19.7

China 13.8

India 5.1

Japan 3.9

Saudi Arabia 3.5

Australia 1.1
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Australia has 1.1% of the world’s natural gas 
reserves, but at the present rate of exploitation 
will use those reserves up in 18 years.191 

Australia has the sixth largest natural gas reserves 
in the world. The world will run out of natural gas 
in approximately 50 years at the current rate of 
consumption.192 

Table 8. The proportion of natural gas reserves 
of the six countries with the largest natural gas 
reserves and estimated reserve life based on 
2018 consumption.193

Country % of global 
reserves

Estimated life of the 
reserves based on 2018 
Reserves/Production 
(years)

Russia 19.8 58.2

Iraq 16.2 273.8

Qatar 12.5 140.7

Turkmenistan 9.9 316.8

USA 6.0 14.3

Australia 1.2 18.4

Table 9. Top five natural gas-consuming 
countries in 2018, compared to Australia.194

Country Consumption of natural gas 
in billions m3

% of global 
consumption

USA 817.1 21.2

Russia 454.5 11.8

China 283.0 7.4

Iran 225.6 5.9

Canada 115.7 3.0

Australia 41.1 1.1

Table 10 shows that Australia has the third-
highest reserves of coal, and Table 11 shows that 
Australia is the fourth-largest producer of coal. 
The other countries in the top five producers do 
not export coal.

191  Ibid., 30.
192  Ibid., 30.
193  Ibid., 30.
194  Ibid., 34.
195  Ibid., 42.
196   Ibid., 42-43.
197  Ibid., 45.

Table 10. The five countries with the largest 
coal reserves in the world in 2018 and the 
estimated life of the reserves based on 2018 
production.195

Country % of global coal 
reserves

Estimated life of the 
reserves based on 2018 
Reserves/Production 
(years)

USA 23.7 365

Russia 15.2 364

Australia 14.0 304

China 13.2 38

India 9.6 132

Table 11. Five largest coal producers in the 
world and estimated life of coal reserves based 
on 2018 production levels.196

Country % of global 
production

Estimated life of reserves 
based on 2018 Reserves/
Production (years)

China 46.7 38

USA 9.3 365

India 7.9 132

Australia 7.7 304

Russia 5.6 364

Table 12. Top five consumer countries of 
coal compared to Australia based on 2018 
consumption.197

Country % of global consumption 
of coal

China 50.5

Japan 12.0

USA 8.4

India 3.1

South Korea 2.3

Australia 1.2
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Table 13 shows the top five countries for 
renewable energy consumption. They are mostly 
the same as the top consumers of fossil fuels. 
China is by far the top consumer of renewable 
energy. Renewable energy is generally not 
imported. 

Table 13. Top five countries consuming 
renewable energy compared with 
Australia.198

Country % of global renewable energy consumption

China 25.6

USA 18.5

Germany 8.4

India 4.9

Brazil 4.2

Australia 1.3

9. What are other 
countries doing?
Human influenced climate change is a global 
problem that requires global action. It requires 
all governments to play their part, within their 
capacity and level of financial resources. There 
is a need to address climate change while 
still allowing people to move out of economic 
poverty. That means that globally, the demand 
for electricity is expected to increase by 56% by 
2040.199

Professor Ross Garnaut has pointed out why it is 
important to set an average global temperature 
increase target and the implications of the target 
set:200

Once we have set a ‘target’ for 
temperature increases, we can calculate 
the ‘budget’ for greenhouse gases that 
can safely be emitted into the atmosphere 
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while still allowing us to reach the target. 
If the world makes a late and slow start 
on reducing emissions, it uses up most 
of the budget early. If we had moved 
with resolve from 2008, we could have 
reduced to zero over about fifty years.  
Of course, if we continue to move slowly 
– as we have so far – we will have to 
achieve zero emissions earlier than 2050, 
as it is the accumulated total of emissions 
that determines the warming effect. 

Globe efforts so far have failed to curb the 
growth in the concentration of greenhouse gases 
in the atmosphere. The World Meteorological 
Organisation reported that there had been 
nearly a 20% increase in greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere in the five years from 2015 to 
2019.201

At the same time, there are some positive signs. 
In 2018, global investment in renewable energy 
generation contributed 171 GW of power, 
more than 60% of all new power generation. 
Solar power made up 94GW of the new power 
generation and wind power 49GW.202

According to the analysisby Climate Action 
Tracker, China’s current Nationally Determined 
Contributions under the Paris Agreement are 
Highly Insufficient. 203 China “continues as the 
world’s largest consumer of coal and largest 
developer of renewable energy; but while fossil 
investments grow, renewable subsidies are being 
phased out. Increasing CO2 emissions from China 
continue to raise concerns that the progress in 
recent years could be reversing.”204 

Climate Action Tracker has more significant 
concerns about United States which it rates 
as Critically Insufficient because the “Trump 
Administration withdraws from the Paris 
Agreement and continues policy rollbacks.” 205 
However, “despite the decision to withdraw from 
the Paris Agreement and other rollbacks, the 

https://climateactiontracker.org/documents/698/CAT_2019-12-10_BriefingCOP25_WarmingProjectionsGlobalUpdate_Dec2019.pdf
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US power sector looks set to overachieve the 
emissions reduction goals of the repealed Clean 
Power Plan.”206

The European Union “cross-sectoral policies and 
emissions trend are moving in the right direction 
but not as fast as necessary. The ‘Clean Energy 
for all Europeans’ package sets the framework for 
decarbonising energy and buildings sectors, but 
concerns arise over increasing support for natural 
gas development.”207

India has been assessed by Climate Action 
Tracker as on track to meet its current NDC target 
that is compatible with limiting global warming 
to 2°C. On current policy projections, the target 
would be consistent with limiting global warming 
to 1.5°C.208 “Despite the fact that current policies 
in place will lead to an overachievement of 
targets laid out in India’s NDC, there is significant 
uncertainty over the future of coal power capacity 
in India. Climate Action Tracker asserts, “India is 
on track to become a global renewable energy 
leader.  For three consecutive years, renewable 
energy investment topped that of fossil fuel-
related power investments, and there are signs 
in 2019 of a marked slowdown in CO2 emissions 
growth. Even so, significant coal-fired capacity is 
planned for development“. 209

The National Electricity Plan foresees coal-fired 
power capacity additions of 46 GW between 2022 
and 2027” that “risk becoming stranded assets.” 

210 From 2016 to 2018 India doubled its PV and 
wind energy output, going from 4% to 8%. India 
has also increased energy efficiency reducing 
demand by 15% or 300 MtCO2 emissions from 
2000 to 2018.211 

India’s per capita emission is 1.6 tonnes of CO2, 
compared with the global average of 4.4 tonnes. 
India’s total share of the world’s CO2 emission is 
6.4%.212 The Climate Change Performance Index  
has said of the Indian Government’s efforts: 213
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National experts commend the 
government for strong policies for 
supporting the expansion of renewable 
energy. The policies are needed to meet 
the ambitious targets as recent renewable 
energy capacity additions are below the 
level required. Despite an overall high 
rating for its Climate Policy performance, 
experts point out that the government has 
yet to develop a roadmap for the phase-
out of fossil fuel subsidies that would 
consequently reduce the country’s high 
dependence on coal.

Russia formally ratified the Paris agreement in 
October 2019. Its decision to ratify was more 
symbolic than substantive. It did not come with 
any improvement to its low emissions reduction 
target, nor with an announcement of any new 
climate policies. It is more than likely that Russia 
will achieve its Paris Agreement target. However, 
the target is so weak it would not require a 
decrease in greenhouse gas emissions from the 
current level. The target would also not require 
the government to adopt a low-carbon economic 
development strategy. 214  As a result, Climate 
Action Tracker has given Russia a rating of 
Critically Insufficient.
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10. What contribution 
do fossil fuels play 
in greenhouse gas 
emissions?
Fuel fossil consumption remains a significant 
contributor to greenhouse gas emissions. BP 
plc215 is a multinational oil and gas company 
which, by revenue, is the seventh-largest 
company in the world and the sixth-largest oil and 
gas company. 

It has for 68 years produced a Statistical 
Review of World Energy216 which is recognised 
as an authoritative guide to energy use. In 
his introduction to the 2019 edition, the then 

215  www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_companies_by_revenue (accessed 29 February 
2020) 

216   www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/
statistical-review/bp-stats-review-2019-full-report.pdf (accessed 29 February 2020) 

Group Chief Executive of BP, Mr Robert Dudley, 
comments, about 2018, “a year in which there 
was a growing divide between societal demands 
for an accelerated transition to a low carbon 
energy system and the actual pace of progress.” 
While the per cent of oil, natural gas and coal in 
total energy consumption reduced by 0.52% the 
amount of oil, natural gas and coal used went up 
by 2.4%.

Figure 1 illustrates global CO2 emissions from 
1850 to 2016. These include emissions from 
cement production due to the decomposition of 
calcium carbonate in the manufacturing process. 
There was a slight lowering of emissions towards 
the end of World War II, followed by a rapid 
increase since then. 

 Figure 1. Global carbon dioxide emissions from human activity from 1850 to 2016.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_largest_companies_by_revenue
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statistical-review/bp-stats-review-2019-full-report.pdf
https://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/business-sites/en/global/corporate/pdfs/energy-economics/statistical-review/bp-stats-review-2019-full-report.pdf
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Figure 2 shows the historical global dependence 
on fossil fuels for energy since 1965. It can be 
seen that significant efforts will need to be made 
to eliminate reliance on fossil fuels.

11. How quickly  
can Australia move to 
generate its power  
needs by renewable 
energy only?
Australia is already moving to increase its 
adoption of renewable energy for electricity 
generation. In the last four years, Australia has 
added 7,400 MW of new electricity generation 
capacity from renewable sources and a further 
6,100 MW is committed or highly probable.218 
State Governments have set themselves the 
following targets for electricity generation from 
renewable sources:219

217   Taken from the ‘BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2017’ at www.darrinqualman.com/two-
sources-of-energy/
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■  Victoria, Queensland and the Northern Territory 
50% by 2030;

■ the ACT 100% by 2020; and 
■  Tasmania 200% by 2040, so that Tasmania can 

export electricity generated from renewable 
sources. 

Commonwealth Government projections suggest 
that 48% of electricity generation in Australia will 
come from renewable energy by 2030.220 

ClimateWorks has estimated that between 
70% - 74% of Australia’s electricity generation 
would need to come from renewable sources 
by 2030 if Australia was to play its fair share 
towards limiting the increase in global average 
temperature to 2oC. They further estimated that 
79% of Australia’s electricity generation would 
need to come from renewable sources by 2030 
if Australia was to play its fair share to limit the 
average global temperature increase to 1.5oC.221 
An analysis conducted by consultants PwC and 

  Figure 2. Global primary energy consumption by fuel or energy source, 1965-2016 217.
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Jacobs towards the end of 2019 concluded 
that putting in place a power generation mix 
dominated by renewables by 2040 can deliver 
reliable and affordable electricity. By contrast, 
replacing old coal-fired powers stations with 
new High-Efficiency Low-Emissions coal-fired 
power stations would result in poorer economic 
outcomes for Australia, as well as higher 
greenhouse gas emissions.222  The factors 
contributing to this outcome are:223

■  The cost of renewables has continued to come 
down as technologies have matured and scale 
has been achieved;

■  Most coal-fired power stations in Australia are 
nearing the end of their economic and technical 
lives and must be replaced, with the dominant 
replacement technologies being renewable; and

■  The changing power generation mix and 
the need for different enabling power grid 
infrastructure are changing the footprint of 
Australia’s power grid and requires investment.

A power generation mix of 80% renewables within 
20 years would result in 68% less greenhouse gas 
emissions from power generation than those in 
2005. It would also increase the Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) by $13 billion.224 If by 2040, 
90% of the power generation was provided by 
renewables, it would add $15 billion to GDP.225

12. What contribution can 
Australia play in curbing 
climate change?
Thorough research by reputable organisations and 
businesses have indicated that Australia could 
move rapidly to reduce its greenhouse emissions. 

Significant progress is already being made in 
the electricity generation sector. All Australian 
states and territories are aiming to achieve net-
zero greenhouse gas emissions by or before 
2050. Also, Australian capital cities and local 
governments are increasingly setting net-zero 
emissions targets for their communities.226 
Australian based businesses are also getting 
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on board with 826 companies committed to or 
developing a target to reduce their greenhouse 
gas emissions aligned with the Paris Agreement 
goal of keeping the average global temperature 
increase below 2oC. These companies include 
Atlassian, Dexus, Mirvac, Rio Tinto and Qantas 
that have committed to net-zero greenhouse gas 
emissions.227

The organisation ClimateWorks, with assistance 
from the CSIRO, produced an assessment in 
March 2020 that made the case that Australia 
can achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions 
before 2050.228 The outcome would be achieved 
by accelerated deployment of mature and 
demonstrated zero-emissions technologies, and 
the rapid development and commercialisation of 
emerging zero-emissions technologies in harder 
to abate sectors. ClimateWorks stated that 
Commonwealth Government figures projected 
a decline of national emissions by 16% on 2005 
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levels by 2030. They calculate those greenhouse 
gas emissions would need to decrease by 
between 48-53% by 2030 for Australia to play 
its fair share in limiting climate change to an 
average increase of global temperature by 
2oC. Greenhouse gas emissions would need to 
decrease by 74% by 2030 for Australia to play its 
fair share in limiting global average temperature 
increase to 1.5oC.229  

ClimateWorks pointed out that new large-scale 
renewable electricity generation is now less 
expensive than new fossil fuel-driven electricity 
generation.230 Further, ClimateWorks pointed 
out that battery storage costs related to storing 
electricity generated by renewable energy sources 
are now 80% cheaper than in 2010.231 Many 
energy-efficient technologies continue to be 
more effective and cheaper than alternatives. For 
example, the cost of LED lighting has decreased 
by 80% in the past five years.232 ClimateWorks 
pointed out that readily available technologies 
for zero greenhouse gas emissions for industrial 
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processes remain scarce.233 For construction, it 
is possible to increase the use of materials that 
have near-zero greenhouse gas emissions related 
to their production. In Brisbane, for example, 
the 10-storey office tower known as ‘25 King’ 
showcases the structural capabilities of cross-
laminated timber as a replacement for emissions-
intensive steel and cement.234

ClimateWorks pointed out that planting trees to 
offset greenhouse gas emissions requires new 
land to be made available for the tree-planting, 
a process that has limits. Further, forests are 
vulnerable to bushfires and drought.235

Electric vehicles are the most significant and 
promising technology for reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions from transport. When combined 
with renewable electricity generation, electric 
vehicles offer the prospect of zero emissions 
for road transport. Scaled-up global production 
of electric vehicles combined with the declining 
cost of batteries has reduced manufacturing 
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costs. These trends have made electric vehicles 
more affordable and seen an increase in the 
purchase of such vehicles. For example, 46% of 
new cars sold in Norway in 2018 were electric 
vehicles.236 By comparison, there were only 3,000 
electric vehicles sold in Australia in 2018.237 
Within a decade, electric vehicles are expected 
to be cost-competitive with, or cheaper, than 
vehicles powered by fossil fuels.238 Australian 
Governments could assist in the transition to 
electric vehicles through policy settings that help 
with their uptake and through requiring a higher 
number and distribution of charging points to 
recharge vehicles. 

Emissions from transport can also be decreased 
by increasing the provision of public transport. 
Over the past two decades, growth in rail 
passenger travel has outpaced growth in road 
travel.239

Increased use of teleconferencing can also reduce 
emissions by reducing the need for business 
travel.

13. Should the Synod call 
a ‘climate emergency’?
The Synod has heard from those who argue 
we need to call for a ‘climate emergency’. The 
Guardian newspaper ran with the sensationalist 
headline in October 2018 “We have 12 years to 
limit climate change catastrophe, warns UN.”240 
The text of the article itself more accurately 
reflected the warning of the UN Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, stating:

The world’s leading climate scientists 
have warned there is only a dozen 
years for global warming to be kept to a 
maximum of 1.5oC, beyond which even 
half a degree will significantly worsen the 
risks of droughts, floods, extreme heat 
and poverty for hundreds of millions of 
people.

The authors of the landmark report by the 
UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) released on Monday say 
urgent and unprecedented changes are 
needed to reach the target, which they 
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say is affordable and feasible although it 
lies at the most ambitious end of the Paris 
agreement pledge to keep temperatures 
between 1.5oC and 2oC.

For some environmentalists, the urgency of 
climate change requires the suspension of 
democracy.241 For example, notable British 
environmentalist James Lovelock, who developed 
the Gaia hypothesis, has effectively called for the 
imposition of dictatorships globally with wartime 
powers to address the threat of climate change:242

We need a more authoritative world. 
We’ve become a sort of cheeky, 
egalitarian world where everyone can 
have their say. It’s all very well, but there 
are certain circumstances – a war is a 
typical example – where you can’t do 
that. You’ve got to have a few people with 
authority who you trust who are running 
it. And they should be very accountable 
too, of course. But it can’t happen in 
a modern democracy. This is one of 
the problems. What’s the alternative to 
democracy? There isn’t one. But even 
the best democracies agree that when 
a major war approaches, democracy 
must be put on hold for the time being. 
I have a feeling that climate change may 
be an issue as severe as a war. It may be 
necessary to put democracy on hold for 
a while.

There are obvious and significant problems with 
such views. Who would decide which people get 
to form the dictatorship? At what point should 
the dictatorship end, given that the challenge of 
climate change will take decades to address? 
Invoking wartime language is also not helpful. 
It can conjure up the concept that those not 
committed to addressing climate change are 
traitors. In wartime, traitors are imprisoned or 
executed. This is hardly the type of imagery that 
sits well with the Christian faith.

George Marshall, the founder of the Climate 
Outreach and Information Network, warns against 
the use of enemy and wartime narratives in 
addressing climate change:243
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Every campaign defines the language and 
battle lines that will determine our future 
thinking. If our founding narratives are 
based around enemies, there is no reason 
to suppose that, as climate impacts build 
in intensity, new and far more vicious 
enemy narratives will not readily replace 
them, drawing on religious, generational, 
political, class, and nationalistic divides – 
especially in the Middle East, where water 
scarcity could catalyze bitter conflict along 
religious lines. History has shown us too 
many times that enemy narratives soften 
us up to the violence, scapegoating, or 
genocide that follows.

The Australian Conservation Foundation has said 
on the topic of declaring climate emergencies:244

The Australian Conservation Foundation 
(ACF) commends local, state and 
national governments, organisations and 
corporations who have formally adopted 
climate emergency declarations. 

These declarations recognise the climate 
crisis and provide momentum for urgent 
climate action, and are especially valuable 
when signed by local governments, 
because they combine action at the local 
community level with a commitment by a 
level of government critical in the creation 
of a liveable climate. 

However, climate emergency declarations 
are only as good as the goals, targets and 
policies to deliver them, which have varied 
markedly around the world. While some 
declarations have been backed up with 
ambitious and concrete implementation 
actions, resources and timelines, many 
declarations have been followed with 
little or no action at all, or worse, the 
continuation of policies which maintain or 
even increase climate pollution in those 
jurisdictions.

ACF supports ‘climate emergency 
declarations’ consistent with our theory 
of change. For some advocates, the term 
‘emergency’ elicits comparisons with 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/mar/29/james-lovelock
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adopting a ‘wartime’ footing as the only 
proportionate and effective response to 
the looming ‘climate catastrophe.’ This 
patriarchal interpretation centralises 
power and removes democracy. It 
contradicts ACF’s people power driven 
theory of change, our democracy 
campaign and our engagement work with 
First Nations. 

We are also cognisant of the need to 
use language that elicits hope and a 
pathway for action rather than despair 
and inaction. 

Those who have studied communicating 
about climate change report the challenges 
of persuading people who do not accept that 
human activity is causing climate change to 
the contrary view. George Marshall reported 
even when faced with the experience of an 
extreme weather event that is likely to have been 
influenced by climate change, those that doubt 
the human influence on the climate are not likely 
to shift their views.245 These selective thought 
processes are labelled as “confirmation bias”, 
which is the tendency to only accept the evidence 
that supports our current view, knowledge, 
attitudes and beliefs.246 People who believe in 
human-induced climate change can also engage 
in confirmation bias, to the opposite point of 
view. Our existing knowledge and beliefs create 
a mental map, what psychologists could call a 
schema. When we encounter new information, 
we modify it to squeeze into our current schema. 
The modification of the information is what 
psychologists label biased assimilation. We 
exercise both of these biases of selection and 
modification compulsively to confirm we were 
‘right all along’.247 Also, there is the problem of 
availability bias that disposes people to make up 
their mind based on the evidence that is most 
readily at hand. Availability bias leads people to 
hugely overestimate the dangers of recent events 
and disregard the threat posed by more distant 
ones that they have not experienced.248

George Marshall pointed out that in the US, Tea 
Party members and environmental activists alike 
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share a distrust of mainstream media and depend 
on information sources that speak specifically 
to their existing interests and values. Research 
in Australia found that these self-constructed 
networks created a ‘false consensus’ with 
regards to climate change. Both sides of the 
debate believed their opinion was more common 
than it actually was. In addition, because of very 
loud and prominent climate change deniers in 
Australian mainstream media, both sides tended 
to hugely overestimate support for climate change 
denial. Both sides guessed that climate change 
deniers were a quarter of the population when 
their real proportion was around 7%.249

The Synod of Victoria and Tasmania declaring 
that there is a ‘climate emergency’ or ‘climate 
crisis’ is unlikely to persuade anyone who has 
not already decided that climate change is an 
important issue to see it as such. Professor 
Dan Kahan pointed out that whether people are 
influenced by information is, in part, dependent 
on who is providing the information. He argued 
that even when polling shows a high level of 
concern about climate change, it does not mean 
there is an equally high level of support for people 
who promote concern about climate change. 
He used gun control in the US as an example. 
Polls in West Virginia showed that 65% of people 
wanted more gun control. At the same time, 85% 
of people in West Virginia told the same poll they 
do not trust politicians who say they want gun 
control.250 

George Marshall pointed out that rational scientific 
data can fail to persuade people to change 
their views when completing with a compelling 
emotional story that speaks to people’s core 
values. Culture identify of people cannot be 
removed by applying more scientific argument. 
Further, communication from people’s family, 
friends and those who they regard as being like 
themselves can have far more influence on their 
views than the warnings of experts.251

George Marshall also referred to the research 
that has shown our minds work in two ways. One 
is the rational side of our mind that responds to 
facts and figures and the other is the emotional 
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side of our brain.252 When it comes to climate 
change, he argued:253

The theories, graphs, projects, and data 
speak almost entirely to the rational brain. 
That helps us to evaluate the evidence 
and, for most people, to recognise that 
there is a major problem. But it does not 
spur us to action. The divide between the 
rational brain and the emotional brain is 
embedded in the historical boundaries 
between science, the arts, and religion, 
and it is a particular risk for an issue that 
originates strongly in just one cultural 
domain – as climate change does with 
science – that finds it hard to engage our 
entire cognition. The view held by every 
specialist I spoke to is that we have still 
not found a way to effectively engage our 
emotional brains in climate change.

He recommended:254

So, advocates for action on climate 
change have to do everything they can 
to speak to both. They need to maintain 
enough of the data and evidence to 
satisfy the rational brain that they are a 
credible source. They need to translate 
that data into a form that will engage 
and motivate the emotional brain using 
the tools of immediacy, proximity, social 
meaning, stories, and metaphors and 
draw on that experience.

Professor Daniel Kahneman has argued that it is 
very hard to get people to see climate change as 
an issue they need to take serious action on. He 
has argued that climate change lacks the feeling 
that it is a threat that is concrete, immediate 
and indisputable. He used the example of an 
out of control car driving towards you as threat 
that is concrete, immediate and indisputable. By 
contrast, he argued climate change feels abstract, 
distant, invisible and disputed.255

Secondly, Professor Kahneman argued climate 
change requires people to accept certain short-
term costs and reductions in their living standards 

252  Ibid., 48-49.
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Bloomsbury, New York, 2014, 50.
255   George Marshall, ‘Don’t even think about it. Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change’, 

Bloomsbury, New York, 2014, 56-57.
256   George Marshall, ‘Don’t even think about it. Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change’, 

Bloomsbury, New York, 2014, 57.
257   George Marshall, ‘Don’t even think about it. Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change’, 

Bloomsbury, New York, 2014, 57.

in order to mitigate against higher, but uncertain, 
losses that are far in the future. He argued that is 
a combination that most people find exceptionally 
hard to accept.256

Finally, Professor Kahneman argued that 
information about climate change seems 
uncertain and contested. He argued that even 
where the main body of scientific thinking 
supports the view that climate change poses 
a serious threat to our well-being, people will 
see this as being equally matched by minority 
opinions that dispute the threat.257 

In the view of the JIM Cluster, for the Synod to 
call a ‘climate emergency’ the Synod needs to 
match its words with its actions. There would be 
a need to act with integrity. If the Synod called 
for a climate emergency, there would need to be 
strong actions by the Synod to demonstrate that 
it really believes there is an emergency. At the 
very least, that would mean all parts of the Synod, 
including congregations taking strong actions to 
reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions as soon 
as possible. Ideally, it would also mean freeing 
up financial resources to employ staff to organise 
community, campaign and advocate for action on 
climate change.
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