
Christian based approaches to environmental 
communication and hope

A synopsis of modern social and cognitive science around risk 
perception



Some questions

• What concerns you most about the discussion around climate 
change? 
• Deniers?

• Lack of immediate progress?

• Urgency?

• Hopelessness?



– and what questions do you have about how to approach it with 
spirituality?



What emotions do 
people concerned 
about climate 
have?



Some inconvenient truths about climate change 
solutions – Becoming carbon neutral

• The problem is so complex it is categorized in policy world as a “super wicked problem”
• Completely embedded in everything we do and use
• No “silver bullet” solution to any part of the issue (such as Green New Deal)
• The problem is never “really” solved

• It is a multi-generational problem
• Our impact on the atmosphere ramped up only after WWII
• Science only converged on the potential problem < 40 years ago
• Learning how to re-jigger global economy takes time

• We will live in a different (how much?) world

• And, on top of all this, there is are divergent views of its importance



There is nothing simple about them

• Take poverty for example…



The “wickedness” of poverty has been intuitively understood 
by humanity for thousands of years:

Deuteronomy: (“For there never ceases to be poor in the land”)

Matthew: (“The poor you will always have with you”). 



How do we individually approach many issues?

• It is based on our value system, our world views.

• This is roughly driven by our genetics (about half) and our community 
(about half).



Tenants of Cultural Cognition Theory

• Humans have innate (likely both genetic and societal) values that place them 
at some point in a continuum between “individualists and communitarians” 
and ”hierarchists vs. egalitarianists”



The cultural cognition cluster of my Berkeley 
“Environmental Issues” class

Environmental Issues: 2022



A simplification, but supported by social science

• Conservatives:
• Are fearful (and fearful of change)

• Afraid of losing their own control of situations

• Place individual freedom in high regard

• Liberals:
• Tend to be welcoming of change

• Tend to welcome group intervention

• Favor strong government



Both groups

• Are fully capable of ignoring facts (be honest, we all have done it)
• Climate change and humans

• NIMBYism

• Anti-vax (a cross-cultural issue)

• Supporting programs that have no demonstrable impacts

• And most of us gather the wagons with our own identity group



How do we deal with serious climate issues in a 
contentious society?



Some suggestions/observations of experts on climate

• Stop (or reduce) focusing on deniers of “fact”
• Increases polarization – would you want to be called a “denier”?

• People don’t want to be preached to or lectured

• Focus on steps to solutions
• But this must be cognizant of the diverse value systems (and the strong 

importance of “personal freedom” to many)

• Don’t over-dramatize the situation (which makes it appear so intractable)

• Must recognize one viewpoint is not complete and divergent views may 
improve ideas





Key points

• Lecturing or using the word “denier” puts others immediate in the 
defensive mode

• Solutions must be deeply cognizant that ~ 50% of society (in varying 
degrees) possesses many traits of conservatism. 

• There is never 100% agreement on anything

• People resistant to top-down laws (such as mandatory electrical vehicles) 
may now reject them (based on lack of knowledge), but will likely adopt 
them out of simple advantages (see next example)



Relatedly, many said EVs are no better for the environment than gas-powered vehicles or 
were unsure whether EVs are an improvement.

“If you talk to people about switching to electric cars versus diesel- or gas-powered cars, 
you’re going to hear a lot of talking about how electric powered vehicles still produce a lot 
of waste, that they’re not as reliable, that they’re more expensive. Those are the questions 
that we’ve got and I think they’re valid questions because sometimes alternatives are not 
always better, and we know that producing electricity is probably going to produce waste 
no matter what unless we switch to a wind-powered society or something.” –Woman, 20s, 
Southwest

Many pointed to the lack of infrastructure and challenges with home charging as barriers 
to owning EVs.

“It’s not practical for everyone to purchase a Tesla or be able to have the ability to plug in a 
car at their home or to, quite frankly, pay to charge up a car and have an additional 
expense or additional changes to their lifestyle that is always productive or applicable.” –
Woman, 30s, Midwest

From Pew interviews with climate change objectors



Resisters to technology have always been here, and 
have changed their views



Patience, and hope



Change

• There is evidence that if 25% of a group adopt a change, it causes a 
non-reversible trend

• Just a friendly hint: if you buy an electric car, don’t put a “I love AOC” 
bumper sticker on the back if you hope for a higher adoption rate! 



A couple of Biblical edicts come to mind in 
environmental communication



Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.

Jesus exemplifies best what it means to be gentle. It takes tremendous 
strength to bring others into God’s will, but when that strength is 
coupled with a selfless non-assertiveness, it produces a gentle person 
who can patiently endure much to bring about God’s purposes for his 
people.



He straightened himself up and said to them,

 “Let the one among you who has never sinned throw the first stone at 
her.”



Hope….

Critical discourse without hope is cynicism, 

Hope without critical discourse is naïvete

(Rev. Max Lynn)



Hope

• You can’t solve this by yourself – reduce the guilt

• It will take time - reduce the anxiousness

• Things ARE happening – reduce the anxiousness

• The world will be different – but not all of that will always be bad



From a young person undergoing climate anxiety 
therapy

“Don’t get me wrong, the general state of our very existence being 
threatened by a warming planet is still frequently

on my mind,” he told me, “but it hasn’t haunted me like it was doing 
before.” 

He added, “There are people in society who are built to take on 
improving towns, cities, countries. I am not one of those people, and 
that is O.K.” ♦
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