Theme 3: Sky
Saltbush Season of Creation
This session began with a reflection by Rev Tim Jensen on the
passages Genesis 1: 6-7; 9-19 and Psalm 19: 1-6. In that reflection
Tim said,
“The image is we are partners with God and God’s creationnot masters, not dominators, not even stewards, but partners,
co-creators”
Climate impacts on the biosphere
Because of human activity what is known as the biosphere is
being adversely impacted and some of its life threatened.
The Biosphere is the region of the earth’s surface and
atmosphere that are occupied by living organisms.
If we accept Tim’s view that human beings are given the role as
partner with God, that has implications. He asks, “As partners with
God, how do we serve and protect the sky?”
In order to respond to that question, it’s useful to consider what we
are protecting and how it is currently under threat due to climate
change.

It is made up of the solid surface of the
earth- the lithosphere, the layer of air
that stretches above the lithosphere, the
atmosphere and, the earth’s water on its
surface, in the ground and in the air. The
latter is called the hydrosphere. There is
also the cryosphere which is all the
earth’s water in frozen form and ice,
snow etc

A statement on the National Geographic website says:
“The biosphere is simply the home of all known life that has
ever existed in the entire Universe.”
Not just our solar system, or our galaxy - The Milky Way, but the
entire Universe! What an amazing concept!

Remember, the solar system has a diameter more than 40 times
greater than the distance to the sun, but the solar system is a tiny
part of much larger galaxy. Our galaxy (Milky Way) is only one of
billions of other galaxies in the universe.
As we know our human activity is affecting the atmosphere and the
whole biosphere, particularly since the industrial revolution, through
global warming.
This diagram describes the greenhouse effect.

How the Greenhouse effect works
The sun emits short wave solar radiation
towards the earth. Some of this is reflected
back into space by the atmosphere and the
earth’s surface, but most radiation is absorbed
by the earth and warms it.
Infrared radiation (which is referred to as longwave thermal radiation) is then emitted from
the earth’s surface.
Some of this passes into space, but some is absorbed and re-directed
by greenhouse gas molecules in our atmosphere. Greenhouse gases
are heat trapping gases that act like a doona or blanket over the
surface of the earth, that warms the earth’s surface and the lower
atmosphere.

The greenhouse gases include:
Carbon dioxide- primarily released
through burning of fossil fuels
Methane from animals and wastes
Nitrous oxide – fertilizer
Fluorinated gases
Water vapour
Ozone
These gases in the right mix, keep the earth’s temperature at levels
conducive to life- like just the right thickness of doona on a winter’s
night

Without the greenhouse gases the earth
would be much colder – instead of an
average temperature of 14 degrees Celsius,
it would be more like minus 18 Celsius.
Since the industrial revolution human
activity, especially the burning of fossil fuels,
has increased the concentration of
greenhouse gases, especially carbon dioxide,
in the atmosphere. And that has resulted in our world heating up. Even
relatively small increases in concentration of these gases have a
significant effect.

Atmospheric carbon dioxide levels over last 800,000 years. Source: NASA 2020

Despite some slowdown during COVID-19, the global concentrations of
carbon dioxide are higher than at any time in the last 800,000 years, at
409 parts per million. This enhanced greenhouse effect is a major driver of
our changing climate.
Carbon dioxide emissions are so significant because, although it is not as
potently heat trapping as some other greenhouse gases, we emit more of
it and it lasts a very long time in our atmosphere (hundreds to thousands
of years).

The health impacts of greenhouse gas pollution
Global warming, if not addressed, will have severe
impacts on our planet and its life including human
beings through climate change.
But the polluting effects of burning fossils fuels are
already impacting now- including on the life and
health of human beings.
In recent years the World Health Organisation has
estimated that around 6.5 people die each year as a result
of air pollution.
New methods of analysis by US and UK universities have allowed
these figures to be updated. This research was able to examine
the impact of sooty airborne particles emitted by the burning of
fossil fuels in powerplants, cars and trucks around the world. This
particulate matter is known as PM 2.5 because it is less than
2.5 micrometres in diameter, or about 30 times smaller than
the diameter of a single human hair.
The researchers concluded in 2018, that this airborne
pollution is now responsible for around 8.7 million deaths
each year. That represents 1 in 5 of all deaths recorded in that year.
The deaths are due to conditions such as heart disease, stroke and a
range of respiratory diseases.
One of the co-authors stated, “This work makes clearer, that when
we talk about the human cost of air pollution or climate change, the
major causes are one and the same- fossil fuel combustion.”

