
 
 

Reading by Rev. Fred Smalli 

 In the moral struggle against global warming, divestment isn’t the only tactic. It may not be the best tactic. 

But it’s a crucial tactic, because right now nothing is working.  

So far, we who apprehend the threat haven’t been smart enough, creative enough, disciplined enough, or 

bold enough to tilt the political balance. The governments of the world—most notably our own—remain in the 

death grip of powerful interests swollen with profits from fossil fuels. The American economy is as fatally 

entangled in fossil fuels today as it was in slavery in 1850. 

The smart money is on the status quo. It always is. But the fossil fuel divestment campaign is telling the 

smart money to get smarter. It’s reminding treasurers and trustees that fiduciary responsibility means attending 

not just to short-term security, but also to long-term sustainability. It’s pointing out that there can be no economy 

without a livable planet… 

The campaign is asking the fossil fuel industry to stop exploring for new hydrocarbons, to stop lobbying 

to preserve their special breaks, and to leave 80 percent of their current reserves in the ground. Given the norms 

of corporate capitalism, these are audacious, even preposterous demands. Given the climate crisis, they are 

modest, reasonable, and necessary. 

… Money is always an instrument of moral choice. We must each choose as wisely as we can. I choose 

divestment.  

******** 

How many of you have heard of Tim deChristopher?ii Tim is a climate activist and a prophet for our time.  

In 2008 as an undergraduate economics student, Tim joined a protest in Utah outside a federal land auction 

populated largely by oil and coal companies.  The auction had been in the news for having been slipped in by an 

outgoing Bush administration without following many regulations including a climate impact study.  Not satisfied 

with being outside, Tim entered the auction and got himself a number.  At first, he just bid long enough to increase 

prices dramatically.  (In one case from $2 an acre to $240 an acre.)  But he saw that, regardless of the price, this 

land was going to be destroyed, so he went a step further and starting winning the bids.  Tim shut down the auction 

by driving prices outlandishly high or outbidding his competitors, even though he had no money.  He was arrested 

and spent two years in jail, but he was successful both by saving that land and by calling attention to the insanity 

of power fossil fuel companies wield. His act of civil disobedience ultimately safeguarded thousands of acres of 

public land.  Before being sent to federal prison, Tim said to the judge, “[My message] may indeed be threatening 

to the power structure.  The message is about recognizing our interconnectedness. The message is that when 

people stand together, they no longer have to be exploited. Alienation is perhaps the most effective tool of control 

in America, and every reminder of our real connectedness weakens that tool.”iii 

Bill McKibbon, founder of 350.org, wrote an article in July of last year called Global Warming’s 

Terrifying New Math.iv In it, he gave us three numbers.  2, 565 and 2795.  With these three numbers, McKibbon 

simplified the very complicated problem of climate change and gave us a solution.   

2 is the degrees in Celsius that we can not exceed.  Most scientists think that’s too much, but everyone 

agrees that if we exceed that, life on this planet will be unrecognizable.  At two degrees, many island nations will 

disappear altogether.  African nations already suffering from unbearable drought call the politically agreed upon 

2 degrees a suicide pact.  But, 2 degrees is the one thing our planetary leaders have been able to agree on, so the 

number we’re working with is 2.  We’ve currently raised the temperature by .8 degrees Celsius so we’re almost 

half way there. 

 The second number is 565.  That’s how many gigatons of carbon dioxide can be dumped into the 

atmosphere and still have some hope of staying below the 2 degree line.  Computer models calculate that even if 

we stopped increasing CO2 now, the temperature would still rise another 0.8 degrees.  That means we currently 

have enough carbon in the air to bring us to 1.6 degrees.  These numbers aren’t exact, but they’re pretty close.  

Scientists around the world have been working on these calculations for years and even with lots of new data, the 

predictions remain the same.   

The third number is 2,795.  That’s the number of gigatons of carbon already contained in the coal, oil and 

gas reserves of the fossil-fuel companies.  Reserves are the fossil fuels we are currently planning to burn. The 



important piece here is that 2,795 is five times higher than 565, the maximum we can burn without crossing that 

line.   

 McKibbon found a great way to explain this.  Think of two degrees Celsius as the legal drinking limit – 

equivalent to the blood-alcohol level below which you might get away with driving home. 565 is how many 

drinks you could have and still stay below that limit – the six beers you could consume in an evening. And the 

2,795 gigatons? That's the 30 beers the fossil-fuel industry has on the table, already opened and ready to pour.  

We have five times as much oil and coal and gas on the books as climate scientists think is safe to burn. We'd 

have to keep 80 percent of those reserves locked away underground to avoid being condemned to an unlivable 

future.v 

 The truth is, we need that fuel.  All 30 beers opened and ready to drink.  Our current culture requires large 

amounts of oil and coal to continue functioning the way we do.  Even if we were willing to restructure toward 

greater simplicity, the developing world is desperate for energy.  For the first time in modern history, it is possible 

to create the end to dire poverty with the help of inexpensive electricity.  Infant mortality drops, HIV and AIDS 

are better managed, food is cooked, children can study at night, villages are safer, life expectancy rises.   

 So, we need fuel, but if we burn what we have, we’ll end life as we know it.  Well, now, that’s quite a 

conundrum.  Lucky for us, smart men and women have an alternative, albeit not an easy one.  Divest.  Reinvest.  

Divest from fossil fuel companies.  Reinvest in sustainable energy.   

 First, we need to pull our money from fossil fuel companies.  We have to stop funding the work that will 

lead to our destruction. We’ve got to stop tipping the bartender for opening extra bottles.    

A few months ago, Rev. Fletcher Harper from GreenFaith took a good while to explain to me how 

divestment works.  He’s been researching and investigating and talking with scientists, theologians, rabbis, 

imams, ministers, activists and university professors and presidents from which he created a clear understanding 

of divestment campaigns that are both effective and moral.   With this knowledge, he is launching fossil fuel 

divestment for the religious world the same way McKibbon is doing it in the secular world.   

For divestment to work, and for us to claim the high/moral ground, three things have to happen.  First, it 

must be in response to intentional, grave, large-scale harm.  Second, there must be intractable resistance to change 

and third, there must be sufficient conversation to redefine society’s moral code.vi 

 The first criteria are easily met.  Climate scientists have been clear.  Bill McKibbon has done the math for 

us.  We’re driving home drunk, there’s no question about it.   

 Experts agree, before launching a divestment campaign, all other means have to be exhausted.  (Our 2nd 

criteria.) We have to see intractable resistance to change.  Regulation. Legislative action.  Shareholder advocacy.  

None of these have worked.  Fossil fuel companies are moving ahead at full speed, even investing money in 

locating more resources to exploit like the illegal one in Utah. Even a cursory look at the business model of these 

companies reveals an intention to continue forward without regard for the planetary crisis.  It’s fair to say the 

fossil fuel companies have demonstrated intractable resistance. 

 The final reason to launch a divestment campaign is my favorite because it alters the social code.  When 

done properly, divestment campaigns aren’t so much about pulling money from a company, but about creating 

new social norms.  Right now, it’s standard to invest in fossil fuel.  No one gives it much thought, the same way 

it was standard to invest in companies based in South Africa without anyone asking how those companies benefit 

from Apartheid and how an investment in those companies meant that each investor was also participating in that 

system.  South African divestment campaigns, started on college campuses, drew attention to the contradiction, 

challenging students, faculty, staff, parents and ultimately the wider community to consider our own participation 

in a system we had labelled unjust.  A teacher of mine- a nun, a Sister of Charity – in the 80s used to drive through 

Shell stations, a South African company, and give the workers the finger.  I told her that the guys working the gas 

pumps weren’t responsible for what Shell was doing half way around the world.  She shook her head and said 

“We’re all responsible.  If I buy gas from them, if I earn money from them, if I invest money with them, I am 

responsible.  We can’t hide behind distance.  If we don’t want to support an evil system, we have to stop 

supporting an evil system.”   Rev. Fred Small in his article in the UU World said that we’re not trying to bankrupt 

big oil or big coal financially, we’re trying to bankrupt them morally. We’re trying to isolate them as outlaws.vii 

That’s where the real power of a divestment campaign lies.  We talk and teach, we help people to know and we 

change the moral code, calling on a new order, a new set of standards, one that supports a livable future. 

 Divestment isn’t all that’s needed.  We also have to reinvest that money in sustainable fuel sources. Al 



Gore, having also done the math, has assured us that we do, in fact, have the technology to end our dependence 

on fossil fuel.  We can get most of our energy needs met using solar power alone and there are many other 

sustainable sources.viii   

 Because of the moral imperative to divest from fossil fuel companies, a small group of committed UUs 

brought this issue to the floor during General Assembly in June.  For those who don’t know, our General 

Assembly is how we make decisions as a whole body.  Every church is independent; there is no higher authority.  

But each congregation engages in a larger conversation about our shared values and how we live them in the 

world.  We are part of an Association that abides the wishes of the General Assembly. 

 If you were with us, you’d have seen Terry Wiggins standing outside the doors to the Assembly Hall with 

a pad of paper looking for signatures for an Action of Immediate Witness.  She got the signatures needed to bring 

it to the floor, as did five other people for their own issues.  The Assembly voted to consider 3 of the 6, which 

sent Terry and anyone interested into a conference room to debate the details.  There were many different opinions 

in the room and ultimately a document was written that called on the member congregations (that includes us) 

and the Association itself to consider divestment as a strategy to combat climate change.  It was again debated on 

the floor by thousands of people, and this Action of Immediate Witness passed. 

 With the call to consideration, Terry then organized a group of interested parties, which includes the UUA 

Committee for Social Investing and the Department of the Treasurer to move forward with a Business Resolution 

calling for divestment.  We currently have 5.4 million dollars invested in fossil fuel companies.  A Business 

Resolution, it was decided was the best way for the member congregations to force our Association to do more 

than consider divestment, but to let us put our money where are values are.  This is our call to action. These folks 

have been meeting and debating and crafting language that meets several different needs.  Some of us in the 

conversation want full divestment from all fossil fuel companies.   Other folks are holding up additional 

considerations including the possibility of shareholder advocacy and fiduciary responsibility.  In other words, 

some people want full divestment, some want less than full divestment and some want to prioritize profit because, 

they would argue, that is the task with which they’ve been charged.   

 I admit, I am not very excited about a document that allows for any money to continue to be invested in 

companies whose business plan guarantees our destruction.  Nonetheless, I was in the mini-assembly when this 

was first debated as an Action of Immediate Witness, I was in the hall when the delegates voted, I’ve been part 

of the current conversation and have been included in the writing group for the Business Resolution. I know that 

battle is not going to be won. There are very few of us heralding full divestment. 

 Those folks are thinking, whether we drink the beer or not, the bar’s going to stay open.  We might as well 

stick around to talk to the bartender, see if he might be willing to throw some of that beer out.  I think it doesn’t 

matter if you go to the bar every night to talk to the bartender or convert alcoholics or drink milk; the reality is 

you’re in the bar every night and therefore part of the system.  Look, if this strategy had been working, I’d be all 

for it.  But people have been trying it for decades and there have been very few victories.  I say, it’s time we get 

out of the bar and spend our money and our time on something else.   

 For those of you wondering, this congregation is not invested in fossil fuel.  We do use oil to heat and Con 

Ed, which means coal for electricity.  But we’re starting on a path to solar power.  We’ve gotten through the first 

two stages and are getting ready for a big third stage to see if we qualify through a GreenFaith program for free 

panels.   

 We’ve done the math.  Whether we like it or not, whether we want to engage this subject or not, whether 

we feel helpless or empowered or exhausted, it is what it is.  The carbon is in the air.  It’s increasing our 

temperature.  It will prove fatal soon.  Doing nothing is not an option.  We are all doing something, me included.   

We’re all in the bar.  As Howard Zinn once said, there is no neutral on a moving train.   

 Today, with unimaginable threats on the horizon, divestment is what hope looks like.  Standing before the 

Goliath of multinational corporations, this is what courage looks like.  Calling our own people to radical action, 

this is what faith looks like. With countless lives on the line, this is what love looks like.ix   

 I hope you will join me in signing the resolution and continuing the conversation and changing the social 

code.  I hope you will join me in living our hope, our courage, our faith and our love together. 
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