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Abstract: Since the failure of the 2009 Copenhagen climate talks - to establish a global
climate change policy - environmentally aware people have come to the realization that
humanity cannot act in time to save the earth’s inhabitants from the devastating effects of
major climate change. Like people trapped in adultery, we are deluding ourselves into
believing that our love affair with fossil fuel can be managed, the risks minimized and offset
payments levied. For a sustainable future, we must come fo terms with our selfish desires.
We need to think about all the innocent creatures trapped with us in our unsustainable love
affair. We must quickly end our fossil fuel dependency and find healthy ways to sustain our
businesses and households, without putting the health and safety of our environment and its
Jamily in jeopardy. The purpose of this paper is to explore how to move forward justly, or
in Christian terms, how we can go and sin no more, if our governments are incapable of
establishing and implementing local and global policies to reduce greenhouse emissions.
To serve this end, this paper focuses on the New Testament story of ‘The Woman Caught in
Adultery’ > as an analogy to ask:

“Should we condemn fossil fuel and join with those who are practicing civil disobedience,
such as keying large gasoline cars, to stop oil development? Is civil disobedience justified?
Or is there a better way forward that will allow us to develop oil and its by-products in a
healthy, safe and just manner?”
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1. Introduction

The 2009 Copenhagen climate talks failed to establish an achievable global climate change
policy. Many environmentally aware people have lost hope. They do not think that
_ humanity can act in time to save earth’s inhabitants from the devastating effects of major
climate change. In a paper 1 presented in Crete last year, 1 pointed out how
“environmentally aware people have portrayed nuclear power and fossil fuels as bad
options that need to be replaced by the good option of renewable energy.” (2011) Yet the
purpose of that paper was to move our discourse beyond a good/bad dichotomy. Because,
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to create a sustainable future for the planet, we need to consider an array of fuel options,
including fossil fuels to create a sustainable energy system for our planet. (Turner 2011)
Now, with the failure of the Copenhagen climate talks, environmentally aware people have
stepped up their efforts to target oil and coal development as ‘bad things’ to do. The slogan
“leave the oil in the soil” is ‘a rallying cry’ for many secking climate justice. (Sandberg and
Sandberg 2010) In addition, many climate justice advocates are advocating the practice of
civil disobedience, to promote climate justice. Thus, in this paper, I now ask, “Is civil
disobedience justified?” To serve this end, this paper focuses on the New Testament story
of ‘The Woman Caught in Adultery’ *° as an analogy to ask: “Should we condemn Jossil
Juel and join with those who are practicing civil disobedience, such as keying large
gasoline cars, to stop oil development?”’
This paper begins with the questions what is civil disobedience and what is climate justice?
It follows with a discussion of the New Testament story, ‘The Woman Caught in Adultery’,
in light of the definition of civil disobedience and climate justice. Finally, drawing insight
from this story, this paper concludes that civil disobedience is justified when it works
toward changing unjust laws and the rapprochement of people separated by conflicting
economies, opinions or cosmic ideologies.

2. Living Our Faiths: How Can We Go and Sin No More?

2.1 What is Civil Disobedience?
People typically equate civil disobedience with Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King or
Rosa Parks and their commitment to political change, through passive resistance and non-
violence. Peace activists describe Gandhian civil disobedience as ‘passive resistance and
nonviolence’ and stress that this form of disobedience “requires minimal respect and some
empathy for the other side’s cause” (Adam and Moodley 2005). Without respect and
empathy, Gandhian civil disobedience resorts to violence in the face of overwhelming
violence and injustice (Adam and Moodley, 2005), as evidenced by the struggle to end
Apartheid in South Africa. Preaching Gandhian non-violence policy to victims of
corruption, violence and injustice did not work and neither did petitioning the government
for legislative changes. (Adam and Moodley 2005)
In 1965, Morris Keeton, the Dean of Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio, published a
definition of civil disobedience. His definition clearly distinguishes civil disobedience from
riot, rebellion or the evasion of the law. It also distinguishes it from “exceptional acts
permitted by law” and “from inadvertent violation of laws.” (Keaton 1965) The intent and
scope of this paper does not permit me to go into every detail of his definition, nor to
conduct an exhaustive comparison of other definitions. However, Keeton has provided
some key parts that fit within the Gandhian definition that I think are worthy of attention.
His definition reads -
“By an act of civil disobedience, I shall mean an act of deliberate and open violation
of law with the intent, within the framework of the prevailing form of government, to
protest a wrong or to accomplish some betterment in the society.” (Keeton 1965)
It goes on to stipulate -
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“...civil disobedience differs from evasion of law in that the violator does not attempt
to conceal his violation; on the contrary, (s)he makes a point of being visibly in
violation of law.” (Keeton 1965)
And to say further -
“...that visibility of the violation is not sufficient...Civil disobedience is not aimed
towards the overthrow of law and order. On the contrary, it works within the
Sframework of the legal system to rectify wrongs. Where the wrongs pertain to the
processes of that system itself, the civil disobedient intends not to render the over-all
system inoperative with respect to his own act. He may, in fact, want by his act to
render their absurdity and injustice more patent.”(Keeton 1965)
Keeton goes on to qualify that rendering, pronouncing the absurdity and injustice of a legal
system is not the only reason for civil disobedience. Many instances, according to Keeton,
are cases in which the civil disobedient violates an established constitutional law, in order
to bring public attention to it and get it ‘declared illegal.” (1965) And in other instances,
Keeton says demonstrators have staged sit-ins to disrupt or interrupt legitimate business or
official government offices “with the intent to alter local habits, get more voice in
government, or to simply express support for national legislation under consideration.”
(1965)
Further to his point of the motivation behind civil disobedience, Keeton cites Martin Luther
King and the Lutheran Church in America and their moral justification for non-violent civil
disobedience for the advancement of racial equality (1965).
The world has witnessed and taken part in a lot of civil disobedience since Keeton’s
definition was published. So how can I even ask, is civil disobedience justified in the
pursuit of climate justice? However, I have asked the question because I am concerned
about climate justice, and I want to ensure the pursuit of it is undertaken with a clear
working definition of civil disobedience and climate justice.

2.2 What is Climate Justice?

The Mary Robinson Foundation defines climate justice as the linking of human rights and
development with the equitable sharing of the burdens and benefits of climate change and
its resolutions (http://www.mrfcj.org/about/). Moreover, this foundation maintains that for a
climate justice culture to work, the marginal must be given “the opportunity to participate
in decision-making processes which are fair, accountable, open and corruption-free.”
(http://www.mrfcj.org/about/)

Climate justice in the context of climate change asks “Why have the poor and the
marginalized been left out’ of the discussions or the engaging actions that concern climate
change?” (Warmback 2009) As an ECOTHEE 08 participant, Andrew E. Warmback points
out, in countries like South Africa, people are struggling to survive. Thus, when an elite
consumptive class promotes climate change as an environmental problem threatening
whole ecosystems and then forcibly removes people from ancestral lands to create game
parks, this elite class should not be surprised at the outcome. People - without access to
land, potable water, fresh air to breathe and an energy source to preserve their food and
bodies - dismiss climate change as irrelevant. (Warmback 2009)

Warmback points out the obvious. The growing gap between rich and poor in South Africa,
and other southern developing nations, demonstrate how climate justice is linked to
systemic political injustice, exacerbated by economic injustice. “Efforts to reverse the
effects of climate change are seen to be in the hands of those who are powerful, those who
have resources.” (Warmback 2009) Lacking legal power and undeveloped resources, man:

244



