University of Chicago Interfaith Service of Prayer and Reflection on Global Warming
Friday, April 20, 2007

(part of the National Campus Day of Prayer and Reflection on Global Warming)
—Introductory Music performed by Tim Porcelli & Kim DeVore of Chicago Didjeridu Chorus

—Welcome by Laura Hollinger

Praise Section

—Unitarian reading read by Seanan Holland

“Our story tells us of the sacredness of life, of the astonishing complexity of cells and organisms, of the vast lengths of time it took to generate their splendid diversity, of the enormous improbability that any of it happened at all. Reverence is the religious emotion elicited when we perceive the sacred. We are called to revere the whole enterprise of planetary existence, the whole and all of its myriad parts as they catalyze and secrete and replicate and mutate and evolve.

“Ralph Waldo Emerson invites us to express our reverence in the form of prayer. ‘Prayer,’ he writes, ‘is the contemplation of the facts of life from the highest point of view. It is the soliloquy of a beholding and jubilant soul.’”
— Ursula Goodenough, The Sacred Depths of Nature (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998, 170)


“The stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always present, they are inaccessible; but all natural objects make a kindred impression, when the mind is open to their influence. Nature never wears a mean appearance. Neither does the wisest man extort her secret, and lose his curiosity by finding out all her perfection. Nature never became a toy to a wise spirit. The flowers, the animals, the mountains, reflected the wisdom of his best hour, as much as they had delighted the simplicity of his childhood. When we speak of nature in this manner, we have a distinct but most poetical sense in the mind. We mean the integrity of impression made by manifold natural objects. It is this which distinguishes the stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from the tree of the poet. The charming landscape which I saw this morning, is indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty farms. Miller owns this field, Locke that, and Manning the woodland beyond. But none of them owns the landscape. There is a property in the horizon which no man has but he whose eye can integrate all the parts, that is, the poet. This is the best part of these men’s farms, yet to this their warranty-deeds give no title. To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature. Most persons do not see the sun. At least they have a very superficial seeing. The sun illuminates only the eye of the adult, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child. The lover of nature is he whose inward and outward senses are still truly adjusted to each other; who has retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of adulthood. Their intercourse with heaven and earth, becomes part of their daily food. In the presence of nature, a wild delight runs through them in spite of real sorrows. Nature says, they are my creatures, and maugre all their impertinent griefs, they shall be glad with me.”
— from Nature, by Ralph Waldo Emerson

—Bahá’í reading introduced and read by Alyssa Gabbay

The following three passages are from Bahá’í sacred writings. The first emphasizes the fundamental unity of the phenomenal world. Bahá’ís believe that it is crucial for humans to recognize this unity if we are to heal the world, including the environment. The second and third outline the essential relationship between human beings and the environment. They express the idea that the grandeur and diversity of the natural world are purposeful reflections of the majesty and bounty of God. For Bahá’ís, there follows an implicit understanding that nature is to be respected and protected, as a divine trust for which we are answerable.

“Liken the world of existence to the temple of man. All the organs of the human body assist one another, therefore life continues. . . . Likewise among the parts of existence there is a wonderful connection and interchange of forces which is the cause of life of the world and the continuation of these countless phenomena.”

— Bahá’í International Community, The Bahá’í Statement on Nature
“When however, thou dost contemplate the innermost essence of all things, and the individuality of each, thou wilt behold the signs of thy Lord’s mercy in every created thing, and see the spreading rays of His Names and Attributes throughout all the realm of being. . . . Then wilt thou observe that the universe is a scroll that discloseth His hidden secrets, which are preserved in the well-guarded Tablet. And not an atom of all the atoms in existence, not a creature from amongst the creatures but speaketh His praise and telleth of His attributes and names, revealeth the glory of His might and guideth to His oneness and His mercy. . . .”

— ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, Selections from the Writings of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, p. 41
“Say: Nature in its essence is the embodiment of My Name, the Maker, the Creator. Its manifestations are diversified by varying causes, and in this diversity there are signs for men of discernment. Nature is God's Will and is its expression in and through the contingent world. It is a dispensation of Providence ordained by the Ordainer, the All-Wise. Were anyone to affirm that it is the Will of God as manifested in the world of being, no one should question this assertion. It is endowed with a power whose reality men of learning fail to grasp. Indeed a man of insight can perceive naught therein save the effulgent splendour of Our Name, the Creator. Say: This is an existence which knoweth no decay, and Nature itself is lost in bewilderment before its revelations, its compelling evidences and its effulgent glory which have encompassed the universe.”

— Bahá’u’lláh, Tablets of Bahá'u'lláh Revealed after the Kitáb-i-Aqdas, p. 142
Confession Section

—Song performed by The Meadville Lombards

“This We Know”
Text by Chief Seattle, Music by Ron Jeffers


This we know, the earth does not belong to us; we belong to the earth.  
This we know. 
All things are connected like the blood that unites one family. 
All things are connected.  
Whatever befalls the earth befalls the children of the earth.  
This we know.
We did not weave the web of life, we are merely a strand in it.
Whatever we do to the web, we do to ourselves.
This we know.

—Scientific Reading read by Sallie King

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, or IPCC, recently released two new reports on the science and impacts of climate change. Based on hundreds of scientific research articles, the IPCC reports represent the consensus findings of thousands of world scientists on climate change. This reading is composed of brief excerpts from both these reports.

“Global atmospheric concentrations of [the greenhouse gases] carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide have increased markedly as a result of human activities since 1750, and now far exceed pre-industrial values determined from ice cores spanning many thousands of years. Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations of increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea level. For example, eleven of the last twelve years (1995–2006) rank among the 12 warmest years in the instrumental record of global surface temperature (since 1850). And satellite data since 1978 show that annual average arctic sea ice extent has shrunk by 2.7% per decade. Palaeoclimatic information supports the interpretation that the warmth of the last half century is unusual in at least the previous 1,300 years. The last time the polar regions were significantly warmer than present for an extended period (about 125,000 years ago), reductions in polar ice volume led to 4 to 6 meters [13 to 20 feet] of sea level rise. Most of the observed increase in global average temperatures since the mid-20th century is very likely due to the observed increase in anthropogenic greenhouse gas concentrations. Continued greenhouse gas emissions at or above current rates would cause further warming and induce many changes in the global climate system during the 21st century that would very likely be larger than those observed during the 20th century.”

— from “Summary for Policymakers: The Physical Science Basis; Contribution of Working Group I to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change” (available at www.ipcc.ch)

“The resilience of many ecosystems is likely to be exceeded this century by an unprecedented combination of climate change, associated disturbances (e.g., flooding, drought, wildfire, insects, ocean acidification), and other global change drivers. Approximately 20-30% of plant and animal species assessed so far are likely to be at increased risk of extinction if increases in global average temperature exceed 1.5-2.5°C.

“In Africa, by 2020, between 75 and 250 million people are projected to be exposed to an increase of water stress due to climate change. Agricultural production, including access to food, in many African countries and regions is projected to be severely compromised by climate variability and change. The area suitable for agriculture [and] the length of growing seasons and yield potential are expected to decrease. This would further adversely affect food security and exacerbate malnutrition in the continent. In some countries, yields from rain-fed agriculture could be reduced by up to 50% by 2020.

“Freshwater availability in Central, South, East and Southeast Asia, particularly in large river basins, is projected to decrease due to climate change which, along with population growth and increasing demand arising from higher standards of living, could adversely affect more than a billion people by the 2050s. Coastal areas, especially heavily-populated mega-delta regions in South, East and Southeast Asia, will be at greatest risk due to increased flooding from the sea and, in some mega-deltas, flooding from the

rivers.

“In North America, cities that currently experience heat waves are expected to be further challenged by an increased number, intensity, and duration of heat waves during the course of the century, with potential for adverse health impacts. Elderly populations are most at risk.”
— from “Summary for Policymakers: Climate Change Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability; Contribution of Working Group II to the Fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change” (available at www.ipcc.ch)
—Protestant reading introduced and read by Megan Wade Antieau

I would like to share a reflection written by Rev. Howard Snyder, a pastor in the Free Methodist Church and a professor of history and theology of mission at Asbury Theological Seminary.
Rev. Snyder calls for Christians to “reflect Christianly and biblically” on the issue of creation care. Knowing what we do about the effects of global warming on God’s creation, we need to realize how Biblical passages that we quote so frequently for other means also apply to those actions we take that cause global warming and also hurt the creation in other ways. Snyder’s reflection is titled:
“Spoiling Creation Breaks All Ten Commandments”
1. “You shall have no other gods before me” — When we despoil the creation, we are not honoring God; we are putting our own selfishness and comfort before God and his stewardship mandate to us.
2. “You shall not make for yourself an idol. . .” — Failing to care for God’s creatures, we make an idol (in a shortsighted way) of ourselves. We put ourselves ahead of God and his glory and mission.
3. “You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God” — When people profess to be Christians but don’t take care of the earth, or claim ownership of the land, they misuse the Lord who says “The earth is mine, and the fullness thereof.”
4. “Remember the Sabbath day by keeping it holy” — The Sabbath principle is rest and acknowledgment of God as sovereign provider. God says the land shall be allowed to rest, to rejuvenate itself; to be properly cared for. “The land will rest and enjoy its sabbaths” (Lev. 26:34). Exploiting the land is one way we fail to keep Sabbath.
5. “Honor your father and your mother, so that you may live long in the land . . .” — Honoring God-established family relationships and peaceful living in the land are tied together in God’s revelation. Since our parents (and all future generations) depend on the land, we dishonor our father and mother if we exploit the land.
6. “You shall not murder” — We are to nurture the life of others, not destroy. We now know that polluting the climate is causing increasing deaths, especially among the poor. There is a connection between environmental exploitation and death at multiple levels. Creation care is pro-life.
7. “You shall not commit adultery” — Adultery comes from lust toward someone or something that does not properly belong to us; taking the person or the thing for our own gratification, disregarding their rights—and thus dishonoring God. So the Bible speaks much of spiritual adultery and prostitution. Jesus made plain that the issue is not the mere act, but the self-centered intention. Failure to practice creation care is an ecological adultery.
8. “You shall not steal” — Despoiling the land is stealing from God, who owns the land, and from the poor, to whom God gives special rights with regard to the land and its produce.
9. “You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor” — When we blame others, not ourselves, for the spoiling of creation (when we blame politicians, or environmental pollution from countries with larger populations, environmentalists, and especially God’s will or providence), we are bearing false witness, failing to recognize our environmental interdependence and co-responsibility. When we say we have no clear God-given esponsibility for local and global creation care, we are bearing false witness against God’s Word.
10. “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house . . . or anything that belongs to your neighbor” — God says to practice mutual respect, especially with regard to those things that properly “belong” to us as God’s creatures. The earth does not belong to us, but the right to the proper enjoyment of the land and its beauty and bounty does belong to the whole human family (certainly not just to ourselves or our family or nation or religion). Creation care means not coveting the land or economic advantages or profits of others.
Reflecting on the ten commandments in this way, we must consider how both our intentional actions as well as our habits – habits that we take for granted – are in fact sinful, and defy that which we are called to do by God in his Word. We are asked to realize that to truly protect life, as we are called to do, means protecting creation; that honoring God means not putting our conveniences and habits ahead of following his commandments. And we must, confess as Christians, that in light of global warming, we are breaking these commandments daily.

—Catholic Reading prepared and read by Megan Toups

“It is the ecological question—ranging from the preservation of the natural habitats of the different species of animals and of other forms of life to ‘human ecology’ properly speaking—which finds in the Bible clear and strong ethical direction, leading to a solution which respects the great good of life, of every life.”

— from Pope John Paul II’s encyclical, Evangelium Vitae
The late Pope John Paul II spoke on many occasions of the responsibility of man for the environment, and addressed global warming specifically in his message, “Peace with God the Creator, Peace with all of Creation” given on the World Day of Peace, Jan. 1, 1990. The ecological crises of our day are moral ones, according to Pope John Paul, and fit within a broader context of respect for human life and for God’s creation in general, the dignity of the human person, and our obligation to address the structural problems of poverty:

“When the ecological crises is set within the broader context of the search for peace within society, we can understand better the importance of giving attention to what the earth and its atmosphere are telling us: namely, that there is an order in the universe which must be respected, and that the human person, endowed with the capability of choosing freely, has a grave responsibility to preserve this order for the well-being of future generations.  I wish to repeat that the ecological crisis is a moral issue.”

As regards our harming of the atmosphere, he specifically states that,  “We cannot interfere in one area of the ecosystem without paying due attention both to the consequences of such interference in other areas and to the well-being of future generations. The gradual depletion of the ozone layer and the related ‘greenhouse effect’ has now reached crisis proportions as a consequence of industrial growth, massive urban concentrations and vastly increased energy needs.  Industrial waste, the burning of fossil fuels, unrestricted deforestation, the use of certain types of herbicides, coolants and propellants: all of these are known to harm the atmosphere and environment.  The resulting meteorological and atmospheric changes range from damage to health to the possible future submersion of low-lying lands.  While in some cases the damage already done may well be irreversible, in many other cases it can still be halted.  It is necessary, however, that the entire human community—individuals, States, and international bodies—take seriously the responsibility that is theirs.”

In 2001, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops issued a statement on global warming, called “Global Climate Change: A Plea for Dialogue, Prudence, and the Common Good”:
“Action to mitigate global climate change must be built upon a foundation of social and economic justice that does not put the poor at greater risk or place disproportionate and unfair burdens on developing nations.”

“Each of us should carefully consider our choices and lifestyles.  We live in a culture that prizes the consumption of material goods.  While the poor often have too little, many of us can be easily caught up in a frenzy of wanting more and more—a bigger home, a larger car, etc.  Even though energy resources literally fuel our economy and provide a good quality of life, we need to ask about ways we can conserve energy prevent pollution and live more simply.”

Petition / Request Section

—Jewish Reading read by Leah Kahn
from the Hoshanot Prayers of Sukkot translated from the Hebrew by Gary Shapiro:
Please save, for your sake our God, please save.

Please save, for your sake our Creator, please save.

Please save, for your sake our Redeemer, please save.

Please save, for your sake our Defender, please save.

Please save man and beast,

flesh and spirit and soul, vein and bone and skin,

and the human form and image and shape, 

human charm and beauty and stature.

Though our splendor is empty and we are no better than beasts,

yet renew the face of the earth, plant trees on barren ground.

Please save the winepress and the standing grain,

vineyards and sycamore trees.

For this limited world

give powerful rains to revive it, 

to recall it from oblivion.

Give shrubs to build it up, delicious fruits to strengthen it,

flowers to fortify it, vegetation to enrich it,

cool water to flow through it, droplets to coat it.

Confirm the foundations of our globe

which hangs in the void of space.

—Silent Reflection with Images slide show prepared by Esther Bowen and Donald Frederick
—Music performed by Tim Porcelli & Kim DeVore of Chicago Didjeridu Chorus
Vision Section

—Humanist reading read by Donald Frederick
Aldo Leopold from A Sand County Almanac
Biography excerpted from The Aldo Leopold Foundation (http://www.aldoleopold.org/About/leopold_bio.htm) 

Considered by many as the father of wildlife management and of the United States’s wilderness system, Aldo Leopold was a conservationist, forester, philosopher, educator, writer, and outdoor enthusiast. Born in 1887 and raised in Burlington, Iowa, Aldo Leopold developed an interest in the natural world at an early age, spending hours observing, journaling, and sketching his surroundings. Graduating from the Yale Forest School in 1909, he eagerly pursued a career with the newly established U.S. Forest Service in Arizona and New Mexico.
The Ethical Sequence


The first ethics dealt with the relation between individuals; the Mosaic Decalogue is an example. Later accretions dealt with the relation between the individual and society. The Golden Rule tries to integrate the individual to society; democracy to integrate social organization to the individual.


There is yet no ethic dealing with man’s relation to land and to animals and plants which grow upon it. Land, like Odysseus’ slave-girls is still property. The land-relation is still strictly economic, entailing privileges but not obligations.


The extension of ethics to this third element in human environment is, if read the evidence correctly, and evolutionary possibility and an ecological necessity. It is the third step in a sequence. The first two have already been taken. Individual things since the days of Ezekiel and Isaiah have asserted that the despoliation of land is not only inexpedient but wrong. Society, however has not yet affirmed their belief. I regard the present conservation movement as the embryo of such an affirmation.


An ethic may be regarded as a mode of guidance for meeting ecological situations new or intricate, or involving such deferred reactions, that the path of social expediency is not discernable to the average individual. Animal instincts are modes of guidance for the individual in meeting such situation. Ethics are possibly a kind of community instinct in the making. 

The Community Concept 


All ethics so far evolved rest upon a single premise: that the individual is a member of a community of interdependent parts. His instincts prompt him to compete for his place in that community, but his ethics prompt him also to co-operate (perhaps in order that there may be a place to compete for).


The land ethic simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively: the land.


This sounds simple: do we not already sing our love for and obligation to the land of the free and the home of the brave? Yes, but just what and whom de we love? Certainly not the soil, which we are sending helter-skelter downriver. Certainly not the waters, which we assume have no function except to turn turbines, float barges, and carry off sewage. Certainly not the plants, of which we exterminate whole communities without batting an eye. Certainly not the animals, of which we have already extirpated many of largest and most beautiful species. A land ethic of course cannot prevent the alteration, management, and use of these ‘resources,’ but it does affirm their right to continued existence, and, at least in spots, their continued existence in a natural state.


In short, a land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-community to plain-member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such.


In human history, we have learned (I hope) that the conqueror role is eventually self-defeating. Why? Because it is implicit in such a role that the conqueror knows, ex cathedra, just what makes the community clock tick, and just what and who is valuable, and what and who is worthless, in community life. It always turns out that he knows neither, and this is why his conquests eventually defeat themselves.


In the biotic community, a parallel situation exists. Abraham knew exactly what the land was for: it was to drip milk and honey into Abraham’s mouth. At the present moment, the assurance with which we regard this assumption is inverse to the degree of our education.


The ordinary citizen today assumes that science knows what makes the community clock tick; the scientist is equally sure that he does not. He knows that the biotic mechanism is complex that its working may never be fully understood. 

—Muslim reading introduced and read by Saffia Hossainzadeh
A scholar of Islamic thought, Dr. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, has written that “By refusing to separate man and nature completely, Islam has preserved an integral view of the Universe and sees in the arteries of the cosmic and natural order the flow of divine grace or barakah. Man seeks the transcendent and the supernatural, but not against the background of a profane nature that is opposed to grace and the supernatural.  From the bosom of nature man seeks to transcend nature and nature herself can be an aid in this process provided man can learn to contemplate it, not as an independent domain of reality but as a mirror reflecting a higher reality, a vast panorama of symbols which speak to man and have meaning for him.” (Nasr, 94-95) So nature is not meant to be exploited or wasted, as it is given to us as a trust from God, to be used as a means to get closer to Him.

Dr. Ibrahim Ozdemir, another scholar of Islam’s environmental ethics, also explains that “When the Qur’an is carefully studied from an ecological point of view, the following points may be observed. First of all, the Qur’an regards not only nature but all universe as the creatures of God, while the former being regarded as the prime miracle of God. Therefore, nature has a metaphysical significance on the one hand, and an order which maintains in itself on the other. Nature, according to the Qur’anic perspective, may also point to what is beyond itself; in this sense, the role of nature is similar to that of a mirror which reflects the power, beauty and wisdom of its Creator.
“Therefore, according to the Qur’an everything in the natural world is a sign (aya) of God and as such it is continuously praising Him. In short, the natural world as presented and described by the Qur’an. . . is a living, holistic, orderly and perfect world, populated by angels, jinn, human beings and animals. Above all, the universe, with all its causal processes, is the prime sign (aya) and proof of its Maker.”
Here is a poem by the Sufi poet Rumi that illuminates Islam’s perspective on nature.

The world is frozen: its name is jamad (inanimate). Jammid means “frozen,” O master.
Wait till the rising of the sun of Resurrection, that thou mayst see the movement of the world's body.
Since God hath made Man from dust, it behoves thee to recognize the real nature of every particle of the universe,
That while from this aspect they are dead, from that aspect they are living: silent here, but speaking Yonder.
When He sends them down to our world, the rod of Moses becomes a dragon in regard to us;
The mountains sign with David, iron becomes as wax in his hand;
The wind becomes a carrier for Solomon, the sea understands what God said to Moses concerning it.
The moon obeys the sign given by Mohammad, the fire (of Nimrod) becomes a garden of roses for Abraham.
They all cry, “we are hearing and seeing and responsive, though to you, the uninitiated, we are mute.”
Ascend from materially into the world of spirit, hearken to loud voice of the universe,
Then thou wilt know that God is glorified by all inanimate things: the doubts raised by false interpreters will not beguile thee.
Sources:

Nasr, Seyyed Hossein. The Encounter of Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of

Modern Man. 1968. George Allen and Unwin
Ozdemir, Ibrahim. http://www.nur.org/treatise/articles/IslamicEnvironmentalEthics.html
—Hindu reading introduced and read by Subir Trivedi

The Bhagavada Gita or “Song of the Lord” marks a particular episode in the Indian epic The Mahabharata, and is probably the most famous Hindu text in the Western world. Set on the eve of the battle of Kurukshetra, it tells of the hero Arjuna’s crisis of conscience as he looks out across enemy lines and sees all the relatives and friends he must now wage war against and even try to kill with his own hands. Uncertain of whether to fight or quit the field, he turns to his charioteer and mentor Krishna for advice.  Krishna’s subsequent discourse on dharma, or the relationship between the order of Nature and the duty of the individual, reveals to Arjuna what role he must play in the larger scheme of things and what example he must set for others to follow. Krishna underscores the superiority of action over inaction and the responsibility humanity has for maintaining the well-being of the world as follows:

“Do the work that is prescribed [for you], for to work is better than to do no work at all; for without working you will not succeed even in keeping your body in good repair.  This world is bound by bonds of work. . . .

“Work to this end, then, Arjuna, from [all] attachment freed. . . .

“Whoso enjoys the [gifts of the gods] yet gives them nothing [in return] is a thief, no more nor less. . . .

“From food do [all] contingent beings derive and food derives from rain; rain derives from sacrifice and sacrifice from works. . . .

“Therefore detached, perform unceasingly the works that must be done, for the man detached who labours on to the highest must win through. . . .

“Or if again you consider the welfare and coherence of the world, then you should work and act.  Whatever the noblest does, that too will others do: the standard that he sets all the world will follow.
“In the three worlds there is nothing that I need do, nor anything unattained that I need to gain, yet work [is the element] in which I move.  For if I were not tirelessly to busy Myself with works, then would men everywhere follow in my footsteps.  If I were not to do my work, these worlds would fall to ruin, and I should be a worker of confusion, destroying these [my] creatures. . . .

“So, unattached, should the wise man do, longing to bring about the welfare and coherence of the world. . . .

“Let him encourage all works, himself though busy, acting as an integrated [and composed] man. . . .”
—Buddhist Reading read by David Pyle
 
THE ETHICAL CONNECTION

Morality is essential to practice,
and morality demands a concern for the
well-being of other creatures. 

The Buddha explained the kind of life that he wanted his followers to lead by listing eight categories collectively known as the “Noble Eightfold Path.” These categories are: right (or whole, or complete) understanding, right thought, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration. Full definitions would take us too far afield, but it’s useful to note the broad purposes that the categories serve. The first two promote wisdom in the Buddhist sense—a capacity to see directly into the nature of things. The next three are ethical, and the last three aim at concentration—that is, the development of meditative skill. The Eightfold Path is also called the Middle Way, because it is intended to encourage a life of moderation. The Buddha disapproved of both asceticism and hedonism. But clearly, he regarded a high degree of ethical development as essential for mastering the mind.

The Buddhist moral code is most readily accessible in the precepts. The precepts are simple moral injunctions that Buddhists sometimes accept as a formal recognition of their commitment to the way.

“Do not harm, but cherish all life”—that’s one way of rendering the first precept. Many Buddhists interpret the first precept as an injunction to vegetarianism (with varying degrees of rigor and consistency). But if that precept is meant to discourage us from killing a single cow or pig, then surely it should apply to the “killing” of entire species. Today, humanity is violating that precept on a scale so vast that it defies our efforts to measure it.

As this interpretation of the first precept suggests, the balancing of human interests with the needs of other living things has become one of the basic moral problems of our time. We have to find a way to let other creatures have their space, and that will require a substantial amount of collective self-restraint. Suppose, for example, that a healthy population of the wood turtle (Clemmys insculpta) occurs beside a congested northern Virginia highway that you use to drive to work. The wood turtle is a threatened species in Virginia and is running out of habitat in the Washington, D.C. area. So which would you choose: the wood turtle or a wider highway?

Conservation can be very inconvenient. But of course, it becomes easier to opt for the wood turtle once you begin to realize that the turtle isn’t really separate from you in quite the way that is normally supposed. So meditative insight can help build an environmental ethic.

Walpola Rahula, a prominent monk in the Theravadan school of Buddhism, once observed that maturity in the Buddhist way of life requires an equal development of both wisdom and compassion. Neglect of wisdom leads to foolishness; neglect of compassion leads to a kind of mental sterility. That’s why in Buddhism, he argued, “wisdom and compassion are inseparably linked together.” A clear, healthy mind should manifest both of these qualities in abundance. (Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, 2nd ed. [New York: Grove Press, 1974], 46.)

Compassion may begin as a concern for other people, but if you cultivate it thoughtfully, there are two reasons why it will tend to expand beyond the bounds of our own species. First, the welfare of people is dependent upon the welfare of their environment, and that environment is composed in large measure of other living things. So even if the primary focus of compassion is humanity, it must still include the network of life that supports humanity.

—from The Earth Sangha 

http://www.earthsangha.org/buddhism/ethical.htm

—Reading from the Environmental Movement introduced and read by Dave Aftandilian

An international challenge of epic magnitude, with potential impacts on people and the planet of truly Biblical proportions, global warming often seems to be too big a problem for any one person to tackle. But each one of us really can make a difference, as the following reading from a book called The Star Thrower by Loren Eiseley demonstrates.

The Starfish Story

by Loren Eiseley, from The Star Thrower
Once upon a time, there was a wise man who used to go to the ocean to do his writing. He had a habit of walking on the beach before he began his work.

One day, as he was walking along the shore, he looked down the beach and saw a human figure moving like a dancer. He smiled to himself at the thought of someone who would dance to the day, and so, he walked faster to catch up.

As he got closer, he noticed that the figure was that of a young man, and that what he was doing was not dancing at all. The young man was reaching down to the shore, picking up small objects, and throwing them into the ocean.

He came closer still and called out, “Good morning! May I ask what it is that you are doing?”

The young man paused, looked up, and replied, “Throwing starfish into the ocean.”

“I must ask, then, why are you throwing starfish into the ocean?” asked the somewhat startled wise man.

To this, the young man replied, “The sun is up and the tide is going out. If I don’t throw them in, they’ll die.”

Upon hearing this, the wise man commented, “But, young man, do you not realize that there are miles and miles of beach and there are starfish all along every mile? You can’t possibly make a difference!”

At this, the young man bent down, picked up yet another starfish, and threw it into the ocean. As it met the water, he said, “It made a difference for that one.”

