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Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases; yet we accounted him stricken, struck down by God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the punishment that made us whole, and by his bruises we are healed.
Isaiah 53: 4-5 NRSV
Christ calls each of us to love one another as he has loved us (John 15:12). Yet, many of our brothers and sisters are suffering adverse health impacts due to our world’s changing climate. According to the World Health Organization, (WHO) climate change is already responsible for 140,000 deaths each year; these numbers will only grow larger if climate change is not addressed.
As temperatures continue to rise, extreme heat waves will become more common. The most vulnerable in our communities--children, older adults, and those living in poverty--are particularly susceptible to heat related illness and even death. As temperatures rise, so will ozone levels in the lower atmosphere, resulting in diminished air quality and aggravating cardiovascular and respiratory conditions like asthma and emphysema. While lower air quality will impact the health of all of God’s children, communities of color will be disproportionately impacted. African Americans suffer from asthma at a 36 percent higher rate than white Americans; indigenous people and Latinos also have higher asthma rates. 

Furthermore, as the Earth’s climate changes and warm and tropical regions expand, malaria, dengue fever and Lyme disease carried by mosquitoes and other warm weather pests will also spread, infecting people in new parts of the world for longer periods of time. The WHO reports that malaria already kills close to one million people every year, most of whom are African children under five years old.  Additionally, two billion more people may be exposed to dengue fever as a result of climate change. 

Climate change is also likely to lead to an increase in the frequency and intensity of natural disasters including hurricanes, droughts and sea level rise. Extreme weather events disrupt the ability of communities to provide effective medical care. Heavy flooding can compromise water quality and increase the risk of contracting waterborne diseases. The same is true for areas affected by severe drought, where lack of access to fresh water supplies force people to consume contaminated water.  
God’s Creation and communities in the Arctic are already feeling the direct impacts of climate change. As the ice melts, dangerous industrial pollutants that have been carried up to the poles by wind and trapped in the ice end up in water and water vapor. Eventually, these toxic materials settle in to the bodies of those living in the Arctic. Indigenous communities are particularly susceptible because they receive a large percentage of their nourishment from the local environment. The health impacts of these exposures, ranging from infertility to cancer, can make it harder for indigenous communities and God’s creatures to cope with the other hazards of climate change.

The real impacts of climate change on the health of communities around the world serve as proof that we have not lived up to Christ’s call to love our neighbors as Christ loves us.  During this Lenten season, let us repent for our contributions to the sickness of our neighbors, and open our hearts to Christ’s healing, so that we might discover how to love as Christ loves. 
A Prayer for the Journey 

God heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds. 

Healing God, our neighbors are sick and hurting. Their air is becoming increasingly polluted and many cannot breathe. Sources of water and food that provide physical, cultural, and spiritual sustenance are no longer healthy and sustaining. Heat and disease spread as a result of our sinfulness and careless regard for your Creation. Forgive us God, and bind up our brokenness as you bind up the wounds of your most vulnerable children. Renew our spirits so that we may begin the work of healing your Creation and your people. 
Amen. 
