
 

 

“Making Sense of Climate Grief”    

         Paul Coteus January 9, 2022 Presentation 

     Unitarian Church – Barnstable, Massachusetts 

Two hymns selected - 301 "Touch the Earth, Reach the Sky" and 163 "For the Earth Forever Turning." 
  

Good morning. I hope you all had a wonderful holiday. I love this holiday season. I love when it 

starts, and I love it when it ends. Same way I feel about summer visitor time.  

Full confession: I have written this entire talk. But I am determined to not read these pages! 

And I hope you don’t mind, but I would like this next 20 minutes to be interactive. I will be 

asking for you to raise your hands, or even call out an affirmation. I hope this is a learning 

experience, both for you as well as me. So let me start - with a question.    

Is there anyone here concerned for the health of our planet, and the consequence that 

perhaps the next generation will have it worse than we did? Would you raise your hand?  

How many of you know how a greenhouse works? Is that all? (I know you all do, but I will 

remind you!). A greenhouse warms the soil and everything else inside it by allowing sunlight to 

penetrate the glass. The sunlight is absorbed and the now warmed materials emit “thermal 

radiation” (like the red glow from a campfire). The glass keeps some of it trapped inside 

because glass reflect a bit of light.  It’s like a big transparent blanket.  

How many of you know what a greenhouse gas is? (I know a lot of you do). Greenhouse gases 

are just complex molecules mixed in with the simple nitrogen and oxygen molecules which 

make up most of our atmosphere. They might be carbon dioxide (carbon atom + two oxygen 

atoms), or nitrogen dioxide (nitrogen atom plus two oxygen atoms) – both from burning 

gasoline in cars, for example. Or methane (carbon atom plus four hydrogens). Sunlight hits 

these complex molecules, causing the molecule to vibrate and rotate – but then they relax, 

and release that energy back as thermal energy – some of which returns to the earth. So 

methane and the other greenhouse gases act like a greenhouse – warming the earth. Methane 

traps heat much more powerfully than carbon dioxide does because with five atoms there are 

more ways to absorb energy.  Methane decays away in time, but over 20 years it’s 80 times 

worse than CO2. A much worse greenhouse gas are the coolants in your refrigerator and air-

conditioner, and they are highly regulated. Simple oxygen or nitrogen molecules, so two 

oxygen atoms of two nitrogen atoms, don’t absorb much sunlight and so do not radiate back 

thermal energy– there aren’t many ways to get these simple molecules excited.  

And understand - we need this carbon dioxide blanket! Without any carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere, our oceans, lakes and rivers would be frozen solid. The earth would be a ball of 



 

 

ice. But lately we humans have been emitting a lot of greenhouse gas, from our cars, our 

homes, our factories, and it is causing the planet to heat up. Coal, oil, or natural gas (which is 

mostly methane), are basically strings of carbon atoms, where each carbon has two hydrogens 

attached, plus a little nitrogen. To extract energy from these fossil fuels, we replace two 

hydrogen atoms with two oxygen atoms, and we get C-O-2  - carbon dioxide. It really is that 

simple. CO2 is colorless and odorless, so we don’t see it going up the chimney or out the 

tailpipe. But it’s there! 

It gets worse. One can make reasonable arguments that we humans are not living sustainably. 

Meaning we are using clean water, minerals, good growing soils, air cleansing forests and 

leaving behind waste on the land, sea, and air. We are doing this while increasing the 

temperature of the planet, thus causing droughts, floods, hurricanes, forest fires in addition to 

melting the glaciers and sea ice and defrosting the tundra. Boulder Colorado where I lived just 

had a raging forest fire. This is global warming. But we also get freezes down south. Or as 

some people call it, global weirding. I believe it’s true. We are not living sustainably. Maybe 

some of you believe it also. Right? Show of hands? When I was in high school, climate 

scientists knew then how we were harming the planet, because it’s not that difficult to 

understand. Okay, done with the science! 

pause 

Some of us may be experiencing a related shock response, or what is commonly called climate 

grief. I know I am. It’s a real, recognized, understood, and named medical phenomenon. It is 

called Solastalgia. According to Wikipedia, which is almost always right, the word is – and I 

quote - “formed by the combination of the Latin words sōlācium and the Greek root -algia. It 

describes a form of emotional or existential distress caused by environmental change. It is best 

described as the lived experience of negatively perceived environmental change”. Please raise 

your hand if you think you might have a touch of climate grief.  

pause 

How many of you know of the five stages of grief? Just wave if you do – it’s a fairly well-known 

series of human reactions. In psychology it is described by the Kubler-Ross model, after the 

psychiatrist Elisabeth Kubler-Ross who wrote the book “On Death and Dying” in 1969. The five 

stages are Denial, Anger, Bargaining, Depression and Acceptance. I am not going to go 

through the model. If you are interested, it is easy to find information online. I expect Kristen 

has covered it at least once. It might make a good sermon on its own.  

And let me be clear on one point – the earth is not dying. It is most certainly warming, 

because that is what greenhouse gases do, but the earth isn’t going anywhere, and it will 

continue to support life. However, many of the species living today will have a difficult time 



 

 

living on a much hotter planet. Life on this planet is optimized for conditions now and will 

need to adapt to new conditions – or perish. So, I will say a few words about how an 

awareness of climate change might manifest itself to you. For me, global warming and its 

consequences didn’t hit me as a shock, but rather a dim awareness that grew stronger as I 

unburdened myself from other thoughts – like earning a living. I sailed right past the first 

milestone, denial. In this case it means refusal to understand, from either saying the subject is 

too difficult to understand, to outright rejection that climate change is happening at all.  

Some folks seem to stay in denial. They think climate change isn’t happening, or it is 

happening, but it has nothing to do with us. I read and experience it all the time. Some of my 

family feel this way. I try not to be bothered with this position. I assume that eventually the 

next phase will be reached, without my trying to convince anyone otherwise. In any event the 

next stage is Anger. Maybe you recognize this in yourself? Does it make you angry that the US, 

as well as other advanced countries, continue to burn fossil fuels, even as global temperatures 

rise? It certainly angered Greta Thunberg! Does it anger you that nearly every scientist or 

engineer who understands the dynamics of planetary climate change is certain that adding 

additional greenhouse gases to the atmosphere is a very bad thing, potentially causing the 

planet to reach a tipping point whereby we could create a sixth mass extinction, but most 

people seem to just ignore it? Does that anger you? Or take the other side. Does it anger you 

to have people telling you that air travel is bad, driving is bad, using air conditioning is bad, 

eating red meat is bad, etc., etc? Why is this happening to us now? It’s not fair, right? We work 

hard, we save our money, and then we can’t enjoy it? Or maybe you are just angry to have all 

this talk about climate change and how we are causing it, but it’s so bad and China and India 

are burning so much coal that there isn’t a darn thing that you or I can do to fix it, so enough 

already. Believe me, I have been there and felt all these things. This is the second stage.   

Anger then leads to bargaining.  We say it’s a problem for the next generation. We don’t need 

to do anything because the next generation will have better technology and they can figure it 

out. Anyone feel this way? This is bargaining.  It is true that the younger folks are going to have 

to deal with this for likely their entire lives. But we must do our part. We have a responsibility. 

Right?  

But then maybe we start to think the heck with it – we are doomed. The Greenland ice sheet is 

going to melt, the tundra is going to thaw and the methane released. (These are all tipping 

points, when things can get really bad). People are going to keep using fossil fuels and 

population will continue to rise and things are just going to get worse and worse. We fall into 

depression. We can only fool ourselves for so long into thinking that living like most of us do in 

the US is our right. It is not our right. Eventually we are going to realize we are doing great 



 

 

harm, and if the psychologists, sociologists, and psychiatrists are right, we are going to get 

depressed. This is the fourth stage. Anyone there yet? Any hands? I was a few months ago.  

By the way. You may not go through all these phases, or you may go through them in a 

different order. We are all different. There is no one response. But if you get feeling some of 

these things, don’t be surprised. That is really all I am saying.  

Okay. So, what can we do about it? How do we break out of the depression, or other bad 

feelings, and get to acceptance and a state of mind that is purposeful and content? 

Acceptance of climate change doesn’t make it go away of course, but it gives us the level-

headed clarity to deal with it.  And the best strategy to reach acceptance, well recognized by 

people who study this sort of thing, is action. Do something personally about climate change. 

There are many ways, which break into three categories.  

The first is self-education. Learn about it yourself. An example is listening here, putting up 

with me as I rattle on about greenhouse gas and such. Join the Green Sanctuary. There are all 

kinds of classes, lectures, books and videos on the subject. Initially more education may make 

you feel worse, but gradually you will learn how we, individually and collectively, can make a 

positive difference.  

The second method is activism. Write your senator, your congressman, your local selectors, 

etc. Run for office. Petition for change.  

The third, and I think this is the most rewarding activity, is take personal action. It will make 

you feel better, and it will help to mitigate climate change. I recommend to first determine 

your personal greenhouse gas emissions, also known as your carbon footprint, and then take 

steps to reduce it. Determining and reducing your carbon footprint will also help the Green 

Sanctuary become re-certified. 

So how to do determine your carbon footprint? I will use bribery. As you leave today, 

members of the Green Sanctuary Committee will offer you a simple carbon-footprint table 

with instructions printed on a single sheet of paper. (I know, I created a bit of CO2 in printing 

that paper). You will only need one per household. The first dozen people that fill it out and 

return to me, I will give you a (lightly used) copy of “How bad are bananas: the carbon 

footprint of everything”. (Show a stack of copies). Fold the completed form and do not add 

your name. The forms will remain anonymous because I will shuffle them, sum up the carbon 

footprints to determine the carbon footprint of the congregation for the Green Sanctuary 

Committee, and then destroy the forms.  After that, it’s up to you. I am happy to meet 

privately, take phone calls or have a zoom session or two to help you fill out the table and 

discuss ways to reduce that footprint. My contact information is on the form. Doing this is part 

of my climate grief therapy, so I will make myself available. By the way, if anyone would like to 



 

 

learn more about, join, or assist the Green Sanctuary Committee, please reach out to the kind 

folks handing you your tickets to an excellent book!  

I would like to end this time with a prayer recently read by Amiyah Peters, the chairwoman of 

the Mashpee Wampanoag Youth Council.  

“Creators and ancestors, I thank you for all things. I thank you for the sky; I thank you for the 

stars; I thank you for the land; I thank you for the rivers, I thank you for the oceans; I thank 

you for all creatures; I thank you for all my relations. Help us to see only what is good; help 

us to only do what is right.” 

Thank you for your time and your attention 


