A Reflection on the Global Climate Crisis
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Recently, more than eleven thousand scientists from all
around the world signed a declaration stating clearly that
planet Earth is facing a climate emergency. What is the physical
cause of this? It is the accumulation of greenhouse gases, such
as carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere that results in climate
change commonly referred to as “global warming.”

Currently, global emissions of greenhouse gases, continue
to increase, and it’s estimated that these emissions need to
drop by 50% over eleven years for there to be any chance of
controlling global warming on Earth. If we cannot limit the
temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius, then human beings are
expected to suffer from extreme heat waves, droughts, floods,
poverty, and impacts on food production.

We can already see many of the negative effects of this

global warming: more frequent occurences of extreme weather
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all over the world, the melting of arctic glaciers and ice sheets
leading to rising sea levels, severe wildfires. Recently I read in
a New York Times article that said, over the past few decades,
science has been underestimating the speed by which many of
these effects will arrive. So it seems that we are only catching
up with understanding the impact of the past few centuries of
human activities on all the natural systems of the world.

I also recently read about the Peking man, a UNESCO world
heritage site in China.There were ancient humans who lived in
that area many hundreds of thousands of years ago. When I
thought about our modern existence from this perspective, 1
realized that a human life is like the blink of an eye in the
overall timespan of human kind. And, we are actually taking
part in this grand experiment, where the outcome is uncertain.
for there are no guarantees that we will be able to sustain our
present way of life. I realized that we take so many things for
granted, such as driving around in cars, flying from country
to country, and buying items online that are delivered to us in
one or two days. All of these things are enabled by inventions
from just the past few centuries. And, yet, the current situation
really speaks to the uncertainty of whether this way of life can
be sustained.

I think it’s safe to assume that the effects of the climate
emergency will be felt by all of us who live in the 21st century.
And even if we may escape being affected by events such as
extreme weather, wildfire, flooding, and so on, the psychological
effect of these disasters cannot be ignored. If generations past
faced challenges such as the world wars of the 20th century—
my grandmother had to hide in the forest then—perhaps today
the great threat facing human civilization is the ecological
disruption caused by manmade activities.

So the question then is how best to respond to this situation.
I suspect that many people today struggle with this question,
for it appears that silently watching is no longer enough. Our
home, you could say, is almost literally on fire and there is a
strong urge to do something about it. The situation feels very
daunting and it is quite easy to fall into despair. But human
nature has deep resources and wholesome qualities that emerge
when situations get tough. One can see it in the example of
young people around the world, such as Swedish teenager Greta
Thunberg who, against all odds, have been organizing powerful
protests peacefully to call for action from world leaders.

I'm not encouraging any of our students to do this, but
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Thunberg was obviously very upset about the climate change
situation and felt that if the world has such a dark future, what
was the point of going to school? Thus, every Friday she would sit
outside the parliament of Sweden and protest by going on strike
from school. And it was just herself for a very long time, but
eventually more and more people were inspired. Recently, because
of her and many other young people, they had, I think the largest
peaceful demonstration in the history of environmental movements
around the world. Another example is of the Venerable Master and
past sages, who, during major issues of their time, used many skillful
means to address those situations.

According to my understanding of Buddhadharma, a bodhisattva
not only works to alleviate living beings’ immediate sufferings with
whatever means necessary, but also teaches them so that they can
transform the root causes of suffering in their own hearts and
minds. I think this second part is important, because we tend to
constantly repeat the same mistakes over and over again, which
creates suffering. This two-fold approach helps us think about the
question of how to respond to the climate emergency. Firstly, what
can we do to help mitigate the climate emergency, to reduce its
harmful effects? And secondly, what can we do to address its root
causes in the human heart and mind?

Obviously these are big questions, but they are worthy of
investigation and there are different ways to go about it. 'm just
beginning myself to explore the first question by understanding
more about global heating, its causes at the level of science, politics,
economics, and so on, and then learning about practical methods
to reduce them within the time that is necessary. So I would say
for someone, maybe some of our young people who are looking at
options for further study or careers, finding ways to help mitigate
the climate emergency is a very worthwhile path to consider.

It is quite clear that making lifestyle changes, such as reducing
unnecessary consumption, is not going to be enough. It’s going to
require large scale and rapid changes on how energy is produced,
how corporate power is regulated, how people are fed, and so on.
So this is going to need the creativity, talents, and energy of many
people in the years to come. Therefore, learning about these issues
is essential and perhaps some people here may rise to the challenge
and use their education or careers to contribute creative and real
solutions.

But just relying on this approach might not be enough, because
it’s still focusing on external things without looking at the root

causes of these issues. And just to give a sense of how important it
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is, there is a strong correlation between GDP growth

and carbon emissions in most developing countries.
Some, like China and India, have a long way to go in
terms of economic growth. So if we are unable to find
alternative ways for economic growth that will not
increase carbon emissions, then I think it'll be really
bad news for everyone.

Because of this, I think we have to look beyond
conventional approaches. And this is where I think a
community like CTTB, a Dharma community, may
actually have a lot to offer. Maybe there is a way to
share what we are doing here in cultivating a way of
life that is not based on following greed and craving.
What were doing here is returning to an inner
wholeness and contentment that is not dependent on
consumption. Maybe this actually holds the key.

I'll just share one final thought, which I was
discussing earlier with Professor Verhoeven. He said
that telling people to crave or enjoy life less will never
work; one has to actually experience contentment and
inner happiness. And after that, there is no turning
back. Perhaps one contribution that CTTB and our
Dharma community can make to counteracting the
climate emergency is to not only continue practicing
this way of life, but to also to share it with the world
in ways that people, regardless of where they’re from
or what religion they follow, can relate to and feel

inspired by, so they can try it out for themselves. &
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