7. Climate Change - The Defining Moral Issue of Our Times
Climate change is not simply a scientific issue. It is a moral issue that requires a moral response. Kathleen
Dean Moore, a well-known ethicist, encouraged participants to think about the things we value in our lives, and
how we can save them. Without concrete action, she said, the nature of the climate change threat is so serious
that by the time today’s young children are middle aged, critical life support systems on our planet will have
suffered irreparable damage. That will be the consequence of allowing average global temperatures to increase
by more than 2 degrees C. Thus, our job as global citizens is to prevent this from happening. Our job is to
make life safe for all children who follow us.
Kathleen Dean Moore emphasized how critical it is to get started immediately on major greenhouse gas
emission reductions. If we begin now, she argued, we can still reach the United Nations goal of avoiding a 2
degree C temperature increase. To do so will require a 6% annual reduction in global emissions. If society
delays starting until 2020, she said, a 15% reduction in annual greenhouse gas emissions will need to be
achieved. If we wait until 2030 to get started, it will be too late.
While achieving deep emission reductions will not be easy, the alternative – namely wrecking the planet –
has far more severe consequences and is fundamentally wrong. Kathleen Dean Moore argued that the
economic path many have embarked on, of taking what they want and leaving a depleted planet for our
children, is indefensible, as is the notion that we are too busy with our work, our families and our day to day
lives to take action. Kathleen Dean Moore urged us to build consensus around the principle that human society
is obligated to future generations to leave behind a world that is as rich and diverse as the one we inherited.
Kathleen Dean Moore laid out three reasons why we must protect the Earth, and why it is wrong not to do so.
First, she suggested that climate change is a violation of basic justice. It is clear that many citizens of our planet
will unjustly suffer its consequences, particularly in developing countries. While a few people will become
obscenely rich from the exploitation of fossil fuels, hundreds of millions who are powerless and voiceless will
suffer terribly, as will future generations. Moore argued that climate change threatens to be the biggest human
rights violation the world has ever seen.
Second, Moore asserted that we must protect the Earth for our children. They did not make the mess that
society has collectively created. If we do not act, our children and their children will inevitably say: “Don’t tell
me you didn’t know; don’t tell me there wasn’t time; don’t tell me you didn’t know what to do”. Thus, climate
change imposes enormous intergenerational injustice.
Third, Moore observed that our World was created by God. We should not think for a moment that God is
indifferent to creation and what human beings are doing to it. The Earth is sacred, irreplaceable, and beyond
human understanding. Reckless destruction of the Earth is a failure of reverence.
Christopher Hrynkow, a faculty member in the Department of Religion and Culture, at St. Thomas More
College elaborated on the theme that climate change is a violation of basic justice. He presented visual
evidence on the sharp difference between the countries most responsible for greenhouse gas emissions on
the Earth and the countries projected to experience the gravest consequences from those emissions. He
suggested that what we are doing with greenhouse gas pollution and other forms of ecological exploitation is
ultimately a form of violence and impoverishment driven by the market economy.
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What Is Blocking Society From Taking Action?
Kathleen Dean Moore noted how many of the world’s large corporations are engaged in the externalization of
shame. They blame us for driving our cars or flying, and they immobilize us by suggesting we are primarily to
blame for climate change. Meanwhile, these corporations spend billions of dollars attempting to transform us
into consumers, fracking oil and gas deposits, extracting tar sands, and undermining regulations in order to
exploit the Arctic.
Kathleen Dean Moore also pointed to the massive moral failure of governments around the world to take action
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, particularly in light of the high certainty surrounding the basics of climate
science. She noted that those who choose not to take action must either deny the science or deny the moral
rights of our children. Given that choice, our opponents often seek to discredit the science.
Observations on an Ethical Path Forward
Kathleen Dean Moore suggested that tackling climate change is about reinventing the human condition, and
more clearly discovering our purpose on Earth. It requires us to recognize what we love too much to
lose. It is about designing an economy that actually gets us what we most value: time with our children,
healthier food, and a cleaner environment.
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Moore urged us to find a path between blind hope and blind despair, a path in which we act out of integrity, a
path in which we find new ways to live sustainably, and a path in which we pursue “courageous, relentless
citizenship”. We will need to find creative ways to make our moral arguments whether that be through theatre,
through humour, through truth telling, or through civil disobedience, she said.
Kathleen Dean Moore reminded us that we are in a life and death battle. Our “only home” is being
destroyed. We should therefore reject adaptation as our first priority because ultimately we cannot adapt to the
worst consequences of fossil fuel emissions. Similarly, we should reject further delay in the form of Royal
Commissions and studies. Rather, we must let our voices be heard: No coal trains! No oil sands pipelines! No
Liquefied Natural Gas Plants! “We must not lose heart; we were made for these times”, she concluded.
Karri Munn Venn of Citizens for Public Justice brought a faith based perspective on climate change to the
Citizens’ Hearings. She reminded participants that biblical history has seen other examples of where leaders
failed to heed the warnings of their prophets, and the environment suffered as a result. For example, when
Jeremiah’s warnings and prophecies were not heeded, the local land based economy was devastated, and there
was increased suffering among the poor. Karri emphasized that part of loving God must be caring for and
advocating for creation.
Karri Munn Venn spoke to the need to embrace the sacred, curb our appetite for consumer goods, and
change our lifestyle. In other words, some sacrifice will be needed for the larger well-being of the planet.
Care of the Earth, she noted, is our oldest responsibility, and our only hope. It needs to be a fundamental part of
our life journey.
Karri Munn Venn referred to climate change as the sum result of destructive corporate greed and unsustainable
patterns of production and consumption. She stressed the importance of ending more than one billion dollars in
Canadian government subsidies to the fossil fuel industry each year, and increasing public investment in
alternate energy.
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US Bishops, Governance and the
Common Good
• “Responses to global climate change should
reflect our interdependence and common
responsibility for the future of our planet.
Individual nations must measure their own
self-interest against the greater common good
and contribute equitably to global solutions.”
-Global Climate Change: A Plea for Dialogue, Prudence
and the Common Good, , USCCB, 2001 #15
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Christopher Hrynkow of St. Thomas More College, in reflecting on the path forward, quoted from The
Franciscan (May 2011, Brother Hugh SSF): “Our whole way of life - our food, clothes, houses, transport,
entertainment and even religion as we practice it - all are based on fossil fuels..... I believe that continuing to
emit more than a tiny amount of CO2 is something to be avoided as soon as possible”. He stressed that social
justice and the well-being of the Earth are closely interrelated and that both should be pursued. He also
emphasized that “anthropogenic climate change is a failure of both good global governance and specific
governments.” In the future, governance practices need to pay more attention to limits to growth, to our
interdependence, and to our common responsibility for the planet, he said.
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Christian Holz spoke to the need for a just transition in the phase out of coal, oil and natural gas in North
America. He pointed out that a far larger number of jobs are created from investments in clean energy than are
created from equivalent investments in oil and gas. This fact will assist with the transition process.
Holz reinforced the moral imperative to act quickly, stressing that the more we delay reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, the deeper the annual cuts by the global community will have to be. He presented analytical
work done by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change that illustrates this point. As shown by the graph
below, early action on fossil fuel reduction will extend the length of time that some fossil fuel use continues to
be possible, without exceeding a temperature rise of 2 degrees Centigrade (above pre-industrial). Without such
early action, fossil fuel phase out will need to be complete by 2050.
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Christian Holz urged the adoption of a 35 year transition plan for fossil fuel phase-out. He stressed that we will
need to wind down our fossil fuel extraction industries in Canada, and added that governments should support
workers in the coal, oil and natural gas industries through this transition process. Putting in place alternative
employment opportunities in sectors such as mass transit, renewable energy and energy conservation will be
critical.
Christian Holz also stressed the need for a fair agreement on fossil fuel phase out among all countries. The
burden of greenhouse gas emission reduction must be equitably shared. He suggested that given Canada’s
exceptionally high emissions level, and Canada’s failure to take action to reduce emissions up to this point in
time, our country’s obligations for fossil fuel phase-out in the coming decades should be heavier and deeper
than European countries (which have been steadily cutting emissions for 15 years) or developing countries.
Rick Morrell, Executive Director of the Saskatchewan Eco-Network reminded the audience that at the end of
the day, our aim should be not just to avoid the catastrophic effects of climate change, but to create a
better, more equitable, more sustainable world.
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