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April 23, 2019 – 9:30 AM and 11:15 AM 
Green Sanctuary Committee and Dr. Al Bartlett:  
Reimagining Our Relationship with the Earth 
 

Good Morning – I’m grateful to be here with you today to honor Earth Day, on this 

beautiful spring morning which itself is a gift from the Earth.  I think I was invited to join 

you this morning at the recommendation of some of my Sierra Club colleagues who are 

members of your congregation, because a couple of months ago I was here with some of 

you to view a Sierra Club film called “Reinventing Power,” and after that I led a discussion 

of the film.  It’s about real examples of the positive changes that clean renewable energy 

- onshore wind, offshore wind, and solar - has made in communities around the country… 

not just in terms of moving away from fossil fuels that drive climate change, but also new 

jobs, new industries, and even revitalization of communities that clean energy has 

brought.  It’s excellent, and I’d love to share it with more of you.  Many people say it’s the 

first environmental film they’ve left feeling better than when it started.   

Honestly, I’m a bit concerned that the excellence of the film may have skewed my 

colleagues’ perception of my own quality of thinking about the environment, climate 

change and how we deal with it.  But I’ll do my best.  Unfortunately, it’s really almost 

impossible to talk about the Earth these days without talking about the difficult reality of 

climate change – and climate change is the reason I’ve gotten involved with promoting 

clean renewable energy – but I’ll share some thoughts and hopefully come out in a 

positive place.   

Someone suggested that maybe I should talk more about wind and solar.  I think wind 

and solar are great, and spend as much time as I can trying to promote them.  But that 

effort actually raises a more basic question for me – In a time when we’ve been hearing 

about climate change for years, and we now know about the latest findings of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, telling us that we have to make major 

adjustments in the way we live during the next 10 years, and we talk openly about super 

storms, flooding, wildfires, and other disasters as evidence of climate change… Why is 

changing our behavior so hard?  We actually already have the technologies we need - 

wind and solar and batteries and energy conservation - to end most of our dependence 

on fossil fuels; and those technologies keep getting better.  But we don’t seem to be 

feeling the urgency to expand them as we could.   
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Just over a week ago I was in New Mexico, where they have intense abundant sunlight.  

But when we took off from the airport in Albuquerque and looked down at hundreds of 

homes and buildings, we didn’t see a single roof with solar panels.  It’s not really any 

better taking off from BWI.  It seems that having the technology isn’t enough - we need 

some more fundamental change to get us to take better care of the Earth.   

What would that fundamental change be, and how would it happen?  I decided to look at 

some recent writings that might examine climate change in terms of our relationship with 

the Earth.  First, to my surprise, I learned that E.O. Wilson, the great biologist and studier 

of ants, said in a recent New York Times interview that one of the three authors he’d like 

to converse more with was Prince Charles.  Not being a follower of the Royal Family, I 

hadn’t thought much about Charles – when I did, I imagined that he spent a lot of time 

playing polo or perhaps walking his Mum’s corgies.  But that’s my ignorance.  Actually, for 

several decades now Prince Charles has been thinking about the problems that our 

technologies and economic systems are creating for the planet.   

His book, published in 2010, is called “Harmony: A New Way of Looking at the World;” 

and his basic thesis is that we have lost our connection with Nature… instead of seeing 

ourselves as part of it, we’ve come to see ourselves as dominant over it.   

He believes that in the more distant past, mankind recognized itself as existing within 

Nature and subject to its workings.  But the Scientific Revolution that began in the 1600s - 

and continues - gave us the ability to take the natural world apart and understand how 

different pieces work.  And in gaining control over some of the pieces, we changed our 

relationship with the world.   

Then, In the 1700s, the Industrial Revolution began more than 2 ½ centuries of industrial 

development that effectively made nature a source of raw materials – we were no longer 

part of a balance, we were consumers.  Those changed relationships are now at the core 

of our world – we see things in terms of their function and their utility… to us.  We 

measure progress in terms of indicators like Gross Domestic Product, which measures 

growth, which comes from increased consumption, without considering the broader 

effects of that consumption.  We even think of the species that are vanishing - at the rate 

of 200 a day - in terms of how they might serve us, with new medicines or new chemicals.   

So Charles calls for a renewal of our spiritual relationship with the Earth.  But he doesn’t 

say how we do that.  Instead, he proposes important alternative ways of doing things – 
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like sustainable agriculture and local food production, environment-friendly communities 

and energy-efficient architecture, and Yes, wind and solar.  But he doesn’t answer the 

question of HOW we can develop the new relationship that we’ll need to make those 

changes happen. 

So I turned to some more recent works, thinking maybe we’ve gained more insight on 

how to make the fundamental change we need.  But honestly, they’re just more 

apocalyptic.  One that sounded hopeful was “The End of Ice,” by Dahr Jamail.  Jamail’s an 

outdoorsman, a mountaineer who spends much of his time climbing in the Northwest 

and in Alaska.  His subtitle – “Bearing Witness and Finding Meaning in the Path of Climate 

Disruption“ – sounded spiritual.  But most of his narrative is about actually going to 

witness and learn about dramatic effects of climate change that have already happened, 

beginning with the ongoing disappearance of glaciers in the area of Denali where he’s 

been climbing for years.   

He goes on to visit other places where climate change already has visible effects and 

discuss the changes with locals and scientists – the Arctic, where permafrost is beginning 

to melt, with the potential to release huge additional amounts of methane into the 

atmosphere; South Pacific islands, threatened by sea level rise and where ocean warming 

and acidity are destroying the coral that supports one-fourth of all marine life; the 

Amazon, Miami Beach, the forests of the American West.  For the people living in, or 

studying, these places, the changes are dramatic and threatening.   

So Jamail’s question is, If these changes are so remarkable, and their implications for our 

future so important, how come we’re not paying more attention?  His answer is 

something like Charles’s – Disconnection.  He writes, “Most people in the developed world 

are not connected enough to a place on the planet to notice” these changes in the natural 

world.  Given that over half of all humans live in cities now, and by 2050 that’s expected 

to grow to almost 70%, this disconnection from Nature shouldn’t be surprising – I 

recently read an article where a young woman living in a fashionable area of London said 

“You can get food, go to the Pub, and buy your clothes right next door… You literally never 

have to leave.”  Not conducive to connection with Nature.   

Then I turned to the recent book by David Wallace-Wells, a writer for New York 

Magazine.  He’s effectively the opposite of Dahr Jamail – he’s a self-confessed non-

outdoorsman, urban dweller, and contented occupant of the top of the food chain, who 

until recently accepted the notion that growth probably comes at some cost to Nature, 
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and who was basically ignorant about climate change.  But a few years ago he began 

collecting interesting stories reflecting climate change, like scientists in the Arctic trapped 

when the ice around their research center all melted… which then led him to look more 

seriously at climate science and its projections.  And he discovered a wide gap between 

popular communication - the way we talk about climate change - and the more serious 

effects projected by climate science.  A sort of general popular denial.  Why was this 

denial happening?  He speculates – maybe a persistent belief that we always find a way 

out, or we’re too attached to the status quo, or we distrust the science elite… or maybe 

just that (as he says) “We looked outside and things still seemed okay.”  We’ve managed 

to somehow accept events like the two back-to-back hundred-year floods in Ellicott City 

as a new normal, so that we don’t have to think about what they portend for the future.  

So his book – “The Uninhabitable Earth” – aims to lay out the unvarnished reality of the 

extreme effects that science projects for climate change… the storms and fires and 

flooding, food scarcity and mass migrations and more - It’s not a fun read.   

But he points out something important… more than half of all the carbon released from 

burning fossil fuels has happened since Al Gore wrote his first book on climate, and since 

establishment of the original UN Climate Change Framework.  In other words, we’ve been 

told what’s happening and we should know better, but we keep acting as though it’s not 

happening.  In a recent PBS interview Wallace-Wells was asked what he thinks it will take 

to get people to change their behavior.  His one-word answer was ”Fear.”  

I don’t like that answer.  I know we have to act, but I don’t choose to live in fear.  So I 

turned to a different experience for a different answer.  As (Samantha / Carel) 

mentioned, I spent over 25 years of my career working on an international program 

called “Child Survival.”  It dealt with a problem that in some ways was like climate change 

– a global problem that required aggressive action by many players… specifically, the 

problem was high rates of mortality for young children in developing countries.  When 

the program began in the 1980s, the overall chance of a child born in the developing 

world dying before their 5th birthday was more than 1 out of 10; in some of the poorest 

countries it was 1 in 5.  The result was an estimated almost 15 million mostly preventable 

child deaths.   

We knew what the most common causes of this child mortality were – vaccine-

preventable diseases like measles and whooping cough, diarrhea, pneumonia, malaria, 

malnutrition.  And we had prevention and treatment technologies - vaccines, simple 
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antibiotics, oral rehydration - that could address those conditions even in poor countries 

with weak health systems.  As with climate change, however, there were powerful forces 

that stood in the way – the poor were most affected, and those in power weren’t 

necessarily interested in programs that mostly were directed to the poor; sometimes a 

country’s medical establishment - the doctors - were unwilling to let lesser-trained health 

workers use those simple technologies; the health care systems weren’t very functional; 

and resources were always limited.   

But we had a committed coalition of actors, from international agencies including 

UNICEF, the World Health Organization, and the World Bank; national development 

agencies including our own, USAID, and those of the UK, Europe, Japan, Australia, and 

others; non-government agencies like CARE and Save the Children; and dedicated people 

in developing countries themselves - from national and local government officials and 

health care workers to community health volunteers and traditional medicine 

practitioners.  We set goals and monitored progress.  And the U.S. Congress provided 

reliable funding for our country’s part, during multiple administrations led by both 

parties.   

One result of all this was that year after year I’d find myself in a 4-wheel drive vehicle 

somewhere far off the paved roads of some country in Africa or southern Asia, riding 

along with local representatives to a distant village, the only gringo within many miles… 

and feeling perfectly at home, knowing that all of us shared our commitment and 

concern for children.  And always the most meaningful part of the experience was being 

in the presence of mothers and fathers whose language I would never speak, but in 

whom I recognized the same love of their children and hope for their well-being that all 

parents have. 

By 2016, the number of infant and child deaths under age five had been cut by almost 

2/3rds.  So perhaps there’s a lot we can learn from the success of that global 

collaboration, in terms of responding to climate change.  And you’d hope that a shared 

concern for children – who we know will bear a greater burden of climate change – would 

be enough by itself to mobilize us… although so far it hasn’t. 

But I think there’s another deeper lesson to be learned from that love of children that’s 

shared so widely, across continents and cultures.  There’s something special about our 

love of our children.  A parent raising a young child will tell you that it affects virtually 

every aspect of life (beyond how much sleep you get!) – it changes how you think about 
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the world, how you decide, what you do, where you go.  Things like, should we move to a 

better school district, should we be saving for retirement or for college, where will we go 

for vacation – London or Disney World, what will we do this weekend?  I think of it as 

“pervasive love.”  It affects everything. 

How does this connect to the challenge we’ve created for our Earth?  Indulge me for a 

moment – If you’re willing, close your eyes and imagine with me…  

…Walking in the country on a mild early summer day.  There’s a soft breeze that 

touches your face and sways the grass in the fields.  You come upon a small sunlit 

meadow, and sit down in the grass.  There are flowers – white, blue, purple – scattered 

among the grass, with a few small bees buzzing between them.  The odor of the 

flowers is mixed with the freshness of the air.  In the trees at the meadow’s edge some 

birds are calling to each other.  You put your hand down on the ground beside you.  

Under the grass folded beneath your hand, you feel the cool softness of the soil.   

 

This is the Earth.  This is our Mother, who gives us all that we need to live.  For a 

moment, feel her presence… feel your love for her… 

 

And now open your eyes… but try to hold on to that love.  And imagine with me what it 

would mean if we let our love for Earth be pervasive, like the love of a parent for a child – 

so it imbues every part of how we live: That this love guides our decisions about what we 

use and how we use it, what we make and how it’s made, what we eat and how we get it 

– are we helping our Earth, or hurting it?  We’ll still be human, active, building and 

creating, but with our love of Earth guiding us, being part of the things we do.  Imagine 

living our lives through that love.  Harder – but even more necessary – imagine our 

society living that way.  But to get there, it has to start with us. 

 

At Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, where I grew up, there’s a Memorial 

Tower.  And on the cornerstone there’s a saying that I always remember – it says “Love Is 

Strong As Death.”  Not stronger than, but strong as.  But we have many examples 

teaching us that Love Is Stronger than Fear.  So let’s go out from this place feeling strong 

in our love for the Earth, knowing that we need that love to guide us in how we live and 

act in this world.   
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I wish you peace.  Thank You.  


