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In a small room within the walls of the Byrd Polar Research Institute, 28 people, half of them scientists and half of them leaders from the local faith community, came together to discuss the environmental crisis facing the planet.  It seemed appropriate to meet there, tucked away between rooms full of data and freezers full of ice cores, where scientists continue to reveal the secrets of earth’s past climate thousands of years ago in an effort to better understand what is happening now.

Led by Greg Hitzhusen of the School of Environment and Natural Resources at OSU, we began with a round of introductions consisting of our name, our affiliation and then two words, “and two words ONLY!” about our expectations for the workshop.  In other words, why were we here?  The spontaneous but thoughtful responses set the tone for the entire afternoon:

Integration and vision; building bridges; learning anew; trust and hope; different framework; serendipitous engagement; better vocabulary; greater awareness; new insights; common ground. 

It is amazing what four hours can bring.  In this atmosphere of thinking big and high hopes, an intense afternoon of information sharing, story telling, and open dialogue erupted among strangers who quickly learned how much they shared a common goal.

Many of the faith leaders were local pastors from nearby congregations, ranging from Catholic to Baptist to other Protestant denominations. The scientists present were mostly from the OSU campus, many from the Byrd Polar Research Institute, but also in Entomology, the School of Environment and Natural Resources, Astronomy, and Geography.  All listened intently to the three main speakers as brief presentations were given, followed by question and answer periods.  

Jim Hansen, from NASA, began the science portion of the talks with a slide presentation showing the latest statistics on global climate change, and argued for why we needed a target emission stabilization of 350 parts per million (ppm) carbon dioxide within the century to avoid major catastrophic changes.  We are currently at 385 ppm.  He discussed the tendency for natural systems to have “tipping points”— levels beyond which the system responds in a dramatic fashion over which we have no control.   He gave as an example the potential for the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets to undergo rapid and irreversible melting, if trends in global warming continued, with a consequent several-meter rise in sea level.

During the question and answer period, much discussion focused on the challenge a 350 ppm emissions target would bring.  It involves worldwide phase out of coal by 2030.  The daunting nature of this task only heightens the sense of need for a unified voice between the scientists and faith leaders as policy decisions move forward in the next few years.   Not everyone was convinced this was possible, but the message of the severity of the problem was clear. But this then led to several questions about the “climate skeptics” and how to know what science was believable and where there was consensus, amid a sea of contrasting information and opinion, especially on the internet and as presented at certain meetings.  The overall message from the scientists was this:  do not listen to individuals, but trust in the official statements of the leading scientific bodies, such as the National Academy of Science, the American Geophysical Union, or the American Meteorological Society.  

Ken Wilson of Vineyard church then gave a presentation in two parts, addressing everyone but targeting first the scientists and then the evangelicals.  The first part was a crash course in the landscape of evangelical faith, the different types of sects within the Christian faith, their history, and their basic concerns, especially why skepticism of science has developed, and what scientists can do to best address this issue.  With passion that spilled forth from his open, outstretched hands, Wilson said that faith leaders need scientists who are willing to reach out to evangelicals. More importantly, we need scientists who are willing to believe in the best of us [evangelicals] not the worst, and learn what evangelicals stand for, rather than what they are against.   

For me, it was a moment of self-realization, for as a scientist, I could much more easily identify a list of issues I was pretty sure evangelicals would be against; but I did not know much about what they might be for. And, as I sat there and listened to Wilson speak of the great potential for social good inherent within evangelicals, I realized my list of what they might be against, may not be as accurate as I thought. 

The second part of Wilson’s talk spoke to the evangelicals, “my brothers and sisters” as Wilson began, about the concept of creation care as an inherent value within the Christian faith.  He began by asking why it was that polls showed that the more religious a person became, the LESS they cared about God’s creation?  He then suggested that perhaps there has been a “trademark infringement on Jesus brand spirituality,” and that it is time to humbly acknowledge and work to overcome this branding.

The first step, according to Wilson, was to apply the “golden rule.”  Evangelicals must be willing to listen to scientists fairly.  He then went on to ask why it was that when it came to climate change, evangelicals leaned towards the skeptics, sided with the minority opinions?  He argued this was not a result of their faith, but more a result of history and politics.  Wilson then offered faith leaders suggestions for how to incorporate creation care into their preaching, and how to reach out to scientists and encouraged faith leaders to get scientific information from reliable sources, not AM talk radio, but from credited scientific resources.

Many questions came to the surface following Wilson’s talk, especially with regard to what is the overall goal of evangelical faith: to save individual soul.  How does this jibe with protecting creation? Why does protecting creation matter if the apocalypse is coming anyhow?  This launched a fascinating debate about what the Bible says about living now, and tending to the earth, and how we may reconcile the multiple values that evangelicals hold as priorities. As is the case for any open discussion, all questions were not answered, but many topics raised and all voices were heard.  The first step to finding common ground is to understand all the concerns and perspectives we all share. This goal was met during these lively discussions.

During the discussions, I was particularly sensitive to the use of scientific terminology, abbreviations, or references that may have left non-scientists a bit lost.  I made the point of reminding folks to speak in simple, common terms, avoiding the jargon that we so easily slip into when we are used to speaking with colleagues in our fields.  I admit to feeling somehow relieved that a similar, gentle reminder needed to be given to the faith leaders, as theological references and arguments were brought up in general discussion that left me quite adrift.  We all have much to learn from each other, starting with the awareness that we must help one another become more familiar and comfortable with the language of our respective communities.  Effective communication cannot happen without accessible language, and what better way to learn than from a native speaker.

Cal DeWitt then gave a wonderful summary of the issues, showing the threats to the planet, the real changes that were already occurring with regard to climate change and species extinctions, and why they were a sin against God’s creation.  Underlying DeWitt’s presentation was the overarching role of wetlands in storing carbon, a natural system set up millennia ago, which stabilized the climate of the earth by sequestering carbon in the formation of peat.  “Peat is neat!” cried out DeWitt, and then, with somber tones, he spoke of how melting permafrost in the Arctic is releasing carbon dioxide that is over 35,000 to 40,000 years old!  We are releasing in a century what nature took thousands of years to bury.  He ended with the revealing insight that even the term, “fossil fuel” was a misnomer. It implied that these carbon stores are meant to be fuel. “That’s like my calling all of you, ‘Walking Hamburger!’”  Point taken.

We were then privileged to hear about the local energy policy and initiatives in Ohio State from Mark Shanahan of the Ohio Air Quality Development Authority.  This conversation helped highlight the unique energy position of Ohio, and why decisions made in this energy-intensive state (4th largest in the country and the largest carbon dioxide emitter) could have major national and international implications.  The politics and economics of energy policy, and the role of the faith community in influencing state-level issues were discussed.  

Of particular note was the enormous potential for creating new jobs in the renewable energy sector.  Based on the manufacturing capabilities present in Ohio, the state is well-poised to transition workers from failing industries to new, clean, well-paid jobs that would boost the economy.  Currently, wind and solar companies look outside the US for production because of tax breaks and better markets, but bringing these industries back home (the first wind turbine was invented in Ohio!) would help Ohio residents not only fight climate change and air pollution, but also unemployment.

The only down-side to such stimulating conversation following the presentations was that the time for small break-out meeting sessions was cut short. However, groups of 4-8 people met briefly, to ask any final pressing questions, and begin to discuss potential for continued collaborations.  When we reconvened, it was clear that many of the scientists were willing and able to participate in outreach efforts within the local community.  Faith leaders had the opportunity to extend invitations, trade business cards, and discuss the potential for some of the local scientists to come and give presentations within their community.  

This workshop was a rich, passionate experience, with many voices raised and heard among a diverse group of individuals.  During the closing remarks, Curtis Hairston Jr., of Rhema Christian Center noted that “Where there is no vision, the people perish” (Proverbs, 29:18).  He asked for greater vision among the participants, a way to move forward.  We see The Friendship Collaborative as part of the way: the collaboration does not end when we walk out the door.  This workshop, like the ones that will follow across the country, is only the beginning. 

Handouts containing a guideline for future follow-up activities, designed for pairs of scientists and faith leaders, was included in the folders distributed to each participant.  The package was created by Steve Weeks and Julie Long and based on their personal experience of continued meetings following the Akron workshop.  Through continued dialogue, based on discussion of current events, book chapters, and other resources, the initial introductions to people and ideas during these workshops have the potential to blossom into solid relationships, based on openness, honestly, and trust.  With every new individual bridge built between people from the science and faith communities, a new avenue for accurate, timely, and accessible information opens.  Information brings education; education fosters awareness; awareness leads to wise, compassionate relationship between human activity and creation.  This is the vision of the Friendship Collaborative. And with your continued interest and investment, we can build bridges across the greatest false divide that exists in our country today. 

The Friendship Collaborative website is a venue for continued dialogue.  As we build this site and our joint community, we will provide continued support for sharing stories, creating and hosting events, and finding resources to support this vision.  We look forward to hearing from the OSU Friendship Collaborative participants, as well as other participants from past events, as they continue this journey into new territory with new hope and insight.

