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 We live in one of the truly momentous moments in the history of this planet, namely, the greatest mass extinction since the dinosaurs disappeared 65 million years ago.  Based on present rates, one half of all species of life on earth will be extinct in less than 100 years.
  One quarter of mammals face extinction in the next 30 years.  For example, lions in Africa have declined by 90% in the last 20 years.  Recently, we’ve seen images of drowning polar bears, as the Arctic ice sheets disappear due to the impacts of catastrophic climate change.  This is the fastest extinction spasm that has ever taken place on our planet, faster than the extinction of the dinosaurs.

Why is this happening?  Stanford biologist Paul Ehrlich taught us 35 years ago that environmental stress is a function of population numbers, per person levels of affluence and consumption, and the type of technology that we use to achieve that affluence or life style.  Looking at that first factor, here is a brief history of human population.  According to recent genetic evidence, about 70,000 years ago, human numbers fell back down to a mere 10,000 individuals.  By the time of Jesus, these numbers had climbed back up to approximate 250 million.  It took until 1650, near in time to the Pilgrims, for the world’s population to double, to half a billion.  In 1830, about the time that Captain Bonneville first arrived in our valley and exclaimed “Les Bois”
, the world hit its first billion humans.  It took another hundred years to add another billion in 1930, then 30 years to hit 3 billion in 1960, a mere 14 years more to hit 4 billion in 1974, then 13 years to hit 5 billion in 1987, and 12 years to hit  6 billion in 1999.
  In the last few years, we’ve added another half a billion, and continue to grow at about 90 million people per year.  Indeed, more human infants are born every single day than the total entire remaining population of the great apes.  In sum, the total human population of the earth has more than doubled in the brief time of my mere 49 years, and is, according to some projections, slated to double again in the next 50 years.

But, as Professor Ehrlich teaches us, mere numbers are only part of the story.  Our rate of resource consumption has grown too.  For example, between 1965 and 1997, “the average size of the American home ... increased 44%, to 2150 square feet, while occupancy has dropped 21%.”
  In other words, fewer people are living in bigger houses.  “US homes [today are on] average 1.7 to 2.2 times larger than [homes] in the UK and Japan.”
  Thus, while we in the U.S. account for only 5% of the world’s population, but we consume anywhere between 25 to 40% of the world’s resources.

The last extinction 65 million years ago that wiped out the dinosaurs and allowed the age of the mammals to commence was caused by a random, stray comet or meteor hitting our planet.  This time the damage is being knowingly caused by one particularly clever species, we who fancy ourselves as the apple of God’s eye, the crown of Creation.  We’re doing it through our habitat destruction, pollution, procreative exuberance, and human-induced climate change.  In sum, we are enslaving our planet in order to maintain a lifestyle.  Morally, we stand exactly in the shoes of the landed aristocracy of the Old South who had built a life of privilege on the enslavement of a vulnerable community.  

Is any of this of interest or concern to Christianity?  Some would say no.  I’ve seen a bumper sticker here in Boise that I learned was produced and distributed by the Treasure Valley Baptist Church.  It is a large bumper sticker, because it has all of the following to say:  "Forget 'Save the Earth'; What about your soul?  The earth is going to burn, What about you?"  The author of this sticker obviously has a different sort of global warming on his mind.  Earth-hating propaganda like this being spouted in the name of Christianity shows that some Christians are indeed indifferent the fate of God’s creation.  My fundamentalist Christian father, imagining the imminent return of Jesus and the creation of a new world by God, considered my work to save this planet an utter waste of time.  In 1967, attitudes like these led UCLA historian Lynn White to publish a provocative essay entitled The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis, where he assigned a major portion of the blame for our current environmental crisis to attitudes flowing out of traditional formulations of Christianity.  Christian writer Wendell Berry has noted that, largely as a result of White’s essay, “the culpability of Christianity in the destruction of the natural world and uselessness of Christianity in any effort to correct that destruction are now established cliches of the conservation movement.”  

Be this as it may, is indifference to the fate of Creation a sound Christian view.  I would suggest not.  Let’s take a short journey through Christian scripture and see if there is anything constructive to be found, beginning with this from the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah.  “Animals and birds are dying because of the wickedness of our people, people who say, ‘God doesn't see what we are doing.’" (Jer. 12:4 TEV).  This scripture gives us three lessons.  First, if animals and birds are dying, God doesn’t think this is a good thing.  Second, God knows who’s doing it: wicked humans.  And final lesson, wicked humans who think, incorrectly, that God does not see what we are doing.

Next, lets pause at the Ten Commandments.  Are we not stealing existence itself from the rest of God’s non-human creatures, creatures that God commanded to increase and multiply (Gen 8:17).  In our extravagant  consumption, are we not also stealing from our fellow, more vulnerable human cousins, those living and those to come.  Do we honor our divine parent when we treat Creation with contempt, a creation that God declared  to be “Good.”  When we live a life of consumptive excess, making the bumper sticker that declares  “He Who Dies With The Most Toys Wins”
 our motto, are we not coveting?

Moving on, let’s consider this from Isaiah: “The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for they have transgressed the laws, violated the statutes, broken the everlasting covenant [with God],” (Isaiah 24:5 RSV), showing that environmental pollution is not just a transgression of human law, but of God’s law as well.  Or this from Micah, in one of the Bible’s most famous lines: “What does the Lord require of you but to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”  Is a life of planetary ruination either just, kind, or humble?

Then, observing the life and listening to the teachings of Jesus, we see that he stressed the value of a simple life and cautioned, indeed railed, against using wealth and privilege to oppress.  And Jesus' parable of the Good Samaritan can be interpreted as a strong call to environmental responsibility.  Today, to speak metaphorically, God’s Creation is the mugged, bleeding, and left for dead victim laying beside our modern superhighway of consumption.  Jesus' parable calls us not to turn away, as we are doing, from a dying Earth.  In the words of Episcopal priest Matthew Fox, our modern culture and institutions “have left us all with maternal blood on our hands [, t]he blood of Mother Earth crucified.”

Next, the emerging Christian tradition as recorded in Matthew contains this account of Jesus presiding over the final judgment:

When the son of Adam comes . . . [H]e will say to those at his right . . . "You may remember, I was hungry and you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink;  I was a foreigner and you showed me hospitality; I was naked and you clothed me; I was in prison and you came to see me.

Then the virtuous will say to him, Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you or thirsty and give you a drink?  When did we notice that you were a foreigner and extend hospitality to you?  Or naked and clothe you?  When did we find you ill or in prison and come to visit you?

And the King will respond to them:  I swear to you, whatever you did for the most inconspicuous members of my family, you did for me as well.

Matt. 25:31-40.  Thus, the Christian tradition declares that work on behalf of the oppressed is work for God.  Again in the words of Matthew Fox,  Mother Earth is the most neglected of the suffering, voiceless ones today.
  

All of these biblical principles can, I believe, be summed up in this motto coined by Christian evangelical preacher Peter Illyn:  “If you love the Creator, take care of Creation.”

All of this suggests that any fair reading of the Christian tradition supports a strong ethic of Creation Care, and an insistence on our responsibility to care for God’s earth.  And this is being recognized.  Three months ago, the Statesman ran a feature story on the new environmental initiative of one of our local, large evangelical congregations.
  You can learn more about it at their letstendthegarden.org web site.  In this, one of the most politically conservative states in the Union, it was surprising to some that it was an evangelical congregation that was the first to step up to the plate in a meaningful way on Creation Care.  And it was surprising to many when a number of prominent evangelical leaders wrote a letter to President Bush castigating him for his irresponsible policies in regard to global warming, and his administrations efforts to hide the data.

The Episcopal Church has been active on Creation Care at the national level.  A month ago, I was joined in Washington, D.C. by a representative from the National Cathedral at a meeting with the World Bank.  He informed senior officials of the Bank about Episcopal declarations on the Christian duty of environmental stewardship and read them representative passages.
  The religious voice on Creation Care is beginning to be heard in the corridors of power.


My friend Mike Medberry confided to me some years ago that unless a new religion emerges that inspires humans with feelings of care and duty towards the earth, our cause is lost.  Mike was right that the solution is essentially religious but wrong that the solution was a "new" religion.  The Christian gospel of creation has been here all along.  We need only to heed its call.

�http://www.well.com/~davidu/extinction.html


�http://www.alaskaair.com/www2/Destinations/munged_qs/destination.asp(city+boi)


� http://fire.biol.wwu.edu/trent/alles/World_Population.pdf


� The illusion of preservation: a global environmental argument for the local production of natural resources, Journal of Biogeography, Vol. 29, (2002), pages 1557-1568 at 1559.  The average home size in the United States is now 2,200 square feet, up from 1,400 square feet in 1970, according to the National Association of Home Builders.  http://www.infoplease.com/askeds/5-15-01askeds.html  


� Ibid.


� Available at http://www.bumperart.com/ProductDetails.aspx?SKU=2004032106&productID=2279


� Matthew Fox, The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, at pages 15, 17 & 33.


� Matthew Fox, The Coming of the Cosmic Christ, at pages 15, 17 & 33.


� Idaho Statesman, March 19, 2006, Vineyard evangelicals tend the garden, too


� Additional Episcopal or Anglican Creation Care resources can be found at the following:





Executive Council Resolution: Urging the President to address global warming


http://www.episcopalchurch.org/1866_70059_ENG_Print.html





Statement from The Anglican Communion Environmental Network 


http://www.aco.org/ethics_technology/ACENstatementMay05.cfm





Global Anglican Congress on the Stewardship of Creation Declaration to the U.N. World Summit on Sustainable Development 


http://www.aco.org/ethics_technology/johannesburg_2002.cfm





Rowan Williams says planet on the brink


http://comment.independent.co.uk/commentators/article2008.ece





Rev. Sally Bingham's Interfaith Power & Light Campaign


http://www.theregenerationproject.org/





A Catechism of Creation: An Episcopal Understanding


http://www.dfms.org/19021_58393_ENG_HTM.htm?menupage=58392


http://www.dfms.org/documents/CreationCatechism.pdf
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