
 
 

God’s creation is running a fever 
 
The writers of this article, Graham Elford and David McKirdy, are retired scientists from the University of 

Adelaide, one specialising in Atmospheric Science and the other in Organic Geochemistry. This article is one in 

a series submitted by the Uniting Church SA Environment Action Group. 

 
The title of this article is taken from an interview with Professor Katharine Hayhoe, a leading climate scientist, 

which was published last December in Guernica magazine. A well-known and widely respected commentator on 

climate change in the United States, she also happens to be an evangelical Christian who uses the title phrase to 

describe the abnormal warming of the Earth ’s surface over the last 150 years, due to our increasing reliance on 

fossil fuels as convenient sources of energy.  

 

As Katharine states, her actions are driven by her faith: “For Christians, doing something about climate change is 

about living out our faith – caring for those who need help, our neighbours here at home or on the other side of 

the world, and taking responsibility for this planet that God created and entrusted to us.” 

 

Stressing the need for urgent action, Katharine argues that “we don’t have a hundred years to fix climate change 

... Every year that we delay has a very real cost, in terms of both dollars and human life, that will [accumulate 

into] the future.” 

 

The effects of climate change are becoming increasingly obvious – glaciers around the world are retreating at 

unprecedented rates, the Arctic ice sheet is rapidly decreasing, and the Arctic Ocean is getting warmer, an effect 

which is considered responsible for the recent surges in extreme weather conditions in the Northern Hemisphere. 

 

In Australia, the Bureau of Meteorology pointed out that the changes observed over recent decades will continue 

into the future. Hot days will become more frequent and hotter, extreme rainfall events across the nation are likely 

to become more intense, as will tropical cyclones. Southern and eastern Australia are projected to experience 

harsher fire conditions. The threats from heatwaves, floods, and storms are well recognised. Less well understood 

are the indirect risks to health from climate change, with impacts on food yields and nutrition, fresh water flows, 

bacterial and mosquito populations, and infectious diseases. Further, a combination of high temperatures and 

humidity will compromise normal human activities. 

 

The reason for this worldwide climate change is the dramatic increase in the concentration of carbon dioxide 

(CO2) in the atmosphere. For the past 10,000 years the concentration remained relatively constant between 260 

and 280 parts per million (ppm). In the middle of the 18th century it began to increase, and reached 400 ppm in 

2013. The source of this additional CO2 is the burning of fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas). 

 



Earth’s pre-industrial atmosphere contained 590 gigatonnes of carbon (GtC) as CO2. Since the start of the 

industrial revolution, mankind’s activities have released a further 560 GtC, most of it from industrial and transport 

emissions, the rest from land clearance. The proportion arising from fossil fuel combustion represents about 10% 

of the total carbon preserved in the Earth’s crust as coal, oil and gas. These fossil fuel deposits are products of the 

global carbon cycle operating over the last three billion years. To have converted one-tenth of this fossil carbon 

reservoir back to CO2 in just 250 years is geologically unprecedented. An increase of such magnitude and rapidity 

in the atmosphere’s principal greenhouse gas is having inevitable consequences. The current rate of warming is 

the highest in 65 million years. In short, humankind has inadvertently turned up Earth’s thermostat. 

 

In 2008 plants, soils and the oceans took up 60% of our annual fuel emissions. The rest stayed in the atmosphere, 

where half of it will remain for more than 30 thousand years because the Earth’s ability to absorb extra CO2 is 

now declining. The only way of slowing the resultant climate change is to cease burning fossil fuels. If this can 

be achieved by 2050 we will have a stable atmosphere in terms of weather events by the end of the century (2100). 

 

The mitigation process is well known and proven. Modern society’s energy needs can be met from solar/thermal, 

wind, tidal, wave, hydro, geothermal and next-generation nuclear power, accompanied by more efficient usage of 

energy through recent advances in lighting, fuel cell and battery technology, and in air and ground-sourced heating 

and cooling. All these technologies are currently developed and in use. 

 

Our current lifestyle, so reliant on fossil fuels, threatens the future of our children and grandchildren. Business as 

usual is not an option. This means that we have to hold our business and political leaders to account. How we do 

this, as individuals and the Uniting Church, is up to us to decide. 
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