
 
 

The legacy of climate change  
 
Dr Graham Elford  
 
“Climate change may not seem like a serious issue to many of us. But Christianity has always 

been about looking beyond ourselves and becoming aware of the needs around us.” 

– A Climate for Change: global warming facts for faith-based decisions, Katharine Hayhoe 

and Andrew Farley  

 

“Each of you should look not to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” 

– Philippians 2:4  

 

Have you ever thought what the world will be like for the grandchildren of this generation? 

Maybe you have wondered, at a personal level, what the world of your own grandchild will be 

like. What climate will they be living in twenty years from now? How will this affect them – 

physically and mentally?  

 

“God’s creation is running a fever” (New Times, June 2015) addressed the effects of excessive 

burning of fossil fuel, and outlined ways these could be mitigated. This article builds on those 

ideas, focussing on the intergenerational effect of climate change – something which is rarely 

mentioned by world leaders.  

 

One leader who has spoken on this topic is Executive Secretary for the United Nations 

Convention on Climate Change, Christiana Figueres. She is responsible for producing the draft 

agreement to be discussed by world leaders at the climate summit in Paris in December 2015.  

Last May, Christiana spent two days in Sydney, during which time she addressed the morning 

assembly of students at St Catherine’s School. She was introduced to the 1,000 girls seated on 

the floor of the hall, walked to the microphone, looked around at the students, and began to 

weep. After a short period, she composed herself and started her address with the following 

words: “My generation has done something amazing – we have diminished the quality of your 

planet.” She later explained that while she is rarely emotional about climate change, her 

emotions sometimes take over when she is talking to a group of young people. 

 



In a recent development, youth everywhere were recognised as having environmental rights. 

 

In Australia, this led to the establishment of the Australian Youth Climate Coalition who pursue 

actions consistent with their founding statement:  

 

“We believe that climate change is the single greatest threat facing humanity, and puts young 

people and future generations at risk. We also believe that addressing the climate crisis is our 

biggest opportunity to create a world that is more sustainable, just and fair.”  

 

The group now has a membership of 120,000.  

 

In the United States, legal action has been initiated with people in several different states 

seeking to “phase out as soon as possible the use of fossil fuels in order to ensure a hospitable 

climate and planet for young people and future generations”. Such actions are sought under the 

human rights section of the United States’ Constitution. In all cases the plaintiffs are groups of 

young people aged 12-19 years.  

 

Late last year, the United Nations and its Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change delivered 

a stark warning to Australia that its climate and clean energy policies are at direct loggerheads 

with what the world needs to do to address climate change. This means that we, and other 

nations, must cease burning fossil fuels by 2050.  

 

So what can the individual do? We must remind ourselves of the ballot box and the options 

open to us in government elections at all levels, taking into account the various positions on 

climate change and the burning of fossil fuels. We can write to the appropriate politicians and 

members of local councils. We can raise the issues within local communities, particularly 

within our local churches, and we can collect information on climate change to share it with 

others.  

 

This article is one in a series submitted by the Uniting Church SA Environment Action Group. 

Feedback about articles in this series should be sent to justice@sa.uca.org.au  
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