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HONG KONG (SE): Hot on the 
heels of a serious warning from 
the International Panel on Climate 
Change that the damaging effects 
of an across-the-board rise in tem-
peratures is reaching the point of 
no return, Our Voices, a world-
wide initiative prompted by the 
United Nations to place the voice 
of religion firmly in the climate 
change debate, was launched at St. 
John’s Cathedral in Central on the 
evening of November 3.

Running under the theme of 
Climate Change: A moral impera-
tive, speakers discussed climate 
change in the context of their faith 
and belief.

The Asian regional director of 
Our Voices, Ciara Shannon, also 
described it as an open invitation 
to faith groups to pray in their own 
traditions that world leaders will 
find a way to agree on a climate 
change deal.

The founder of the Climate 
Change Business Forum for the 
Business Environment Council of 
Hong Kong explained that Our 
Voices was created earlier this year 
as a direct response to a call from 
the UN Climate Leader, Christi-
ana Figueres, for a moral impera-
tive for a new climate deal to be a 
constant factor at all negotiations.

“In her view, it may be very dif-
ficult to reach a meaningful deal 
without it,” Shannon added.

In welcoming the 100 or so peo-
ple who gathered for the launch, 
Anglican Bishop Andrew Chan, 
from West Kowloon, said, “We are 
here to show that we all care for the 
earth and for our faith.”

He noted that it is 165 years 
since the stately cathedral on Gar-
den Road was built, commenting 
that in 1849 it would have been 
impossible to have imagined the 
three big pollutants of Hong Kong 
air today—Chek Lap Kok Airport, 
the industrial delta across the bor-
der in China and mammoth indus-
trial complex that it contains.

Bishop Chan described the aim 
of Our Voices as to inspire people 
in every Church and faith commu-
nity in every country to hold the 
environment in great respect, as 
well as to speak up for the vulner-
able, who mostly bear the brunt of 
climatic destruction.

“Enough is enough,” he said. “It 
is time to take action.”

The emcee for the evening, 
Marcus Shaw, said that as a mem-
ber of WWF Hong Kong (origi-
nally World Wildlife Fund), he is 
accustomed to hearing words like 
habitat, environment and ecologi-
cal health in climate talk, but not 
words like God, love and morality.

“However, as a Catholic, I am 
accustomed to hearing the God 
words,” he said, adding that they 
are words that also belong in the 
discussion on climate issues.

Shaw stressed the importance 
of using words that carry an 
imperative and have the emotive 
power to express the moral dimen-
sion of issues.

“Why does a scientist become 
an excited believer?” he asked. 

“The sight of a solar panel is excit-
ing, but there is also a natural 
source of energy that is exciting—
so we have to use these words.”

He described the role of peo-
ple of faith as putting the debate 
about nature into a supernatural 
context, as he quoted Honduran, 
Oscar Cardinal Rodriguez, as say-
ing at a seminar sponsored by the 
Pontifical Academy of Sciences 
at the Vatican in May, “Man can 

be a technical giant, but an ethi-
cal child.”

The former member of the 
Hong Kong Government Advi-
sory Council on the Environment 
added, “Faith groups can enhance 
discussion on the climate issue by 
using language that is forbidden 
by scientific groups. They can pro-
vide a link between the finite and 
the infinite.”

He called it a process of moti-
vating people to act for their plan-
et out of commitment.

The Hong Kong representative 
on the International Panel for Cli-
mate Change, Gabriel Lau Ngar-
cheung, spoke of the enormity of 
the research that has gone into cli-

mate change, explaining that the 
fifth report that was published on 
November 2 involved the work of 
1,000 scientists from 100 coun-
tries and involved over two million 
gigabytes of data in its process.

He pointed to the press release 
on the report, saying that we now 
know that by 2050 the Arctic 
Ocean will be free of ice, the aver-
age temperature in Hong Kong 
will have risen four degrees and 
major river deltas will be under 
threat if climate change proceeds 
at its current average rate.

However, he also pointed out, 
“We don’t live in mean (or average) 
weather, but day-to-day weather.” 
He added that while the number 
of storms and typhoons is decreas-
ing, the frequency of extremes is 
on the up.

“If we mess up the mean weath-
er, we mess up the extreme weath-
er,” he noted, pointing to Typhoon 
Haiyan, which devastated The 
Philippines in November last 
year as being the extreme of the 
extremes.

Lau added that the climate 
report stresses that we have little 
chance of staying under the safe-
ty mark of a two degree Celsius 
mean temperature rise, but beyond 

that we do not really know what 
will happen.

“But it could well change beyond 
our ability to adapt,” he warned.

A succession of panel mem-
bers from the Islamic, Buddhist, 
Hindu, Jewish, Sikh and Christian 
faiths, as well as the Baha’i spir-
ituality, gave testimony that care 
for God’s creation is a major fac-
tor in their sacred books, as well 
as lived traditions and customs, 
and eco-theologian, Father Sean 
McDonagh, outlined how various 
bishops’ conferences from around 
the world have broadened the con-
cept to embrace inter-generational 
justice, solidarity with victims of 
climate change—like the victims 
of Typhoon Haiyan—the common 
good and what the Australian bish-
ops have called, The Web of Life.

Pope John Paul II also extend-
ed the concept of victim to include 
nature as well as people and Pope 
Francis has spoken about prior-
itising the life of all above the 
aspirations of the few, while the 
German bishops speak about pro-
tecting habitat for all species, not 
just human.

Pastorally, Father McDon-
agh said that he believes that it is 
important for Churches and faith 
groups to involve young people 
in monitoring green initiatives, 
as they have learned about their 
importance at school and gleaned 
a certain amount of belief and 
expertise in them.

Father McDonagh stressed that 
Catholics need to move beyond old 
spiritualities which stressed things 
like, “Let us despise the things of 
earth,” to embrace the power and 
beauty of what God created in love.

Glenn Fromer pointed out 
that the Torah instructs us not to 
destroy, but to subdue the earth, 
which he interpreted as meaning 
taking care of God’s gift of crea-
tion, not for selfish reasons, but for 
the common good of all species 
and matter that God has gifted to 
the universe.

The evening ended with a call 
to sign the petition being promot-
ed by Our Voices on www.ourvoic-
es.net and use resources provided 
by organisations like Green Faith, 
which even include environmen-
tal homilies.

Climate change is a moral issue

Left to right, Father Sean McDonagh; Marcus Shaw; Gurmel Singh, from the Sikh Temple; and the  
chief iman from the Kowloon Mosque, Muhammad Arshad; tie their arms with string during the  

closing prayer as a symbol of the web of life that connects the whole of creation.

‘Faith groups can 
enhance discussion 
on the climate issue 
by using language 
that is forbidden by 
scientific groups. 
They can provide a 
link between the finite 
and the infinite’


