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“Clean Air Sunday” 

Season of Creation – Sunday, September 4, 2016 

If you ask me to choose my favorite super hero, I’d have to say that it would be Dr. Katharine Hayhoe from Texas Tech University in 

Lubbock, TX. Now, I suppose that the first thing you’d tell me is that an ordinary human being can’t be a super hero because, by 

definition, a super hero has to have a super power. Then I would politely inform you that Dr. Hayhoe does, indeed, have such a power. 

Her super power is that she can speak to conservative Evangelical Christians about climate change and actually get them to listen! In 

fact, she can even get them to understand climate change and start believing that they need to do something about it. Now – if that’s 

not a super power, I don’t know what is. Of course Dr. Hayhoe just happens to have a couple of a couple of very human assets that 

help her with this amazing ability. First, Dr. Hayhoe is a climate scientists. Second, she is the wife of a conservative Evangelical 

pastor. Proving that she is an extremely rare individual, in 2014, TIME magazine named her one of the 100 most influential people in 

the world.  

        Here’s how she generally starts off speaking with a new group of Christians. (And remember many of these groups are openly 

hostile to climate scientists.) She begins by breaking the ice, saying, “As different as we might seem, there are only 3 things we need 

to agree on in order to talk about climate change. Just 3 things. First, we need to agree that this planet we call Earth sustains our 

physical existence; but, we can push the limits of Earth’s bounty. Anyone who has ever lived on a farm or had a garden knows 

about pushing the limits of Mother Nature. For example, if you plant a demanding crop like tobacco or cotton year after year, the soil 

will become “exhausted” or, as my dad used to say, “played out.” That’s a farmer’s way of saying that most of the essential nutrients 

have been sucked out of the soil by planting the same demanding crop year after year. In colonial times, farmers considered soil in this 

state to be permanently. So they would simply pick up and move to another piece of land. Then, many generations later, after there 

was no more land left to move to, farmers became some of the first scientists, experimenting with ways to renew life in the soil by 

diversifying crops and adding manures for fertilizer. In this way, farmers learned early on that that they could easily push the Earth 

beyond its ability to sustain life. Plus, these early agricultural scientists learned that, in addition to using soil to supply their needs, 

they also needed to be good stewards by working with nature. Plus, we are now learning that what holds true for the soil also holds 

true for Earth’s atmosphere and water. 

        The second thing that Dr. Katherine Hayhoe says all Christians can agree on is that God created the Earth and gave us the 

responsibility to take care of it. We know this mostly by delving into the accounts of creation in first 3 chapters of Genesis. Now, even 

though we Episcopalians and Lutherans don’t agree with fundamentalist Christians that these stories should be taken literally, we can 

agree that God created the Earth. And we know from Genesis 2 that God assigned to human beings the vocation to be stewards of 

creation. Genesis 2:15 says: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to “work it” and “take care of it.” 

Unfortunately, while we humans have done a great job of multiplying our numbers and taking whatever we can from Creation, we 

haven’t been so good at that stewardship part. 

        Finally – the third thing that Dr. Hayhoe says all Christians can agree on is that it is wise to conserve our resources – a point 

that probably needs no further explanation. Anyone who has ever served on a Church Council or a Vestry has to know about 

conserving resources. 

        Now, after Dr. Hayhoe breaks the ice with those first three statements,  she goes on to give 3 reasons why there is such a strong 

disconnect between people of faith and the science of climate change. And, once again, I believe these 3 reasons should also 

resonate with us. The first reason Dr. Hayhoe sees for the disconnect is that the evidence for climate change is NOT easy to see. 

And why is that? Because most of us have thought for most of our lives that we know exactly what the “climate” is like. All we need 

to do is step outside! Right? Just step outside, and you’ll instantly know whether it’s hot or cold...or raining…or snowing. But here’s 

the problem with that kind of common sense thinking. While it sounds right to many of us, it’s actually a misuse of the word 

“climate.” Because it turns out that, even though most of us here are fairly well educated, back when we were in school – where we 

learned most of the definitions of most of the words we use, most of us were not taught that there’s a huge difference between 

“climate” and “weather.” So for most of our lives we’ve used those two words as synonyms. But they’re not. 

        Weather, it turns out, is indeed what we experience when we step outside. But climate is a whole lot more  

than what any one person – or even any one group of people – can ever experience. Because climate is determined by this list of facts. 

And, seriously – you need to pay attention here. Because this list is a little long. “Climate” is an average of measurements of various 

weather patterns that include:  temperature, humidity, atmospheric pressure, wind, precipitation, atmospheric particle counts and other 

meteorological variables for a given region over at least a thirty year period. Now – I don’t know about you – but I lost track at the 

atmospheric particle counts. But climate scientists are really good at this. And they’ve been doing it for a whole lot longer than thirty 

years. In fact, they’ve been taking measurements all over the world and making averages for well over a hundred years. In fact, they 

can go back thousands of years more by taking core samples from ice in the polar ice caps that have been frozen since even before the 

last Ice Age. Climate scientists take all these measurements – from thousands of weather stations located all over the planet – and they 
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average them. Then they factor in “little things” like the cyclical tilt of Earth’s axis as it orbits around the sun, because that tilt, which 

slowly changes every few thousand years or so, factors into things like another Ice Age or a warming age. Up until now. Because, 

judging from all their calculations, Planet Earth is currently supposed to be entering into a cooler cycle. But it’s NOT. Instead, the 

people who take all those measurements from all over the planet and tally up the averages tell us that that the year 2014 was the 

hottest year ever recorded. Ever. Until the year 2015, which was even hotter. And now, the year 2016 is well on its way to being even 

hotter than that. So, I think any logically thinking person will have to agree that there isn’t any way he or she can dispute those facts 

by simply stepping outside and announcing: “It doesn’t feel all that hot to me!” However, all that Dr. Hayhoe says that we need to 

agree on is that evidence for climate change isn’t easy for the average person to see or feel. 

        That’s the first reason why Dr. Hayhoe gives for the disconnect between most people of faith and climate scientists. The second 

reason she gives is that confusion is rampant. And for a very good reason. For the past 20 years or so, some of the most powerful 

industries the world has ever known – multinational industries that are bigger and even though we don’t really need to – those 

companies have been paying large sums of money to big advertising agencies and PR firms to design what are known in the business 

as “disinformation campaigns.” Back in WWII these kinds of campaigns were known as “propaganda.” But today they are called 

“disinformation campaigns.” And it just so happens that I know just a little more than I ever wanted to know about that type of 

campaign. Because, back in the early 1980s, before I ever thought about going to seminary to become a pastor, I worked as an Art 

Director at one of the biggest ad agencies in New York City. And one of the biggest clients at that agency was the tobacco industry. 

Now, this wasn’t one particular brand of tobacco like say, R.J. Reynolds. This was coalition of all the tobacco brands. They had hired 

the agency where I worked to create campaigns that would persuade people that the new warning labels put on cigarette packages by 

the Surgeon General were false. 

        At the time, as far as any of us knew, there was no scientific evidence that directly linked cigarette smoking to cancer. I was 

lucky enough to opt out of working on the tobacco account because I had a pretty bad allergy to smoke. But the writer I usually 

worked with, who was a smoker himself, wasn’t so lucky. He worked on those campaigns for years. And I learned just a couple of 

years ago, when I googled his name, that he had died a few years before from lung cancer. Of course the Surgeon General had been 

right all along. Later it was revealed by internal memos and secret letters that those tobacco executives had known decades before they 

hired my agency that the use of tobacco products does indeed cause cancer.  

        And guess what? Like Yogi Berra said: “It’s like de ja vu all over again,” because today, executives from the fossil fuel industry 

are doing the very same thing. Only this time, they’re spreading disinformation about so-called “clean coal” and “clean natural gas.” 

And, while those products may be somewhat cleaner than “dirty coal” or “dirty” forms of oil & gas, using them means that we will 

continue dumping greenhouse gasses into the only atmosphere we have for many years to come – the very same atmosphere that we 

people of faith are supposed to be taking care of.  

        But what’s a consumer to do? At a time when global temperatures are clearly on the rise, causing both historic droughts and 

historic floods, that’s the question all of us should be asking ourselves. But, of course, we aren’t. Because we like driving our cars. 

We like air conditioning our homes and schools and stores and offices when it’s so hot and humid. And we like heating those same 

places when temperatures drop in the wintertime. So, even though we love nature and we know we should be caring for God’s 

creation, we don’t even want to think about what we might have to do to stop the warming of our planet. Why? Because we’re afraid! 

We’re afraid that we will have to make changes in our lifestyles. And absolutely nothing scares us human beings more than change.    

        And that brings us to Dr. Hayhoe’s third and final reason why there’s such a big disconnect between people of faith and the 

science of climate change. Hayhoe says that the disconnect exists because the TRUTH about climate change is frightening. On one 

hand, climate change is frightening because we will probably have to make some big changes concerning our relationship with fossil 

fuels. And on the other hand, climate change is frightening because of what the future might be like on a planet that’s getting warmer 

every year. So we hide our heads in the sand and DO NOTHING. One Lutheran pastor that I used to admire told me that Christians 

don’t need to worry about climate change because God has promised to take care of us. Really!? I have to wonder what that pastor’s 

great-grandchildren are going to think about her inactivity.  

        Because doing nothing is NOT what Jesus is talking about when, in the Sermon on the Mount, he tells his disciples NOT to 

worry. What Jesus is saying in the Sermon on the Mount is this: “While you are busy being faithful disciples – and in this case that 

would mean being good stewards of Creation – you don’t have to worry about what you’re going to eat or drink or wear. Just do what 

I tell you to do. Act boldly! Act like people of faith! And God will take care you.”  Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, the prophets 

were constantly telling God’s people: “When you see all the good land being gobbled up by the rich and powerful so that your poor 

neighbors are left with nothing – don’t worry about yourselves! Help your neighbors!’ In the Gospels, Jesus says to us: “When you see 

your neighbors in need – don’t worry about yourself! Get out there and help your neighbors!” In this age of Climate Change, when we 

see our poor neighbors in coastal towns and villages all over the world losing their homes and their ways of life because of rising sea 

levels, guess what Jesus is saying to us? Right! “People of faith – don’t be afraid! Get out there and do what needs to be done to help 

your neighbors!” 
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        Jesus never once says that it’s okay by him to sit around and do nothing when your neighbors are in trouble. As a matter of fact, 

Jesus says that when we see our neighbors in need, we should do what the Good Samaritan did. He was probably plenty afraid that the 

robbers who beat up that man in the road might still be around and do the same to him. But he took a chance. He helped his neighbor 

in need – even though it meant spending a lot of time and a lot of money. Helping the neighbor in need, even when that person is a 

stranger – no, especially when that stranger is someone from a different country – is one of the major themes of the Bible. And NOT 

BEING AFRAID is another. Did you know that some variation of the command, “Don’t be afraid,” or “Fear not,” or “Have courage,” 

is the imperative most given to the disciples by Jesus in the 4 gospels? Why? Because our Creator God knows that being afraid is our 

Number One character flaw. In Matthew 25, in the Parable of the Wise & Foolish Servants, the foolish servant who fails to invest his 

Master’s gold says: “Master, I was afraid, so I hid your gold in the ground.” Does the Master say, “Oh, you poor little thing?”  No. 

The Master calls that servant “wicked and lazy!” and has him thrown into the outer darkness – which makes it one of the harshest 

judgements Jesus ever makes about anyone – just because that servant was too afraid to do the right thing.  

        Well, that is how Dr. Hayhoe begins talking about climate change with Evangelical Christians. But I happen to think that the 

wisdom of her method is an excellent introduction for us as we begin the 5 Sundays of the Season of Creation. So let me quickly 

review her method of introduction.  

        First, there are only 3 things we need to agree on to in order to become better stewards of God’s creation. 

             + We need to agree that the Earth sustains our physical existence, but we can push it beyond its limits.  

             + We need to agree that God created the Earth and gave us the responsibility of caring for it. 

             + We need to agree that it is wise to conserve our resources.  

        Second, there are 3 reasons why there is a strong disconnect between people of faith and the science of climate change. 

             + The evidence of climate change isn’t easy to see. 

             + Confusion is rampant (and I would add that it is also “intentional.”) 

             + The truth about climate change is frightening. 

Now remember, that last one is a real biggie for all of us. So let me add one more bit of information about fear. In the Gospels, Jesus 

gives us one Great Commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind, soul and strength; and love your neighbor as 

yourself.” So you might expect that the number one thing Jesus would tell his disciples to do in the 4 gospels would be some form of a 

command to love. But it’s not. In fact, in the 4 Gospels, there are only 8 variations of the command to “tove your neighbors.” But 

there are twenty-one variations on the theme of fear. Isn’t that amazing? Even though love is the central theme of Christianity, the 

number one imperative Jesus uses is: “Don’t be afraid!” Don’t be afraid because God knows that fear is what holds many of us back 

from receiving God’s greatest blessings. Fear can keep us from loving deeply. Fear can keep us from giving freely. Fear can keep us 

from dreaming big. And right now, this very year, we need to dream some very big dreams in order to be good stewards of the Earth 

in this time of climate change.  

                                                                              ----------------------------------------------- 

        Now, our theme for this first Sunday of the Season of Creation is: Clean Air. Fr. Robert and I chose this theme back in April after 

learning that San Antonio would soon come under sanctions for air pollution. When I heard that, I thought, “What!?” After all, it has 

long been a source of pride to us natives, that San Antonio was the largest city in the nation that was known for clean air. But now we 

have joined the ranks of polluted cities like Houston and Dallas. This means that the air we breathe now poses greater health risks for 

anyone with lung disease, for children, for older adults and for those who exercise or work outdoors. At that meeting, Fr. Robert and I 

learned that part of San Antonio’s air pollution comes from emissions from all the fracking in the Eagle Ford Shale area. But that’s 

only a small part. Most of San Antonio’s air pollution comes from the vehicles we drive. And that is especially true when our vehicles 

sit idle with the motor running. So, one of the things that Interfaith Power and Light plans to do this year is work with City Council to 

introduce an anti-idling program. This won’t solve the problem completely. But it could be a good start. 

        However, I’m not here to talk about fixing air pollution. As a pastor, it’s my job to expound on the Scriptures – to find out what 

the Bible has to say about clean air. Now, I’ll be the first to admit that my skills for ancient Greek and Hebrew have never been more 

than basic. Nevertheless, I do remember that the Hebrew word pronounced “RU-AH” and the Koine Greek word “PNEUMA” have 

very similar meanings. And those meanings can be used almost interchangeably to mean breath, wind or spirit. This is important 

because, although the people of faith who lived in biblical times had no concept of greenhouse gasses, they were well aware of the fact 

that the invisible stuff that goes in and out of our lungs was and is absolutely essential for life. We see this reflected in Genesis 2. 

When God created the first human being out of the dust of the ground, the fully-formed human didn’t come to life until the Lord God 

“breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” Then much later, when the prophet Ezekiel was sent to tell the Israelites that God was 

about to set them free from slavery in Babylon and restore them to their former glory, Ezekiel used the most potent imagery possible 

to help them understand that good news that was on the way. The prophet began by describing the valley where the Israelite army had 

been slaughtered by the Babylonians seventy years earlier. That valley was filled with the bones of fallen soldiers, and those bones 

were very dry. But after obeying the Lord’s command to prophesy, Ezekiel saw those bones come together, take on flesh, and grow 
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skin to cover their fully-formed bodies. Still, those bodies had no life until Ezekiel followed God’s command to prophesy to the four 

winds to come forth to put “breath and the spirit of God into those bodies.” Then the people knew that God was about to give them 

new life.  

        So, knowing both these stories and more, it must have seemed perfectly natural to those first twelve disciples of Jesus 

that when He appeared to them after the Resurrection, he breathed on them and said: “Receive the Holy Spirit.” Or when a mighty 

WIND came from heaven, rattling the doors and windows of the house where a larger number of them were staying, when that wind 

filled all of them with Holy Spirit. To those disciples, clean air was a direct connection to God. Clean air was the animating breath that 

gave them life. Clean air was the animating spirit that gave them the courage to take the good news into the world. 

        And so it if for us. Every breath of air is a gift from God. Every breath we take is a revelation of God’s life-giving power. 

Scientists are still learning about this miraculous thing called air. They’re just beginning to see how carefully balanced it is and how it 

works together with everything else on this planet: with every creature with soil and with water and with plants to nurture and renew 

all life on Earth. For each of us, clean air is a gift. But for people of faith, clean air is also a vocation – because we have been called to 

“care for” God’s Creation.  

        People of God, don’t be afraid of climate change. Don’t be afraid of air pollution. Yes, climate change and air pollution are real 

problems – huge, complicated, hard-to-solve problems. But they are problems we can face and deal with. Just take a deep breath. 

Everybody. Right now. Breathe in the breath of life. Know that when you serve, God is with you. And remember what Jesus said: For 

human beings, some things just aren’t possible. But with God, all things ARE possible. Even overcoming climate change.  

AMEN. 

 

 

 

 


