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I think it was the first year I began working here; a member of the congregation showed 

me one of those early, iconic photos of a polar bear stranded in Arctic waters on a small slab of 

melting ice.  What I recall is the passion in the question that followed: “what are we going to do 

about global warming and climate change?”  Fast forward to today.  The environment writer 

David Roberts said that when people find out what he does for a living, the first thing they ask 

him is this: “Is there any hope on climate change, or are we just screwed?”

Before going any further, I’ve just got to say this: We’re basically in the same boat 

together.  With a few exceptions in this room, we share roughly the same “expertise”—which is 

to say not much, or precious little, on the matter of climate change and global warming.  We read

and draw basically from similar media reports.  We share kindred concerns about the fate of our 

planet and the well-being of future generations of living things, persons and habitats that will 

inherit a world we bequeath to them.

So back to the question: “Is there any hope on climate change?”  Some days, we can be 

nearly paralyzed by pessimism. Just walk out the doors there and go to 49th and Oak, especially 

on a weekday and rush hours, and consider how stuck we are with the status quo.  Raise sights to

the socio-economic macro level, and we know how concentrated power is in the hands of 

wealthy incumbents who, like dragons hoarding the treasures accumulated in their lairs, benefit 

from the carbon-intensive regime in which we all grew up and came of age: the post World War 

Two sprawl industry, the entrenched power of fossil fuel companies, Big Agriculture, heavy 

manufactures and construction, and so on.  
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And politically?  Think of what it would take to limit temperature rise to the 2 degree 

target set by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and it’s now-or-never, we’ve-got-

a-dozen-years-to- get-this-under-control message or we’re screwed, deadline.  Accomplishing 

that would require immediate, bold, sustained and coordinated action.  The last few years have 

not been overly encouraging, to say the least.  Look at who’s running the show here, south of the 

border and in many crucial places around the world.  In a blunt and unsettling recent study, two 

Dutch economists had this to say: 

“The required degree and speed with which we have to decarbonize our economies and improve 

energy efficiency are difficult to imagine within the context of our present socioeconomic 

system…Marginal, incremental improvements in energy and carbon efficiency cannot do the 

job; and so what is needed is structural transformation.”  

In other words, limiting global temperature rise to 2 degrees requires radicalism. 

David Roberts, the environment writer puts it this way.  “For centuries now, the growth 

of economies has been tightly coupled with rising energy demand and rising greenhouse gas 

emissions—a one-to-one correlation, more or less.  In recent years, several countries have seen 

their economies grow faster than their emissions.”  That’s good news, with some analysts hoping

that modern economies could de-couple growth from emissions.  Though the data is complicated

and depends on “some truly game-changing technological progress and revolutionary social 

change.”  

Uh-oh!  I can hear my pessimism alarm going off.

Because looking more closely, we see something like this.  As economies get wealthier, 

and their populations become more eco-conscious and politically engaged, countries may tend to 

clean-up their energy sectors, shift to more service-based economies, and off-shore carbon 
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intensive industries.  And off-shore carbon intensive industries.   That is, as we get wealthier, we 

consume more, and every bit we consume represents carbon emissions generated elsewhere.  

Consider computers and other energy intensive products manufactured abroad and shipped here. 

A country with a growing, “developed” economy may produce fewer carbon emissions at home, 

but it’s still responsible for generating greenhouse gases elsewhere with every bit it grows.  And 

think of lifestyles and patterns of consumption dependent on that growth, as well as entrenched 

economic and political power—and you have singly, and all together, forces that slow or prevent

the kind of meaningful change that will enable us to limit the unsustainable rise in global 

temperatures.  A grim situation.

With good reason at this point, we can agree, it’s not controversial to say that global 

warming is real; it presents a true and present danger to us and the well-being of our 

environment, myriad living things and ecosystems. We’re altering the climate, acidifying the 

oceans, and are contributing to the extinction of numerous living things.  This human wrought 

onslaught entails grievous consequences.  

Some days, it looks like things are going to get bad, possibly really bad, even within our 

children’s lifetimes. Instinctually, it’s hard not to shrink from the heartbreak, hard not to think 

that the future will look like the recent past, only more so.  And the rise of neo-authoritarian 

regimes, nationalist and racist neo-populism, panic over immigration, massive disparities in 

wealth, political dysfunction and paralysis leaves me stranded some, if not most, days 

somewhere between the impossible and the unthinkable.

  And then other days, can’t help it, in the grip of idiot hope, we insist there’s reason for 

some optimism.  Over the years, from significant changes in life-styles to educational forums, 

from lobbying to protest rallies and civil disobedience, personal and collective actions by 
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members of this congregation, and elsewhere, have been a source of inspiration to me.  It’s 

certainly crucial and inspiring for our kids.  They need and want both facts and examples of 

responsible, effective agency from us—that is, adults and others around them being truthful that 

climate change is happening, and then acting upon that knowledge.  They can smell hypocrisy a 

mile away.  Education and taking action in our personal lives are crucial steps in building 

momentum for systemic change.  We’re social beings and need others in order to see that there is

an emergency and that there are things that must be done; things that we can do.

Think of the spectacle of smoke coming from a house or a stand of trees.  It can be kind 

of weirdly confusing and even beautiful, so much so that we don’t immediately spring into action

while contemplating the view.  We might pause and start speculating as to its cause and run 

through our minds various lessons about fire prevention and wonder: so, who’s going to take 

responsibility?  It’s seeing others rushing in with water that breaks the spell.  I still think that our 

concrete, individual and small group steps, manifesting stewardship for the environment matters;

that taking action in our personal lives is contagious and is a necessary, though not sufficient, 

condition to get to a society that may yet implement policy level changes that are truly needed.  

Getting politicians and industry to address climate change starts at home; it starts here.   

Hope’s not this intellectual thing.  It’s not essentially about an objective assessment of 

the odds.  Everything may appear to us in the bleakest of colours and “obvious” that things are 

not going to turn out well.  What are we asking, we when ask about hope?  It’s not so much 

about the future as the present.  I was struck again by what David Roberts, who’s been writing 

about the environment and climate change for nearly two decades, struck by what he had to say:  

what people are groping for is not predictive assurance, assessment of the odds, the latest 

revelation of a technological gizmo—what we’re “groping for is fellowship.”  The weight of 
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climate change, like any weight, is easier to bear with others. “People can face overwhelming 

odds if they feel part of a community dedicated to a common purpose.  What’s terrible is not 

facing great threats and long odds—what’s terrible is facing them alone.”  

And the good news, the grounds for conditional optimism in all this, is not just the fact 

that the price to install solar back in 1977 when Stars Wars first came out was $77 per watt, and 

today, depending on where we live, it’s anywhere from 10-20 cents per watt, nor that other 

innovations have and will dynamically and abruptly displace economies and industries in 

unexpected, non linear ways.  As exciting as all that may be, it’s that the outcome of the climate 

crisis depends on that most non-linear and unpredictable factor—human beings doing what they 

must do in a time of crisis; and that’s reaching out to one another in fellowship in order to effect 

truly game-changing, radical social change.  And happily, “there are more people involved and 

more avenues for engagement every day.  There’s plenty of fellowship to be found.”  It’s 

happening on the streets, in courtrooms and in halls of government. And it’s happening now. 

That’s one of the reasons why the international Youth Strike 4 Climate is some seriously 

good news.  Fed up by justified fears about climate breakdown and ecological collapse, fed up by

being ignored and isolated, surrounded by politicians, media, masters of finance, and by so many

of our adult cohorts that have “failed to grasp the basic premise of intergenerational justice”—

that the life of someone not yet born will be of no less value than the life of someone who 

already exists—given that, do we know that kids started striking this month in Europe, North 

America and Australia?  That they’re taking to the streets to demand that we come to our senses, 

admit that we’re in a crisis, and that we’ve got to take systems-changing steps to defend the 

natural world on which we all depend, now!   
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Those kids are discovering the power of fellowship for the sake of something greater than

themselves.  And they’re giving some of the most hard-bitten, engaged-in-the-struggle and worn-

down activists, in the words of George Monbiot, “more hope than we’ve felt in 30 years of 

campaigning.”  Two weeks ago, 224 academics in the UK issued a public statement endorsing 

the striking students and their cause. 

“We offer our full support to these students – some of whom may well aspire to be the academics

of the future – who are bravely striking to demand that the UK government takes climate action. 

They have every right to be angry about the future that we shall bequeath to them, if 

proportionate and urgent action is not taken. We are inspired that our children, spurred on by the 

noble actions of striking students all around the world, are making their voices heard.”

On another front, it’s encouraging to learn that the movement of climate change litigation

has arrived in Canada.  In a relatively short period of time, more than 1000 climate change 

litigation cases have been filed in jurisdictions around the world.  This past November, and 

inspired by these cases, Environment Jeunesse (ENJEU), a Quebec environmental non-profit 

organization, filed a motion for authorization to start a class action against the federal 

government on behalf of Quebec residents aged 35 and under.  Among other relief, the claim 

seeks a declaration that the federal government has infringed rights protected by both the 

Canadian and Quebec Charters of Rights and Freedoms by failing to take adequate action to 

prevent climate change.

Specifically, the suit cites the government’s failure to adopt adequate emission targets 

which violates rights to “life and security of the person,” (Section 7 and Section 1 of the 

Canadian and Quebec Charters respectively); to live in a healthy environment in which 

biodiversity is preserved (Section 46.1 of the Quebec Charter); and equality by 

disproportionately burdening younger generations with the future costs of climate change.  

(Sections 15 and 1 of the Canadian and Quebec Charters).  And also worthy of mention is the 
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City of Victoria’s endorsement, last month, of a class action lawsuit against oil and gas 

producers for climate related harms, a suit which also seeks to hold those corporations liable for 

the municipalities’ climate adaptation costs. “Climate change litigation arrives in Canada,” 

https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=0642dfe6-979e-42c0-950a-8c43c4bc74eb  

There’s one more thing I want to talk about that’s giving me some “conditional 

optimism” these days.  And that’s how entrenched narratives can be re-written and entrenched 

power displaced in spectacular, unforeseen ways.  This happened once upon a time in Canada, 

when Tommy Douglas led a movement to rewrite how health care is provided in this nation.  Up 

until the 60s, ours was not so unlike that in the States and elsewhere.  If you wanted adequate 

health care, there was private insurance, if you could afford it; otherwise, you paid it out of 

pocket, or went without it altogether.  The alternative—universal, government provided, single 

payer health care—was almost unthinkable; and nearly the whole medical, business and political 

establishment was there to enforce the status quo. Though not without a long and dangerously 

dragged out fight, how quickly things changed, to the point that universal healthcare now is 

nearly written into our nation’s DNA; and as I’ve heard it over and over again, it’s something of 

which we are proud.

And talking about rewriting narratives and taking on entrenched power: just this month, 

in the US, a progressive alliance of newly elected and veteran politicians has placed on the 

political agenda what they call the “Green New Deal.”  In short order, they have thrust into 

mainstream politics south of the border a program to address climate change that is more 

profoundly ambitious than anything the Democratic Party was talking about even two years ago: 

a just transition to one hundred percent clean energy, investment in new jobs and public 
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infrastructure, securing clean air and water, restoring ecosystems, upgrading buildings and 

electricity grids and more—with environmental justice as its guiding principle.  

Ethnonationalists and the fossil fuel establishment will organize and throw everything 

they can to demean and halt this bold vision.  But take a step back for a moment and appreciate 

what’s happening: in the blink of a political eye, the very reason progressives exist—which is to 

amplify the voices of those without power and to bring to center stage the safety, health and 

dignity of ordinary people—a class that includes future generations—has moved, like Tommy 

Douglas’s vision about health care, from the margins to the very core of the agenda of a political 

party and a nation.  And though it’s got a long way to go and ranged up against narratives of 

denial and despair and extraordinarily entrenched power, the goals, projects and stated 

requirements of the Green New Deal have come along farther and faster than anyone could have 

predicted.  

We’re in for some very interesting times!  There’s chaos, dysfunction, paralysis and 

uncertainty, to be sure.  There’s also the cumulative effect of personal steps to reduce our carbon 

footprint, to educate to eco-consciousness and responsible stewardship; there are innovations in 

technologies, students rising up and climate change litigation taking place around the world.  

And what’s most important and unforgettable: the liberating power to boldly rewrite and 

transform entrenched narratives, policies, politics and systems discovered in fellowship and 

commitment with each other.  That’s life-giving; that’s life-sustaining.  And may it be said that 

in our times, we stood on the side of love and justice and a flourishing world as a legacy to 

generations to come.  

For the full text of the Green New Deal see: 
https://apps.npr.org/documents/document.html?id=5729033-Green-New-Deal-FINAL
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