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Introduction


“I’M A VEGETARIAN.”

His words clanged across the chasm between us. Vague images of hemp friendship bracelets, vegan pizzas, and red paint dripping off fur coats swam across my mind. I couldn’t name one person from my conservative Christian school or church who was a vegetarian.

He had always been a hero of mine, my ever-present playmate through childhood, my guide through the mysteries of adolescence, my friend and my role model. Now my older brother, newly returned from a semester abroad, was telling me he was someone totally different—someone I didn’t recognize.

Along with our older sister, my brother and I had grown up together in a tight-knit Christian community. The Christian K–12 school we attended was woven into the fabric of our town, and church steeples rose above every neighborhood. We were invested in our local church, attending Sunday services as well as several other programs throughout the week. We had been told the stories of Jesus before we could walk. We knew the names Abraham and Moses before Cinderella or Snow White. By the time I was in high school, I was on my church’s praise and drama teams, I was a student leader in our youth group, and I served as a summer student intern implementing neighborhood outreach programs for kids in the surrounding community.

All of this had formed my siblings and me in profound and particular ways. We learned about the overwhelming love of God, the free gift of grace, and the beauty of Christian community. Our worldviews were shaped by biblical values like faith, hope, and love. Our measuring stick for integrity involved patience, kindness, self-control, and the rest of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23). And yet, such a seemingly innocuous announcement from my brother about a simple lifestyle choice was enough to send me reeling—to make me feel unmoored, lost, and betrayed. Why?

My brother had not attended a clandestine program designed to deconstruct his Christian worldview and erect in its place a monument to secular humanism. Though foot soldiers of the culture wars like to imagine such Trojan horses lurking around every corner of higher education, the study-abroad program he had attended was thoroughly Christian, complete with regular worship and courses designed to bring Scripture and theology into conversation with ecology and environmental studies.

When I had the ears to hear him, the descriptions of his learning and growth mapped perfectly onto the Christian values and worldview we had already been given. For him, becoming a vegetarian, joining the Sierra Club’s mailing list, and memorizing the bus routes to and from his Christian college campus did not constitute a rejection of our Christian values but were an expression of them. He had not jettisoned his Christian identity. He was living more fully into it.

So why was I so unprepared to accept these choices? Why was I so blind to the deeply Christian values informing them? Why did I have memory verses at the ready to spark thankfulness, to offer comfort, and to cultivate trust but none that called me into deeper relationship with God’s creation or helped me make sense of the existential crisis of climate change? What had my Christian formation omitted, and why? Which scriptural passages and themes had been sidelined? What biblical truths had been suppressed? Did my commitment to following Jesus actually permit me to care about things like species extinction, pollution, and climate change? More than that, did it require it?

After my brother first forced me to confront these questions almost fifteen years ago, they have consumed me. They have taken me across the world, from the maize fields of Kenya to the bayous of Louisiana, from the mountaintops of West Virginia to the vaunted halls of international climate negotiations in Paris. They have forced me onto my knees in prayer and propelled me into the streets in protest.

It is these questions that this book seeks to answer. Across my hundreds of conversations with young Christians about climate change over the last decade, one theme looms above all the rest: silence. Countless millennial and Generation Z Christians—particularly those who were formed by White, conservative evangelicalism1—simply haven’t been told that their faith has anything to say about such questions. Those of us who have come to Christian climate action have come to it circuitously, via some combination of lonely epiphany, painful deconstruction, and growing isolation from friends and family who view our Spirit-breathed conviction as political radicalization rather than Christian discipleship.

This book is for every Christian who has walked this lonely journey. It is for every Christian who has looked out at a world ravaged by the impacts of climate change, at the inability of their seemingly oblivious faith community to do or say anything about it, and quietly wondered if they’re losing their mind.

The need for the church to wake up and act is urgent. Since 2004, seven major studies have been conducted to measure the level of scientific consensus among climate experts. Depending on the various methodologies used, these studies have found that anywhere from 90 to 100 percent of climate scientists agree that the climate is warming at an alarming rate—about a hundred times faster than natural warming trends in the past—and that the primary cause is the extraction and burning of fossil fuels on an industrial scale. The average level of consensus across all these studies is 97 percent. What’s more, the studies found that the higher the level of climate expertise among those surveyed, the higher the level of consensus on human-caused warming.2

This makes sense. While the odd geologist or chemist may have their doubts about human-caused climate change, they don’t have the same level of training and expertise in the field as physicists and climatologists. A podiatrist might be able to diagnose a cancerous tumor, but wouldn’t you rather trust an oncologist?

Yet, research shows that even though 97 percent of climate scientists agree that climate change is real, it’s bad, and it’s us,3 the US population remains largely in the dark about the scientific consensus on climate change. Only 59 percent of US adults understand that scientists “agree” that global warming is happening, and only 24 percent know that the scientific consensus on climate change is over 90 percent.4 This matters because on complex issues that require significant expertise—like medicine, law, or the climate system—people defer to experts. Studies have shown that when people understand that experts are unified in their findings regarding climate change, people are more willing to support policy solutions to address it.5

This consensus has been a long time coming because, in science, consensus is achieved slowly. It emerges over time as thousands of studies are conducted, peer reviewed, replicated, and either rejected or affirmed. Very slowly, common results begin to rise to the surface as certain results are tested and affirmed and others are tested and found lacking.

Many skeptics of the scientific consensus of climate change accuse climate scientists today of “group think” and want to see more robust scientific debate and disagreement in pursuit of the truth. These arguments ignore the simple fact that the scientific debate they crave has already occurred. The study of the composition of Earth’s atmosphere, the properties of heat-trapping gases, and the warming of Earth’s surface dates back to the middle of the nineteenth century. Scientists have been having their debate for over 150 years, and the results are in.

This uniform alarm among the world’s leading experts, achieved slowly over a century and a half of rigorous study, is reflected in their increasingly dire warnings to the world. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)—a global, independent body of scientists from all over the world—has been issuing reports since 1990 on the state of climate change and what policymakers must do to avert its worst impacts. As climate science has gotten more precise and policymakers have continued to do little to slow climate change’s death march, the warnings have gotten more strident.

In 2015, when the landmark Paris Agreement was reached at the UN Climate Change Conference (COP21), the world agreed to limit “the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-industrial levels.”6 This represented a compromise between more ambitious nations and those who would have preferred to keep the target vaguer. However, due to the creative activism of nongovernmental observers to COP21 and the tireless advocacy from small island nations, the agreement also committed to pursue efforts “to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, recognizing that this would significantly reduce the risks and impacts of climate change.”7

This more ambitious target was affirmed in 2018 when the IPCC released an updated report, just three years after the herculean diplomatic effort of striking the Paris Agreement. The new report said that a 2° Celsius rise was still unacceptably dangerous and that government and industry must do all that they can to achieve the lower target of 1.5° Celsius. This would require “rapid and far-reaching” transitions in energy, land, infrastructure, and industry on a scale never before seen in human history.8 Yet, according to the World Resources Institute, current emission-reduction commitments from the world’s nations aren’t up to the task and put the world on a trajectory for a 2.4° Celsius rise by the end of the century.9 This would be bad enough if countries were on track to meet these commitments. Instead, current policies in place are projected to lead to a global temperature rise of 2.7° Celsius by 2100.10

What’s more, the report found that we have less time than we originally thought. The Paris Agreement laid out a plan for countries to peak their greenhouse gas emissions by mid-century, and then spend 2050–2100 reaching net-zero emissions—striking a balance between emissions that throw greenhouse gases into the atmosphere and sinks (i.e., forests, oceans, soil) that draw them back down and lock them away. The report found that the world needs to begin reducing its emissions far more rapidly—halving emissions by 2030 and reaching net zero not by 2100 but by 2050. If we do not, warns the IPCC report, we will already begin to see catastrophic impacts and irreversible tipping points by 2030.

How we respond to this reality as followers of Jesus is of enormous spiritual, personal, and existential importance. It is nothing less than the defining moral challenge of our time. Through theological and scriptural exploration, storytelling, and practical steps to turn our faith into meaningful action for climate justice, this book will show that acting to avert and adapt to climate change is a fundamental part of following Jesus in a warming world, and that the church is uniquely equipped to respond to the climate crisis with hope and action.

Finally, a brief housekeeping item. Throughout what follows, I use the traditional masculine pronouns for God. This is purely for readability. Scripture explicitly ascribes both masculine and feminine attributes to God. It calls God Father, and it also compares God to a mother hen gathering her chicks (Luke 13:34). All human language used to describe God is analogical, which means we should always hold all God-talk loosely. This is especially true of socially constructed categories like gender. There is nothing essential in God’s nature that requires God to be male—the Godhead transcends gender. Yet, for better or worse, our human language about God is gendered. I therefore observe the traditional practice of using masculine pronouns for God, not because masculinity is essential to God’s nature but because it makes for much easier reading (and writing).

It took me a long time to recognize my brother again, and to cut through the fog of unconscious assumptions and biases that I had inherited. These were biases that had me believe that authentic Christian faith and a concern for the well-being of all God’s creation were dissonant, if not mutually exclusive, and assumptions that led me to believe a commitment to following Jesus called me only to a narrow set of political concerns, and that climate change lay firmly outside of it.

Thank God that the gospel and its good news for the world are so much bigger than the lines we draw around it.
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Coal and the Greatest Commandment


WE MET AT A GAS STATION off the county highway at sunrise. There was no mistaking which pickup truck was his. It was plastered with bumper stickers that carried phrases like “Friends of the Mountains,” “I Love Mountains,” and “Topless Mountains are Obscene.” If any doubt remained, it was quickly dispelled when he hopped out of the driver’s seat to greet our group. All of five feet tall, with his signature faded overalls and straw brim hat, Larry Gibson was one of a kind.

It helped that our group knew who to look for. Larry’s reputation preceded him. Inspired by the likes of Larry and others, our small group of a dozen or so college students from Grand Rapids, Michigan, had decided to trek to the hollers of West Virginia and to spend our spring break not on some sandy Gulf Coast beach but in the coal fields of Appalachia. We were there to serve in whatever imperfect and halting ways we could, but mostly we were there to learn, to bear witness, and to lament. We had come to rural West Virginia to experience the practice of mountaintop-removal coal mining.

Mountaintop-removal coal mining is a particularly harmful form of strip mining that consists of clear-cutting large swaths of old-growth Appalachian forests from the top of mountain ridges. In much of Appalachia these are some of the oldest forests in the world. Once the trees are cut and cleared, holes are bored at intervals into the mountain crust and dynamite is planted deep in the heart of the mountain. The dynamite is then exploded, erasing up to six hundred feet of ancient elevation in an instant. The rubble that’s left behind, called “overburden” in industry jargon, is then cleared away.

Thanks to a 2002 change to the Clean Water Act, this waste is officially classified in the same category as soil and dirt, allowing the mining companies to simply push the mix of rubble, ash, and toxic heavy metals off the side of the mountain into the streams and rivers below. Since this rule change, this “valley fill” has buried more than two thousand miles of headwater streams and polluted many more.1 All of this in order to access thin seams of coal so near the mountain’s surface that traditional deep-well mining can’t get at it.

These coal seams are marginal. Before technology advanced to the point where they could be harvested, they would simply be left alone. Because of this, the profit margins for mountaintop-removal operators are tight. That’s why mountaintop-removal sites employ one worker for every eleven workers employed at traditional deep-well mining sites. Like the perennial push to develop the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge—established by a Republican president in 1960, expanded by a Democratic president in 1980, and meant to serve as a guardrail for our collective craving for cheap oil and gas—the practice of mountaintop removal has the feeling of a drug user working harder and harder to get a fix. Our collective addiction has driven us to ever more extreme behavior. As with other addictions, the collateral damage of our singular drive to score is profound.

We had come to see Larry because Larry understood the logical conclusion of this kind of runaway addiction, and he had committed his life to putting a stop to it. By the time we met him in Kayford, West Virginia, on a chilly, fog-filled day in the spring of 2012, the consequences of our addiction to cheap coal were everywhere. Mountaintop removal had scarred thousands of square miles of Appalachian landscape, displaced neighbors who had called now-buried Appalachian hollers home for generations, and poisoned countless neighbors living downstream. We had read about it. We had watched documentaries about it. We had discussed it as a group ad nauseam. Now Larry was going to help us see it with our own eyes.

Gravel crunched under Larry’s tires and fog swirled in the headlight beams as we inched our way up the steep access road to Larry’s cabin. I tried not to think about the sheer cliff face inches from the passenger side tires, made all the more menacing by its camouflage of thick fog. I looked over at Larry, who was completely at ease traversing the treacherous mountainside. To take my mind off my proximity to certain death should Larry’s hand slip from his steering wheel, I listened to the police scanner mounted on the inside of Larry’s windshield. Chatter filled the cabin in blips and chirps. My ear, unaccustomed to the distorted words carried to us on the wind, had a hard time following much of it. One word, though, was uttered so frequently that I began to pick it up.

“Who’s Stickers?” I asked Larry.

“Me,” he replied. “That’s their nickname for my truck. They’re tracking us.”

Larry explained that the voices crackling through the scanner belonged to a handful of men who had been hired by the coal company in town. Like many of the mountains surrounding Larry, shallow veins of coal crisscrossed the mountain on which Larry’s home sat. When these were discovered, the local coal company went about purchasing the mineral rights from the inhabitants of the mountain in order to blow it apart—to tap the coal seams and bleed the mountain of its precious payload. One by one, Larry’s neighbors sold their rights and moved off the mountain.

Not all the residents of Kayford Mountain wanted to sell. When the coal company failed to entice them with larger and larger carrots, they resorted to using sticks to drive them off their land. Intimidation campaigns harassed neighbors until, frustrated and frazzled, they sold their rights and escaped the abuse. By the time we visited Larry, he was the last holdout. The full force of the intimidation campaign was now trained exclusively on him.

“Maybe he’ll drive off the edge this time,” chirped a voice from the scanner.

“Fingers crossed,” crackled the reply.

Larry’s cabin finally loomed out of the fog as we reached the mountain summit. It bore signs reading “We are the Defenders of the Mountains” and other paraphernalia from his decades-long fight on behalf of his and others’ homes. Welcoming us inside, he showed us the bullet holes left by his intimidators. “Sometimes they get drunk and like to come have a laugh,” he explained. As if to prove beyond doubt what had caused the holes, he showed us the bullet casings he had collected over the years.

After warming ourselves by his wood-fired stove, we set out on foot for the main event, the reason we had come to see Larry: a mountain ridge not far from Larry’s cabin that offered a panoramic view of a mountaintop-removal mining operation on the mountain next door. As we walked the steadily inclining path to the ridge, our feet kicked and stumbled over coal seams so close to the surface that they looked like black tree roots. Larry shared stories of Kayford Mountain with us as we walked: neighbors long since moved away, property long since sold off. He told us about Kayford Cemetery—home to generations of revered patriarchs, quirky uncles, beloved mothers and grandmothers—now buried under the rubble of a neighboring mountaintop-removal operation and unreachable by those relatives who still lived and who ached to visit those sleeping beneath the dust and debris. He spoke of Kayford Mountain as a beloved.

Suddenly, Larry threw out his arm like a parent stopping short at a red light. We had reached the ridge. The fog that had surrounded us on our summit up the mountain still hung like a veil across the expanse between us and what we had come to see. Pictures had primed us for what to expect: inert, neatly terraced earth rather than sloping, vibrant mountainside rising to the sky. We were prepared to encounter a pallet of drab grays and browns where once there was wild, vivid green; a broken and scarred moonscape sprawling across hundreds of acres of decimated ecosystem.

I saw none of it. I saw only a thick blanket of fog pressing in on all sides. Larry, perhaps sensing our disappointment, instructed us, “Forget your eyes. Use your ears.” I listened hard. I heard absolutely nothing, no cacophony of birds calling to one another from the branches of Appalachia’s old-growth pines, no abundance of life that should have been pulsing to us like an electric current across the expanse. Instead, I heard the vast emptiness left by the thousands of feet of ancient elevation now leveled forever. I heard nothing out of the void. Nothing at all. I never knew silence could be so deafening.

Our visit with Larry comprised just one of our seven days in Kermit, West Virginia, and the nuns who hosted us kept us busy. We accompanied Sister Kathy on her weekly trip down the mountain to the local school where she volunteered and heard one teacher tell us, “If you ask any of these kids what they want to do when they grow up, each one of them will tell you the same thing: mine coal. It’s all they know.”

We visited the neighbors on the mountain where the nuns lived, helping to split wood and sipping iced tea on front porches. We listened as wives told us about their husbands’ inoperable tumors and how much time they had left. A mother recalled the latest trip into Charleston to treat her eleven-year-old daughter’s ovarian cancer—a reality for countless people downwind and downriver from mining operations in coal country. The nuns would comfort and pray for their neighbors while we looked on, intruders on the community grief.

We were hosted for a day by the coal company that mined the region surrounding the nun’s mountain (not the same company terrorizing Larry). They welcomed us into their spacious conference room, and while we ate a catered breakfast, they shared with pride and conviction how they and the people of the area had partnered for decades to keep America’s lights on. We donned hard hats and reflector vests and descended into a deep-well mine. We piled into pickup trucks to see a “reclamation site”—a retired mountaintop-removal mining site with spotty patches of scrubby grass, which the coal company reps tried to convince us was just as good as it was before they had blown it all to smithereens. After dropping us off at our cars at the end of the day, one of the reps said, “I hope this helped give you some appreciation for the good that coal has done.” Driving away, I guessed that our suspicion of them had not been well hidden.

We helped at a food drive at a small country church nestled in a nearby holler. The growth of machine-driven mountaintop-removal mining in the region and the inexorable decline of the coal industry meant there was no shortage of need. Out of work and underemployed coal miners lined up to receive their food with defiance, shame, and resilience mingled on their faces. Volunteers handed out boxes of food alongside us. When the rush had diminished, we sat down with a few of the volunteers and the pastor of the church, all of them previous coal miners themselves. We shared about our experience and what we had learned over the course of the week. We talked about cancer and bullet holes, police scanners and economic despair. The people of the holler, explained the pastor, all had ties to coal. If they didn’t mine it, their daddy or their granddaddy had. Coal mining was their heritage, their livelihood, their identity. We left with the distinct impression that though the pastor and volunteers sympathized with Larry’s plight, his was a story they had heard all too often. To them, Larry’s predicament was simply the unfortunate yet necessary cost of business. “After all,” the pastor said to us toward the end of our time together, “God gave us the coal to bless us. He wants us to use it!” His tone made it clear that, at least for him, this settled the matter completely.


Coal and the Greatest Commandment

In the Gospels, Jesus is asked, “What is the greatest commandment?” Depending on the Gospel account, the questioner is a Pharisee (Matthew 22:36), a scribe (Mark 12:28), or a lawyer (Luke 10:25). In other words, a religious insider with intimate knowledge of the commandments himself. According to Matthew and Luke, the question is intended as a test. It’s easy to see why. In Jesus’ day, there were more than six hundred recognized commandments found in the Hebrew Scriptures, and there were various Jewish sects that interpreted these commandments differently.

The Sadducees tended to interpret them broadly and attempted to contextualize them to a world where they found themselves under the thumb of capricious Roman occupying forces. The Zealots applied the Law in the context of their occupation in a way opposite to the Sadducees. Whereas the Sadducees cozied up to the Romans in order to secure for themselves some modicum of control and autonomy, the Zealots sought to violently overthrow Roman forces through guerrilla warfare, assassination, and violent uprisings. The Essenes, privileging the commands to be a holy and set apart people, separated themselves entirely from society, founding communities in the wilderness, where they pursued purity and holiness together.

The Pharisees were, by most accounts, the most legalistic of the sects and had even created what’s been called a “fence around the Law,” a complex system of countless additional rules and regulations as insulation for the original, God-given commands. The theory was that even if they broke one of these extracanonical rules (e.g., exceeding a maximum number of allowable steps on the Sabbath), they would still be able to keep the actual commandment found in the Torah (“Everyone is to stay where they are on the seventh day; no one is to go out,” Exodus 16:29). This system of auxiliary rules gave rise to complicated taxonomies and split various schools of thought about how best to organize, rank, and privilege them. Rabbis offered differing opinions, splitting the Pharisees into opposing philosophical camps.

The question put to Jesus in the Gospel account is dripping with cultural, social, and political baggage. Jesus’ questioner is essentially forcing him to take a side, guaranteeing that he will alienate at least one faction of his listeners. “Which school of thought do you subscribe to, Jesus? Which tribe is yours? Team Rabbi Hillel or Team Rabbi Gamaliel?” It isn’t hard to recognize the same kind of binary thinking at play in our own context today. Wherever we turn, we hear similar questions put to us when it comes to climate change: Which camp are you in? Skeptic or believer? Liberal or conservative? Blue or red?

Tragically, this kind of dualistic thinking seems just as prevalent in the church as anywhere else in society. An ingrained sense of moral certitude in the midst of a complicated world seems to be the inheritance for those of us who grew up in late-twentieth-century evangelical culture indelibly shaped by the religious right. Questions of right and wrong, biblical and “worldly,” were easily discernible to those appropriately submitted to the gospel. In a political, religious, and social world shaped by certainty, moral nuance is often flattened out into clear-cut answers of right and wrong. Ambiguity is not merely a nuisance but a threat to a worldview that asserts that the Bible and its intentions are straightforward and that moral behavior is self-evident. Complexity is ignored and discernment is discouraged in favor of strict moral directives. Dos and don’ts dominate the believer’s moral imagination.

That’s why Jesus’ answer to this question is such a gift. He refuses to take the bait. He refuses to accept the binary terms of the question and instead offers something that is at once simple and deeply profound: love God and love your neighbor. That’s it. There are no complex legal categorizations or hierarchies, no endorsement of one camp over another. Instead, what he provides is a radically faithful distillation of discipleship. The entirety of our response to the story of God’s saving work in the world, says Jesus, can be summed up like this: love God with everything you’ve got, and love your neighbor as if their present circumstances and future prospects were your own.

How refreshing it is for us as followers of Jesus living in a polarized age to see this kind of creative resistance from Jesus, to see him refuse to play by the rules of zero-sum tribalism and instead chart a third way forward rooted in love and grounded in God’s Word. When it comes to climate change (and any other pressing social, economic, or political issue), we can feel enormous pressure to choose a side. We feel we need to align with one group over against another. There is pressure to flatten out the complexity and nuance of climate action by mashing it together with a whole host of other policy positions privileged by one political party or the other.

What a gift Jesus offers to us, then. A clarifying lens that transcends petty games of us versus them, that frees our imaginations from the shackles of zero-sum politics, and that reminds us that love is our highest calling and that in God’s economy of abundance, there is plenty to go around.

After all, how can we love our neighbors well if we remain silent in the face of circumstances that threaten their livelihoods and poison their bodies? How can we tell our brothers and sisters in Christ, “I believe you,” when they describe the ways that climate change is harming them and their families, and then do nothing to try to change their circumstances? How can we love our neighbors without fighting for their right to clean air and water, and a safe and stable world where they can flourish and thrive? How can we be pro-life in a warming world if we ignore the myriad ways in which climate change endangers and extinguishes life?

The Bible has a word for the kind of faith that sees the suffering of its neighbors and does nothing to respond: dead (James 2:17).
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All the people I met and the stories I heard on that trip to West Virginia complicated my perspective. I had gone fully convinced of the horrors of mountaintop-removal mining and of the need to transition away from fossil fuels as quickly as possible. My time with Larry, my up close and visceral experience of mountaintop-removal mining, the stories of pre-teens losing their hair from chemotherapy, and the long lines of abandoned coal workers had confirmed my belief. I had been ready for that.

What I hadn’t been ready for was the pride with which people spoke about coal mining and their role in powering America. I hadn’t been ready for the sparkle in the eyes of the school kids who spoke animatedly about the day they would be old enough to join their parents in the mines. I hadn’t been ready for the desperate economic reality that held the communities we visited in a stranglehold. As one local told me, “If you ain’t working in the coal mines, you’re working at the Dairy Queen.”

In some ways, my strident certitude about the immorality of fossil fuels had been chastened. It was complicated. People’s lives were wrapped up in fossil fuel extraction, transportation, and distribution. Human faces now swam across my vision when I considered concepts such as mountaintop removal, environmental justice, and a just transition away from fossil fuels toward cleaner alternatives.

Yet, as empathy began to soften my outlook, my moral clarity was being hardened. Pride in the role that Appalachia has played in driving the Industrial Revolution and bringing millions of people out of poverty over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries can be celebrated. We can honor the contributions that fossil fuels have made to American prosperity and well-being without giving fossil fuels a free pass in perpetuity. We can acknowledge both that coal has unlocked tremendous economic growth and that it is simultaneously endangering that growth by driving dangerous climate change. We can recognize that coal has put food on millions of American tables and poisoned the drinking water. Both can be true at the same time.

I often see the faces of Larry, the nuns, those out-of-work coal miners, and so many others I’ve met throughout the years. I carry them with me. I do this partly because I promised to—I promised to tell their stories to anyone who would listen. Mostly, though, I recall these faces because I can’t help it. Larry’s wide-brimmed hat, the nuns’ generous spirit, those kids’ sheepish smiles—I couldn’t shake them if I tried.

And I wouldn’t want to try. Each one is a gift. Each story is a kind of sacrament, a physical manifestation of an invisible grace. I don’t want to forget the tenacity and fierce righteousness of Larry’s cause in the face of gross injustice, the strength it takes a mother to tell the traumatic medical history of her young daughter to a group of total strangers, and the resilience of an entire community in the grip of economic despair. All of it holds out to me truths about God’s character and about the shape of our collective calling to follow after Jesus in whatever world we may find ourselves—even, and perhaps especially, a warming one.

All of it is a reminder that the partisan rancor, the esoteric legislative jargon, the layers of bureaucracy, and the impenetrable technological minutiae that make up the constellation of actions necessary to stave off climate catastrophe are only part of the picture of Christian climate action. Underneath all of it are people, just people. People who are living, breathing image-bearers of God doing their best to stay alive, to stay healthy, and to keep safe the ones they love.

Larry and the others whose stories I carry in my heart are a sacramental reminder of the holy formula that creation care equals people care. They are a living, breathing reminder that to be pro-life in a warming world requires that we be actively, aggressively anti–climate change. They are reminders that the way we live and move and have our being on the earth directly impacts others’ ability to do the same. When we receive these sacramental gifts with the ethical posture of love held out to us by Jesus, suddenly the petty partisan nonsense that so often surrounds discussion about climate change falls away. In its place is a radically simple question: Will we love?

Larry Gibson died of a heart attack in 2012, mere months after our visit. He died with his beloved Kayford Mountain still in desperate danger. I think of him often, and all the other people I met in West Virginia. I think about the teachers at Kermit Area School, trying their best to keep their students fed, clothed, cared for, and, if there was still time, reading at grade level. I think about the neighbors fighting pediatric cancer and Black Lung Disease. I think about the mining executives doing all they could to maximize profit for their shareholders, and the miners themselves who swelled with pride at the mention of powering America. I think about the country pastor and the food pantry volunteers, sympathetic to Larry’s plight but resigned to it as a necessary cost of powering the economic engine of America. I have no doubt that love motivated many of them: love for their students, love for their work, love for their church, and love for the neighbors they could touch and see and hand a box of food to.

But I can’t help wondering: What if love could have done more for Larry? What if rather than a realpolitik pragmatism or a resigned fatalism, mountaintop-removal coal mining in Larry’s community were seen first and foremost through the lens of love? What if it could be seen through the lens of what neighbors owe to each other, of what we owe to the world that sustains us, of what we owe to the Creator who calls it all good?

If the creative, third-way love of Jesus were our ethical lens, I think Larry might have died differently. Rather than isolated and alone in his fight, with bullet holes in his cabin, he might have been assured and at peace that his fight for Kayford would carry on without him. Maybe the theology of the pastor we met would have been shaped less by the prevailing economic and political forces benefiting from the abuse of the land around him and more by a vision of love and protection for God’s creation. Maybe he could have recognized the birds, the mountains, the streams, Larry, and all the people negatively affected by the company’s practices as objects of the love to which Jesus calls us and could have acted out of that love rather than rationalizing the problem away. Maybe after handing out boxes of food, he and his volunteers would have driven the short distance to Kayford to stand alongside Larry in his fight for dignity for himself and for the mountain that he loved and called home.

What if Christians across the United States were increasingly formed, week after week, into people who saw the created world not as inert raw material meant for nothing more than powering our industrial machines but as the Creator’s masterpiece, shot through with the glory of God, with a destiny of its own in God’s coming good future? In other words, what if US Christians were formed to love God’s world and to love the people who depend on it for their survival? Then maybe the local churches surrounding Kayford Mountain would have protected Larry from the harassment he suffered. Maybe they would have protected the mountains surrounding Kayford that had already been toppled. Maybe Christians across the country would have known Larry’s story and would have marched in the streets and knocked down the doors of Congress demanding a stop to the abuse. Maybe even today, years after Larry’s death, Christians would be exerting persistent pressure on corporations to find alternative means of energy production that treat humans like Larry and the rest of creation with dignity and respect. Maybe they would be leading the charge to transform all of humanity’s relationship to the created world by protecting endangered species, eliminating dangerous pollutants, and stopping climate change in its tracks.

If the American church had been formed by this kind of interpretation of Jesus’ command to love God and our neighbors alike, maybe Larry could have died differently. Maybe he could have been surrounded by neighbors long since driven out. He might have had the sound of hymns in his ears sung by members of the local church standing guard at his door. He could have known that his kinship with Kayford Mountain was not an isolated relationship but was shared by Christians the world over in all their varied, wild, and beautiful places.








2

How Did We Get Here?


WHY HAS THE AMERICAN CHURCH struggled so mightily to understand that protecting and preserving creation is a fundamental part of loving God and neighbor? Why was my brother’s decision to cut out meat and start taking the bus an existential crisis for me? Why are so many of the young Christians I’ve met integrating their faith with climate action outside the walls of their local church and then keeping quiet about it on Sunday mornings? Why is the topic of climate change in the church anathema in so many corners, and simply ignored in so many more?

The causes are myriad, and we’ll spend the chapter to come exploring some of them. Yet, at root the primary reason the US church—and especially the evangelical portion of it—has been silent on climate change for so long is because it has allowed itself to be formed by particular stories. Stories that serve to consolidate political power. Stories that overlook major scriptural truths about the central role of creation in God’s work of redemption. Stories that have convinced Christians to view scientific discovery not as a divine gift but as a threat. Stories that have been created and peddled in the name of profit rather than truth.

Of course, we are all formed by stories that shape our realities and circumscribe the boundaries of what is possible and what is not. Many are positive stories about the love and sacrifice of ancestors told around holiday tables. Others express the boundless love and grace of God told through mouthfuls of bread and wine or soak us to the bone with the waters of baptism.

There are other stories too. Centuries of racist narratives and the unequal structures designed to justify them have convinced generations that arbitrary differences in the natural variability of human appearance are in fact God-designed signals of immutable inferiority and superiority. Sexist stories across time and space and spanning human cultures have fed the lie that women are inherently weak, feeble-minded, and ill-suited for leadership or positions of power. Other cultural stories have perpetuated similar lies about the inherent unworthiness of people with disabilities, LGBTQ+ people, immigrants, refugees, and other “outsiders.”

Whether we know it or not, we also hear stories about climate change. These stories teach us that climate change is too political to risk bringing into the church. We hear that people taking action to address climate change aren’t “like us” and that they don’t share our values. We are led to believe that they are probably out to pull one over on us—to steal our freedom, our money, or both. Or maybe most pervasive is the story that climate change matters so little to Christians that it’s not worth talking about at all. In short, when it comes to climate change, we have been formed by stories other than the story of God.


The Stories That Form Us

Good Christians vote for Republicans. When I was in fifth grade, my school held a mock presidential election. It was the year 2000, and outside the walls of my Christian day school a presidential campaign was in full swing. For months, the country had been saturated by campaign ads and endless news loops about the latest triumph or gaffe from the campaign trail. George W. Bush—the plain-spoken, born-again governor from Texas—and Al Gore, the Tennessee senator turned eight-year vice president, were each vying for their shot at the Oval Office.

As eleven-year-olds, we understood little of the issues or the politics. Yet, just like everyone else in the country, we had been exposed for months to TV ads whose content we barely understood but whose tone was unmistakable. We had soaked up the chatter from talk radio pouring from our parents’ car speakers to and from school. We had imbibed the implicit assumptions of our larger communities. All of it had primed us for the day’s event.

On the day of the school election, after all the ballots had been cast first thing in the morning and the ballot boxes were walked down to the school office for tallying, our teachers did their best to turn our focus toward the mundane tasks of that day’s lesson plan. Yet, it soon became clear to everyone that fractions were going to have a hard time holding our divided attention. Every chance we got that day, we exchanged intel and conducted exit polls. Balls were left lonely on the recess blacktop as groups of students huddled to share their votes with one another. Lunch conversations were dominated by analysis and punditry. As the day wore on, trends and patterns began to emerge. A consensus was building.

As the clock beat its interminable path to 2:45 p.m., even the teachers abandoned their lesson plans and indulged in the excitement of the impending announcement. Students roamed freely among the desks, sharing their final hot takes with anyone who would listen. Finally, minutes before the day’s final bell, the intercom system crackled to life and our principal’s voice boomed across the school. “Boys and girls, it has been an exciting day. Thanks to all of you for participating in Pine Ridge Christian Elementary’s 2000 presidential election. The votes have been tallied, and the students have spoken.” Every student leaned in and held their breath. “With 97 percent of the votes, the next president of Pine Ridge Christian Elementary School is George W. Bush!”

The announcement hung in the air. A silence settled over my classroom. Students exchanged looks of shock. This was not the result we had anticipated. Finally, a student in the back of the room uttered the burning question on all our lips. “Who the heck voted for Al Gore?!”

The anticipation that had marked that day was rooted not in genuine curiosity about who would win the election. In contrast to the national election a month later, which would prove to be one of the closest in American history, the winner of the Pine Ridge Christian Elementary School’s presidential election was never in doubt. The question being asked in hallways and bathrooms that day was not who would win but rather if anybody could fathom the possibility of Al Gore getting any votes. By the end of the day, a consensus had emerged among the students, forged by group think and echo-chamber analysis. It was inconceivable to almost every student that George Bush would receive any less than 100 percent of the vote. Christians voted for Republicans. Everybody knew that.

The reasons why a bunch of fifth graders in Holland, Michigan—and millions more Christians growing up in the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s across the United States—internalized this very specific political orthodoxy are many and complex. Some apologists for the alliance between Christian faith and Republican politics will argue that it is simply the result of a groundswell of grassroots resistance to the moral outrage of abortion and the Republican Party’s willingness to end it. Critics of the religious right will point to evidence that Southern fundamentalists and hard-right partisans made common cause in the late 1970s, not out of concern for abortion but out of the racist impulse to allow Christian schools to practice segregation while continuing to enjoy exemption from federal taxes. Both are true, yet neither is the full picture.

Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, grassroots evangelicals did begin making common cause with Catholics in the fight against abortion. For their part, evangelical and fundamentalist leaders like Billy Sunday, John Rice, and Bob Jones Sr. were already speaking out against abortion before the Roe v. Wade decision of 1973. They founded anti-abortion organizations and supported legislation to overturn Roe in the first half of the 1970s. While it would take some time for abortion to become the partisan issue that it is today, by the time the Republican Party adopted its first anti-abortion position in 1976, a nascent but growing anti-abortion movement of conservative, evangelical Republicans was beginning to coalesce.1

At the same time, many of these same evangelical leaders were fending off attempts by the IRS to revoke the tax-exempt status of their religious schools for continuing to practice segregation in violation of the Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954. They got help from an insurgent movement within the Republican Party called the New Right. Together, they tapped into the growing anti-abortion grassroots energy to galvanize the political movement known as the religious right.2

Yet, to tell both of these histories so cleanly, as many like to do, divorces them from the larger social and cultural context of the day. These decades in the United States were a time of profound social change. The civil rights movement, second-wave feminism, the anti–Vietnam War movement, the growing gay rights movement, and more were upending the traditional social and cultural norms that US evangelicals took for granted. Their growing anti-abortion efforts were part of a larger resistance to changing cultural expectations around gender and sexuality and were coupled with organized resistance against the Equal Rights Amendment and local gay and lesbian nondiscrimination ordinances. Similarly, evangelical efforts to protect the tax-exempt status of their schools were part of a larger backlash against the gains of the civil rights movement. In other words, to tell simple histories of the religious right that focus only on abortion or only on race misses the larger contextual landscape out of which the religious right emerged. It also ignores other key issues that helped forge the alliance between evangelical faith and conservative politics in the final decades of the twentieth century, including—crucially, for our purposes—energy and environmental policies.

According to historian Darren Dochuk, oil is foundational to the story of America. “Much more than a material form,” says Dochuk in his book Anointed with Oil, “oil is an imprint on the American soul.”3 And from the beginning, the pursuit of oil in America has been inseparable from Christianity.

By the 1890s, John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil controlled 90 percent of the world’s oil-refining capacity. Rockefeller was a devout Baptist and represented a liberal Protestantism that valued hard work, stewardship, and good order.4 He sought to control the oil industry and stamp out competition through tight regulations and policies that only behemoths like his company could navigate.

In contrast, the oil industry of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries was also populated by independent operators called wildcats. Beat out by the Rockefellers in capturing the oil fields of the American East, they expanded aggressively west. Contrary to the establishment, liberal Protestant ethos of the Rockefellers, wildcatters were fiercely independent and disproportionately fundamentalist evangelical. And fundamental to their survival was a free, largely unregulated energy market.

Despite their differences, these two blocs often made common cause in pursuit of pro-oil policies, increasingly within the Republican Party. Yet, their basic oppositional orientation, both in business and in faith, always precluded true harmony. The camps would do business and spiritual battle for much of the twentieth century, competing for new oil fields abroad while fighting for the soul of America back home. In 1979, when Republican candidate for president Ronald Reagan seized on the energy crisis gripping the nation—and on President Jimmy Carter’s widely panned response to it—the evangelical wildcatters had an opening. “We must remove government obstacles to energy production,” declared Reagan.5 Wildcat oilmen rejoiced.
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