
  
 

Climate Change: Our Responsibility 
 To Sustain God’s Earth 

INTRODUCTION 

Rapid climate change as the result of human activity is now recognised by the 
global scientific community as a reality. 

People around the world are experiencing the impacts of increasing land 
temperatures, rising sea levels, and a change in the frequency of extreme 
climatic events.1 The chemical composition of the atmosphere cloaking our 
Earth is being changed by pollution caused by human activity.2 The resultant 
chemical substances strengthen what is called the greenhouse effect. As a 
result, Earth's climatic patterns are being altered at a pace not experienced in 
at least 10,000 years.3 Atmospheric conditions are now outside the envelope 
they have occupied for the last 400,000 years.4 It is entirely feasible that in 100 
years time Earth’s climate will be more like it was 20 million years ago.5 

This human induced accelerated climate change suggests a lack of 
understanding for the integrity and the cycles of nature. It raises serious moral 
and spiritual questions, not just for Catholics but for all Australian citizens and 
leaders, and calls for change in our way of life.6 

The joys and hopes, the pains and anxieties of all people of this age are 
intimately linked with human history and Earth's cycles. As pastors of more 
than a quarter of the Australian population, we urge Catholics as a matter of 
conscience to cooperate in facing global warming as one of the major issues of 
our time and take roles of responsibility proper to them.7 Several times we have 
addressed environmental issues and recently called for ecological 
conversion.8 We now urge Catholics as an essential part of their faith 
commitment to respond with sound judgements and resolute action to the 
reality of climate change. 

A wise response will address both the human causes of accelerated global 
warming and develop a strategy to manage the future development of our 
society. Given the gravity of the problem, detailed and resolute responses 
need to be both swift and radical. 

We offer the hand of cooperation to all spiritual and secular leaders in Australia 
in an act of solidarity, knowing that Earth is our common home. In a spirit of 
dialogue, we want to learn from informed scientists and encourage the efforts 



of our church communities in addressing the causes, effects and solutions 
regarding climate change. We choose the path of dialogue, solidarity and 
cooperation that helps all sectors of the community go beyond sectarian 
interests, secular and religious differences9 

 

EARTH OUR COMMON HOME 

We believe that the Earth is a gift from God, valuable in itself, and that human 
life is irrevocably linked with the Earth. Catholic faith believes that the cosmos 
displays the goodness, beauty and power of God.10 In a sermon to 
agriculturists, Pope John Paul II said, "Within the movement of nature, tranquil 
and silent but rich in life, there continues to palpitate the original delight of the 
Creator."11 God’s plan for humanity is to know God through the world of matter 
and, in this belief, we feel at one with all people who revere a power in the 
natural world that is beyond the human. 

The astronaut Loren Acton, describing the view of Earth from space observed, 
“ Looking outward to the blackness of space, sprinkled with a glory of lights I 
saw majesty but no welcome. Below was a welcoming planet. There, contained 
in the thin, moving, incredibly fragile shell of the biosphere is everything that is 
dear to you, all human drama and comedy. That’s where life is: that’s where all 
the good stuff is”. 

Scripture witnesses to Earth's design and God's wisdom imbedded in the Earth 
(Job 38:2).12 We look at Earth's wonders and praise our Creator (Ps 148). Every 
creature, every species, every ecosystem, the Earth itself, and the entire 
expanding universe display the grandeur of God. This means that the 
wonderful inter-relatedness that ecologists find in the biosphere on Earth, and 
the inter-relatedness that science discovers at all levels from quantum physics 
to cosmology, is all sustained at every moment by the Creator. We are 
intimately interconnected with the whole life-system of the planet and the 
complex interaction between living creatures and the atmosphere, the land 
and the water systems. 

Scripture also says that human pride leaves us hard hearted rather than 
humble before God's wisdom and beauty made visible in the cosmos (Ps 2; Is 
30:9-11). We have changed the very chemistry of the planet, we have altered 
the biosystem, we have changed the topography and even the geological 
structure of the planet, structures and functions that have taken hundreds of 
millions of years and even billions of years to bring into existence. Such an 
order of change in its nature and magnitude has never before entered into 
Earth history or into human consciousness. 13 

The web of life on Earth is under threat from accelerated climate change.14 That 
web compares to a seamless garment and it needs the application of a 
consistent ethic to protect it, one that considers life now and in the future, and 
ranges from protection of the unborn child to cherishing the diversity of 



species.15 Life is one, and human well-being is at its base interwoven with all life 
on Earth and the rhythm of its systems. The suffering of any one part means 
that all creation groans, and rapid global climate change dramatically displays 
that suffering.16 

 
WARNINGS FROM THE SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY 

We are indebted to the scientists, environmental activists, rural people, 
foresters, fisher people, writers, artists, photographers, educators, business 
people, government officials, society leaders and all who have helped 
humanity become aware of the dangers of climate change and create human 
choices for an alternative future. 

Scientists alerted us to the danger of climate change and we are to be grateful 
rather than fearful. Reports of the International Panel on Climate Change, a 
body of over 2000 international scientists, and other credible groups explain 
the problem and point to solutions. 

We need to keep in mind the Precautionary Principle: Where there are threats 
of serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty should not be 
used as a reason for postponing remedial measures. Its application in science, 
law and politics is a minimal requirement if wisdom and prudence are our 
values.17 

The Earth system is complex and science is only beginning to unfathom its 
mysteries. The land, oceans, atmosphere, lithosphere and living organisms (the 
biota) exchange energy, water and chemicals in never-ending circles 
called bio-geochemical cycles. These cycles are our planetary life support 
systems and Earth’s climate is the result of their complex 
interactions.18 Scientists explain that energy from the sun drives Earth's weather 
and climate system. Some of the solar energy is reflected back into space, 
some is absorbed by the land surface, and some heats the atmosphere. 
Certain gases in the atmosphere (especially carbon dioxide but also methane 
and nitrous oxide) trap some of the outgoing energy, retaining heat and Earth’s 
energy balance. This is called the greenhouse effect. Without this natural 
process, Earth temperatures would be much lower. For the last 700 million 
years for which science has good evidence, Earth’s average temperature has 
stayed within the range of 5-25 degrees Celsius – optimum conditions for life.19 

Scientific research has concluded that humans have caused rapid change in 
the concentrations of greenhouse gases and a resultant heating of Earth's 
atmosphere. Since the start of the industrial revolution, carbon dioxide has 
risen nearly 30%, methane more than doubled, and nitrous oxide has risen by 
about 15%. The use of fossil fuel (petroleum, coal and natural gas) for energy, 
accounts for about 80% and deforestation for 20% of human-caused carbon 
emissions. This energy is used in industrial production, transportation and in 
heating and cooling offices and homes. Nitrous oxide is largely produced by 



vehicle and industrial emissions, while methane emissions are caused both by 
industrial and agricultural activities. Since World War II the number of motor 
vehicles in the world increased from 40 million to 680 million.20  

Carbon cycles naturally move between the atmosphere, vegetation on land, 
the oceans, and the lithosphere. The amount of greenhouse gases humans are 
releasing into the atmosphere exceeds the absorption capacity of the ocean 
and land. We now face an unavoidable rapid change in global climate and all 
the consequences that will bring. If we act now the changes can be slowed 
and ultimately halted and harm can still be minimised. 

PREDICTED CONSEQUENCES OF RAPID CLIMATE CHANGE 

The governments of the world, including the Australian government, have 
signed an international treaty (the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change) to address the greenhouse problem. Under this treaty, the 
Inter-governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has been formed to 
provide governments with the best possible scientific advice.21 The IPCC has 
concluded that we face the following consequences in the coming decades: 

• Severe and frequent natural disasters like floods and droughts will 
increase and cyclones will range further south in Australia.22 

• Patterns in ocean currents that transfer energy between the Polar 
Regions and the equator may change, slow down or cease to circulate. 

• Global temperatures could rise by as much as 5 degrees Celsius 
(estimated range 1.4-5.8oC) over the next century, but increases could 
be higher than this in certain regions. 

• The Arctic ice cap has thinned and will melt further over the coming 
decades causing a rise in sea levels. Rises are also due to thermal 
expansion of water. An increase of 30C in global temperature will see an 
estimated sea level rise of 7m. Communities who live on low lying island 
nations (such as Tuvalu and Kiribati in the South Pacific) are already 
suffering from sea water encroachment of freshwater supplies. Some 
governments are planning evacuation. Similarly, communities living on 
coastal river plains (such as in Bangladesh) are vulnerable. 

• Poor countries will suffer disproportionately from rapid climate change, 
in part because of their geography and in part because they lack the 
resources to respond. 

• Human suffering in our region will increase from maladies such as heat 
stress and the spread of insect-borne tropical diseases south from the 
equator. 

• Geographic and seasonal patterns of rainfall will alter. Harvests in some 
of the world’s key food crops could drop by up to 30% over the next 100 
years resulting in food insecurity. Farmers in tropical areas will be forced 
into higher, cooler mountainous areas, intensifying pressure on forests 
and wildlife habitat, as well as on the quality and quantity of water 
supplies.23 



• Many species will be unable to adapt or disperse to better suited 
locations because of the speed of climate change. Individual species 
may become extinct and indeed entire ecosystems may vanish as their 
climatic niche disappears as habitats are lost or fragmented. Invasive 
weed species will overcome native plant and animals.24 

Of overarching importance, modern human society has developed on the 
assumption that the global climate is constant. Science has demonstrated this 
assumption is false, even in the absence of human-forced climate change. 
Much of our infrastructure - dam design and engineering; coastal works; 
irrigation networks and cropping systems – is, locked into current patterns of 
rainfall and temperature and therefore, may prove inappropriate under a future 
climate regime. The human and economic costs of human-induced climate 
change will be immense. The longer we delay in addressing the problems the 
more costly will be the solutions 

A critical part of the solution lies in the continuing development of alternative 
sources of energy that can substitute for greenhouse gas-emitting fossil fuels. 
While a mentality of "technological fixes" may be grasped by some as an 
escape from the reality of global warming, nevertheless, there is a real need for 
scientific research into technologies which reduce greenhouse gases through 
increased efficiencies and the search for alternatives. 

A MORAL AND SPIRITUAL RESPONSE TO GLOBAL WARMING 

A Catholic Church response to global warming embraces moral and spiritual 
arguments drawn from its faith tradition. At the launch of Catholic Earthcare 
Australia, Archbishop John Bathersby said: 

The entire life of Christians is an exploration into Christ. Each 
generation pushes back ever so slightly the envelope of his mystery … 
One of the most significant developments in Catholic understanding of 
the Christian mission in more recent times is its embrace of creation in 
all its beauty and vitality.25 

Particularly in the last century, a body of Catholic Social Teaching has been 
developed that provides principles to guide human behaviour towards the 
common good.26 It now includes teaching on the natural world and 
environmental issues. Several Popes and Conferences of Bishops from around 
the world and in Australia have written on local and global issues.27 Their 
thinking on the integrity of the natural world and environmental justice has 
been incorporated into the 1992 Catholic Catechism of the Catholic Church.28 A 
few short quotations from it illustrates the thrust of our concern over global 
warming: 

… Our Creed begins with the creation of heaven and Earth, for creation 
is the beginning and the foundation of all God’s works (No. 198I). 



The right to private property, acquired by work or received from others 
by inheritance or gift, does not do away with the original gift of the 
Earth to the whole of mankind. The universal destination of goods 
remains primordial (No. 2403). 

Man’s dominion over inanimate and other living beings is not absolute; 
it is limited by concern for the quality of life of his neighbour, including 
generations to came; it requires a religious respect for the integrity of 
creation (No. 2415). 

The recently published Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church 
contributes further to the Church’s teaching on ecological matters and 
humanity’s right relationship with the rest of creation: 

…God freely confers being and life on everything that exists. Man and woman 
created in his image and likeness, are for that very reason called to be the 
visible sign and the effective instrument of divine gratuitousness in the garden 
where God has placed them as cultivators and custodians of the goods of 
creation. (No. 26) 

…The common good of society is not an end in itself; it has value only in 
reference to attaining the ultimate ends of the person and the universal 
common good of the whole of creation (No. 170) 

…The entrance of Jesus Christ into the history of the world reaches its 
culmination in the Paschal Mystery, where nature itself takes part in the drama 
of the rejection of the Son of God and in the victory of his Resurrection. (No. 
454) 

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES FOR THE ENVIRONMENT 

The 1990 World Day of Peace Message of Pope John Paul II presented a 
comprehensive but concise overview of the spiritual and moral dimensions of 
environmental problems. From it can be drawn a set of principles for making 
ethical judgments about environmental issues.29 These can be applied to the 
issue of global climate change and its implications for the future of Australia. In 
point form they can be summarized as follows: 

• The natural world has value in itself and should not be valued merely for 
its usefulness to humanity. 

• The world and all in it must be freed from what can be termed a state of 
suffering. 

• Humans are part of the created world and inextricably part of a material 
existence. 

• Earth belongs to God and is only on loan to humans who are called to 
care for it. 



• The choices of humans in their use of the Earth gives humanity a hand 
in forming its history, a vocation to heightened consciousness within the 
life of Earth. 

• Ecological education provides the background for wise and moral 
decisions. 

• There are limits to world resources and the environmental services that 
Earth can meet before pushing it to a new epoch. 

• Global resources are to be managed cooperatively at the local and 
international levels. 

• Excessive demands are imposed on the Earth by nations with a 
consumerist economy and life-style. 

• Restraint, penance and self-imposed limitations are part of authentic 
human living and are in the tradition of choosing sacrifice for the greater 
good. 

• The fascinating beauty and intricacy deep in the natural world have 
great value for the artist and for healing the human spirit and body. 

• The right to a safe ecological environment is a universal human right. 
• Models of development, social structure and styles of technology must 

integrate environmental factors if there is to be authentic development. 
• Super-development, often for the purpose of economic gain, poses an 

additional threat to the environment. 
• The use of genetic engineering poses unknown environmental 

outcomes when genetic materials are swapped between species. It may 
threaten food security. 

• Warfare has multiple negative environmental impacts and eats up much 
of the world's financial resources. 

• Political leaders at every level have a duty to administer for the good of 
all. This includes administering prudently a nation’s environmental 
resources.. 

• Issues of global significance demand solidarity and cooperation at a 
formal level of international agreements in order to implement change, 
especially by sharing technology. 

• The richer nations have an obligation to dismantle structural forms of 
global poverty and to help poorer nations experiencing social or 
environmental problems. 

• Future generations should not be robbed or left with extra burdens for 
they have a claim to a just administration of the world's resources by 
this generation. 

 
THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT’S STATE OF ENVIRONMENT REPORT 

The 2001 government report on The State of the Environment bluntly names 
our styles of land use, industry, transport and buildings as the major sources in 
Australia of human- induced greenhouse gases.30 The same document states, 
"Government interventions of various kinds, including legislation and 



regulations, codes of practice - formal and informal - have been effective in 
protecting and managing the environment".31 In the interests of the common 
good we call for an increased effort. Planned management for the long-term, 
not just the short term, backed up by economic and legal incentives provides a 
way forward. 

The national imagination needs to be stretched if a new model of living and 
managing our fragile land is to be found. 

" The key to Australia's sustainable future lies in ourselves, our attitudes 
towards the environment, our heritage and each other. Positive change 
can be achieved when people see options for improvement in their 
quality of life and opportunities for their children and grandchildren. This 
change is accelerated when public awareness is translated into political 
action that influences the activities of our society to care for our 
country."32 

Each sector of the community- citizens and consumers; governments, business 
and industry; and the non-government sector has a role in imagining and 
building a future Australia with radically reduced greenhouse gas emissions. 

Consumers send powerful signals to the market by their greenhouse-friendly 
choice of goods and services. We dream of a fuller view of humanity, greater 
than a mere owning of more material goods. 

The three levels of government have duties of leadership to take decisions for 
the common good and future of the nation, involving citizens in public debate 
on ecological issues. Short and long term ecologically sustainable options, and 
unsustainable dead ends, need to be identified and appropriate laws framed. 

Locally, government agencies can preferentially choose greenhouse gas 
reducing procurements, buildings and energy options. Internationally, Australia 
must continue to support structures that help reduce global warming. 
Strengthening Biodiversity compliance and ratifying the Kyoto Protocol seems 
minimal.33 Foreign aid, based on ecologically sustainable research and 
technologies, needs to be given willingly, revising limiting patenting laws.34 

Profit is a limited goal and needs to be linked to socially and environmentally 
responsible ethical investment.35 Promoters of unsustainable lifestyles harm the 
environment now and will ultimately make Australia weaker. Infrastructure 
planners, the building sector, transport, manufacturing, electrical generation 
and related industries can all promote energy saving and seek alternative 
energy sources.36 Farmers and foresters do well when they respect nature’s 
rhythms.37 Ultimately, profit is secondary to ecologically sustainable living. 

 

 



OUR RESPONSIBILITY TO THE EARLY VICTIMS OF CLIMATE CHANGE 

The richer nations, Australia included, have a responsibility to help the poor 
developing nations deal with climate change because these nations will suffer 
most severely. More than periodic emergency relief they need long-term 
structural help - debt relief, equitable trade policies and technological 
exchange. 

Poorer nations are to be helped take their place in the human family of nations 
as ecologically responsible partners. 

As one of the world’s biggest emitters, per capita, of greenhouse gases, 
Australians have a particular duty to recognise the fact that they are directly 
implicated in the causes of atmospheric pollution which is harming the many 
innocent peoples of the Pacific region. Ironically, the ecological footprint of the 
victims is considerably lighter than our own. 

Global climate change has already had an impact in this region and the 
number of environmental refugees increases yearly. Australian citizens need to 
be informed. They need to debate how best to relocate these people. Of 
immediate concern are environmental refugees coming from our Pacific 
neighbours. Their representatives have already visited our shores to alert us to 
their concerns and for our help.18 

 
GOD HAS NOT ABANDONED THE WORLD 
 
In 2002, Pope John Paul 11 in a joint Statement with Patriarch Bartholomew 1 
declared, “God has not abandoned the world. It is His will that His design and 
our hope for it will be realised through our cooperation in restoring its original 
harmony.” 38

9 

In the same year, the Australian Catholic Bishops pointed the way to 
restore the “harmony”: 

In justice, it is an urgent task for Christians today to be reconciled 
with all creation, and to undertake faithfully our responsibility of 
stewardship of God’s gifts. To achieve such reconciliation, we must 
examine our lives and acknowledge the ways in which we have 
harmed God’s creation through our actions and our failure to act. 
We need to experience a conversion, or change of heart. 

As a matter of justice and out of a pastoral concern, we Bishops address 
ourselves to the Catholic communities and ask them to lead by example, to 
see care for our planet Earth as a 'vocation'. We encourage all Catholics to 
help our nation by developing an ecological ethic and to face up to the 
radical changes required for tackling global climate change. Our nation, in 
turn, may become an example to other nations both for the wise choices it 



takes internally and the generous spirit it shows to developing nations. God 
is not mean, nor should we be. 

As spiritual people, we know that we cannot do this from our own resources. 
We need the strength of God’s Spirit to be co-creators to renew the face of the 
Earth 39. For inspiration we look to Mary who willingly agreed to live as God 
wanted. The fruit of her obedience was the birth of her Son, the Word of God 
through whom the whole of creation came into existence, was born at a 
moment in space and time, physically present to his own domain [Jn 1]. 

We recognize his presence. He is within us, calling us, inspiring us, reassuring 
us, as we work together in reverence and love to protect and sustain his 
sacred handiwork. 
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