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Rev. Susan Hendershot
President, Interfaith Power & Lights

Co-chair, Executive Committee for the RE-AMP Steering Committee
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Gamsahabnida, Thank you. It is my honor to be

MO

invited to take part in this Interfaith Environment
on behalf

organization, Interfaith Power & Light, which is a

Forum and to greet you of my
non—governmental organization based in the United
States and founded 21 years ago as a religious
response to global warming. The mission of Interfaith
Power & Light is to inspire and mobilize people of
faith and conscience to take bold and just action on
climate change. We envision a stable climate where
humans live in right and just relationship,
interconnected with a healthy, thriving, natural world.

Before becoming president of Interfaith Power &
Light, I was an ordained, Christian minister serving
local congregations in Iowa, in the United States.
The issue I was most concerned about was the issue
of hunger. The congregations I served supported local
hunger ministries in our community, such as serving
meals in homeless shelters, collecting food to be
distributed to families in need, and raising money
for both domestic and global hunger relief. We were
also working as advocates to support policies that
would lift families out of poverty and support
self—sufficiency.

I was not paying attention to the issue of climate
change. My family was recycling, we had made our
home more energy efficient, and we were taking
other small steps to protect the environment such as
picking up trash in a local park.

But then, I read an article on the geo—politics of
food, which made the connection between the

destruction of crops due to drought and wildfire that

were fueled by climate change, the resulting global
food shortages and higher grain prices, and the rise
of conflict that was driven by scarcity of resources.
What [ realized in that moment was, if I wanted to
solve the problem of hunger, I needed to work to
solve the climate crisis.

And I learned something else as my knowledge
and the

generations coming after them will suffer even more

about the issue Increased: my sons

droughts, wildfires, massive hurricanes and typhoons,
and other climate disasters unless we take bold
action today.

In the past year, we have collectively deepened
our understanding of the intersection of health, the
environment, and justice through the intersected
crises of the COVID—19 pandemic, climate change,
and racial and economic injustice in the United
States.

Now we are preparing for a post—COVID future.
We have an opportunity to see what has not been
working for many global citizens, and to seek a new
path forward. We have an opportunity not to go
back to existing inequalities, but to create a future
where all are included, all are valued, and all have
what they need in order for their families and their
communities to thrive.

When Interfaith Power & Light was started in the
year 2000, many congregations and faith communities
were not talking about care for the earth and our
environment as being central to our religious teachings.
And yet we know that all major religious traditions

share at least two things in common: a calling to
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care for our neighbors, especially those who are most
vulnerable in our societies, and a calling to care for
the earth, which we all share.

Climate change impacts both of these—our
neighbors and our earth—and so it should be an
issue that unites us to act together for change. The
religious community can approach this conversation
from an ethical and moral standpoint, based in our
values, in order to transform the dialogue from what
divides us to what unites us.

One of the ways that Interfaith Power & Light
encourages people of faith to come together is
through our program ‘Faith Climate Action Week’.
This is an annual event held during the week of
Earth Day in April, with climate and environment
—themed worship resources, sermons, and films.
This year the theme focused on the intersecting
challenges of food insecurity, racial injustice, and
the climate crisis, with an emphasis on how people
of faith can respond. More than 1,500 congregations
across the U.S. participated in this event in 2021.

Change comes when we search our deeply held
values, which 1s the role of religion. Our faiths
speak to our deepest values, values of love,
compassion, justice, hope, and courage. A world based
in these values would be a just and sustainable
world for all.

Christian theologian Cynthia Moe—Lobeda, who
teaches at Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary,
states, “Moral values must be brought to bear in
determining the ongoing shape of society if that
soclety is to be moral. For many people, moral values
are grounded in religious belief. Religion, therefore,
inherently comes into play.” (Moe—Lobeda, Resisting
Structural Evil, Fortress Press, 2013, p. 203)

Interfaith Power & Light teaches people of faith
across the United States how to become advocates
for policy change. We believe that not only do we
need to be mindful of our personal lifestyle choices,
such as our food choices and how much energy we
use in our homes and places of worship, but we
must also advance government policies that can
bring larger structural change. Currently we are
advocating in support of President Biden's infrastructure
plan, which will include support for renewable
energy and for a just transition for workers who

have been employed in the fossil fuel industry. It

will also bring resources to frontline and environmental
justice communities that have been overburdened by
pollution by the citing of fossil fuel burning
industries, through no fault of their own.

The United States recently rejoined the Paris
Climate Agreement, and set new targets for lowering
greenhouse gas emissions across the country. But
we know that in order for the United States to
deliver on the promises that we make to the global
community, we need to pass federal legislation that
will lower our national carbon emissions. That is
why Interfaith Power & Light works as a partner to
both religious and secular environmental organizations
in order to push policy makers to set bold targets; and
to explore multiple strategies for lowering emissions,
including in the utility sector, the transportation
sector, by blocking new fossil fuel infrastructure, and
by researching how agriculture and tree planting can
be part of the solution.

Climate change is an issue of justice. It is an
environmental justice and an economic justice issue,
when those who are suffering the greatest impacts
are those who are poor and who lack the resources
to relocate away from sources of pollution or areas
hardest hit by extreme weather, such as flooding or
wildfires. It is a generational justice issue when our
children, our grandchildren, and future generations are
tasked with solving a problem they did not create.

That is why Interfaith Power & Light centers
justice and equity in our work. We know that it not
only matters WHAT we do, but also HOW we do it.
We cannot leave whole communities behind in the
transition and transformation that needs to happen in
order to meet our climate commitments. Those who
have been made poor need access to clean energy
just as much as those who are wealthy. Those who
have been burdened by air pollution and the
resulting health impacts need to be assured that
they will breathe clean air, for themselves and their
children.

The starting point for this conversation is
empathy. It is seeing that we are bound together,
woven together—that what impacts one of us
impacts all of us. That as well as being bound to
one another, we are interconnected with the earth
and its creatures, and to natural systems. It is in

seeing ourselves as part of a whole, of seeing and
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feeling the pain and the joy of others, that we
become transformed. It is this spiritual transformation
that has the capacity for effecting true change in
our world.

Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote, “Religion
begins with a consciousness that something is asked
of us.” In the case of the climate crisis, we have
seen firsthand the devastation that has been wrought
on communities, on families, on nations, on species,
and on the natural world. We also understand that
climate change intersects with many other issues
that our many and varied faith traditions have been
working on for decades, or even centuries: not only
hunger, but access to clean water, population
displacement and the global refugee crisis, disaster
relief, and global conflict resolution.

The Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, in his
book Love Letter to the Earth, wrote: “There is a
revolution that needs to happen and it starts from
inside each one of us. When we change the way we
see the world, when we realize that we and the
Earth are one and we begin to live with
mindfulness, our own suffering will start to ease.
When we're no longer overwhelmed by our own
suffering, we will have the compassion and understanding
to treat the Earth with love and respect. Restoring
balance to ourselves, we can begin the work of
restoring balance to the FEarth. There is no
difference between concern for the planet and
concern for ourselves and our own well—being.
There is no difference between healing the planet
and healing ourselves.” (Thich Nhat Hanh, Love
Letter to the Earth, Parallax Press, 2013, p. 56)

Our moral opportunity is for faith communities
and individuals of spirit and conscience to provide
leadership on what is an existential crisis—the most
urgent and compelling challenge of our day. In order
for this to happen, we need to be grounded in hope,
an active hope that empowers us to act, to take
beneficial action, to co—create the future we envision.
Our future is not already written; we have the
power to bring about the change that is needed. The
time is now.

Gamsahabnida, Thank you. Blessings as you participate

in this important forum.

Biography

Rev. Susan Hendershot has served as the President of
Interfaith Power & Light since 2018. Prior to
becoming President of The Regeneration Project and
Interfaith Power & Light, Rev. Hendershot served as
the Executive Director at lowa Interfaith Power &
Light for seven years. She is ordained in the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) with an M. Div.
from Emory University in Atlanta, Georgia, a B.A.
from Bethany College in Bethany, West Virginia, and
a certificate in Spiritual Direction. Prior to Iowa IPL,
Rev. Hendershot served as a pastor in both Disciples
of Christ and United Methodist
focusing on social justice ministries. She also served
as the first Heartland Field Organizer for the ONE
Campaign on global poverty. Currently Rev. Hendershot

congregations,

serves as co—chair of the Executive Committee for
the RE-AMP Steering Committee, a network of over
170 climate, energy, and environmental organizations
throughout the Midwest. Rev. Hendershot believes that
climate change is a moral issue, disproportionately

impacting those who are most vulnerable in our world.
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