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         OUR UNDERLING PRINCIPLES 

1) The Environment 

                    A Conversation with Lyn Arscott 

Rev Ron Dunn        April 23, 2017 

It was approximately 275 years ago that John Wesley initiated a reform movement within the 
Church of England, a Church that had grown stale and uninspired.  The revolution that Wesley 
set in motion was known as the Methodist movement and it not only administered a needed jolt 
to the sleeping church, but it grew so forcefully that it would become its own Church in 
America—the Methodist Episcopal Church and later, the United Methodist Church. 

At the heart of this powerful movement was a fundamental commitment to what Wesley 
termed, “Works of Piety” and “Works of Mercy.”  Works of Piety were those practices, such as 
prayer, worship and study that enabled one to deepen their experience of a God who is 
personal.  Works of Mercy were those practices of kindness, compassion, justice that reflected 
the inner transformation of love in an outward witness of service and love. 

This dual focus on inward spiritual growth and outward spiritual service would change not only 
the face of England, but also the newly formed nation of America. It would become the 
foundation upon which the framework of the United Methodist Church would be built.   It is also, 
I might add, a primary reason why I am proud to be a pastor in the United Methodist Church. 

In this series of sermons, we are going to look the social principles that grew out of Wesley’s 
insistence that one’s personal relationship with God has social implications.  In 1908, the 
Methodist Social Creed was adopted by the General Conference of the then Methodist Church.  
It covered such matters as the abolition of child labor, providing a living wage and the 
protection of workers.  In 1972, the Social Principles were adopted by the General Conference 
and addressed such controversial issues as abortion and homosexuality. 

Today, the Social Principles have been revised and updated over time.  Meeting once every four 
years, it is the General Conference that determines the nature of any new revisions.  What I 
would like to stress is that the Social Principles of the United Methodist Church are intended to 
provide basic guidelines for addressing the challenging issues of our day.  They are not 
intended to be “law” in the sense that every member must faithfully obey them.  Their intent, 
instead, is to reflect the spiritual wisdom and insight that has, over time, grown out of our 
understanding of scripture, tradition, reason and experience. 

This morning, our focus is directed toward the guidelines of the Social Principles as they 
address our role as stewards, or “caretakers” of the environment.   I have invited Lyn Arscott to 
join me for a conversation about our Social Principles and the guidelines that they provide for 
us as we consider our responsibility to the environment.  Lyn has spent a career in the 
production of fossil fuels, primarily oil and natural gas in the states of California, Texas, 
Louisiana and Alaska.  He was the head of Chevron’s Corporate Environmental Department 
and was elected to the National Academy of Engineering—with the citation:  “For making 
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health, safety, environmental protection, and sustainable development higher priorities in the 
oil industry.  He is a current member of the National Academies Board on Earth Science and 
Resources. 

All of this leads to my first question for Lyn.  How is it that you reconcile working in the 
fossil fuel industry with your passion for protecting the environment? 

Lyn: 

This is a question that came up a lot many during my career when I was trying to convince 
tough oil people why they really should forgo some profit to protect the environment. The 
answer is reason and balance and is best explained by my understanding of sustainable 
development.  The three pillars of sustainable development are: 

o Economic capital 
o Social capital 
o Environmental capital 

 
For example, when the settlers first came to the US they drained the swamps and cut the 
trees to build villages and towns. They took environmental capital to build economic and 
social capital. Now that we have built our economy and social structures to the current 
level it is necessary to take some of the economic capital to repair environmental damage.  

After the Second World War, the rivers in the industrialized world were very polluted and 
the air in cities like London was so bad that people were dying. In 1969, the Cuyahoga River 
in Cleveland had so much oil and debris floating in it that it caught fire. We developed 
regulations on pollution and spent money to clean the water and air. We took economic 
capital and put it back into environmental capital.  

The industrialized world was built on the energy from fossil fuels. That is why we have the 
high standard of living we enjoy today. So I am proud that I made some small contribution 
to the development of our society. However, now, we have alternatives to coal, oil and gas 
so it is time to make the big transition to alternate fuels. This will take many decades. It will 
be a long transition and one that hopefully will balance the economic, social and 
environmental needs mentioned earlier.  

Ron:  The United Methodist Principles suggest that consumers evaluate their 
consumption of goods and services in light of the needs for enhanced quality of life 
rather than unlimited production of material goods”.  
The second question: How has increased consumption impacted the environmental 
footprint on our earth over your lifetime? 

Lyn:  The biggest environmental footprint arises from the enormous increase in population over 
the past 76 years and the corresponding increase in consumption and pollution. When I was a 
child in the 1940’s, we had no car, no television, no phone and no refrigerator. Our 3-bedroom 
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house had one coal fire in the living room. This was normal in England in 1940. Today we have 2 
cars, 2 televisions, numerous phones and our 5-bedroom house has heated air in every room. My 
consumption of material goods and energy has increased many, many times over the past 76 
years. When I think that the population of the earth has increased from 2 billion to 7 billion, three 
and half times, over that period and many people have increased their consumption like my 
family, then it is not surprising that the consumption of energy and other materials has grown 
multiple times since I was a child. The distribution of wealth, and therefore pollution, is not very 
even. The USA is only 4-5% of the world population but consumes around 25% of the world’s 
goods. If one country, China, were to consume as much as the US on a per capita basis, the 
production of the planet would have to nearly double. If the entire world consumed at the level of 
the US, then we would need to increase production from the planet by a factor of 4.  
The lesson here is that over my lifetime the consumption of goods and energy and the 
accompanying pollution has increased to the level where the bearing capacity of the world is 
being stretched. I think that control over population growth, much more efficient consumption, 
and more attention to reducing pollution are critical to our survival in the future. 

RON:   The United Methodist Principles encourage persons to limit their emissions of 
carbon dioxide. What is the future for coal? 
I started my career as a mining engineer so as part of my training I spent a few months 
mining coal in an underground coal mine. The work is dangerous because of falling rock 
and heavy equipment operating in confined spaces. It is also very unhealthy because of the 
high dust concentration in the air. Today machines do most of the work but there is still a 
high health hazard for the workers. Surface mining is less hazardous but that has a high 
environmental footprint. Burning coal produces a lot of pollution, not just CO2 but 
mercury, and other particulates are toxic. I remember the pea soup fogs in London in the 
1950’s when people died because of smog from coal burning. Beijing has a big pollution 
problem today partly because of coal burning.  
 
There are available substitutes for coal, specifically natural gas which is less polluting and 
eventually, renewable energy such as solar and wind. In my opinion coal should be phased out. 
Market forces and environmental pressures will cause this to happen in the US much sooner than, 
say, India. To help the unemployment of miners, we should provide training to seek other jobs.  
 
RON:  The United Methodist Principles do not specifically address fracking for oil and gas 
but many people are opposed to the use of this technology. Is Fracking for oil and gas safe? 
The short answer is yes but with caveats. Fracking has been one of the tools available to 
petroleum engineers for decades. It involves pumping water with sand into the oil and gas 
formations to create a fracture that will intersect natural fractures and provide a conduit to 
the well bore.  Today, the development of technology to drill very long horizontal holes has 
expanded the opportunity for fracking, particularly in tight rocks and shales that were by- 
passed years ago. Fracking in tight formations has almost doubled the production of 
natural gas in the US over the past 10 years.  
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What are the risks? The main risk is not the typical perception that the fractures will reach 
a fresh water aquifer. The fractures are in the order of 100 ft long at a typical depth 
between 1 mile and 2 miles deep. The primary risks involve the disposal of water produced 
from the production after the fracturing operation. The oil and gas industry must take 
every precaution to contain leaks and spills of that water to protect fresh water sources. 
The increase in earthquakes in Oklahoma was the result of disposal of produced water in 
deep disposal wells in an area where there were active faults.  
 
There are lots of technical issues that we will not be able to get into in this short time but I 
am very willing to talk to anyone who is interested to arrange a session on this subject. 
 
RON:  The United Methodist Principles state that, “Continuous use of oil and gas 
accelerates global warming”.   Is Global Climate Change real? 
 
Global climate change is a having a big impact on the environment. The land and sea are 
warming, ice is melting and sea levels are rising. In addition, the sea is becoming more acidic 
thus threatening coral reefs and other sea creatures. The big question is, how much of this is 
caused by human activity, specifically the emissions of carbon dioxide and methane since 
the industrial revolution.  The answer, according to the majority of earth scientists, is most 
of it.  There are other factors that impact climate, the most important is the variation of solar 
radiation because the earth does not rotate around the sun in a perfect circle - the earth  
wobbles and has an elliptical orbit.  This has caused 20 ice ages over the past 2 million years 
but the cycle of these is in the order of 100,000 years. Variation in ocean currents such as 
the familiar El Nino have cycles of less than 10 years. In comparison, the growth of CO2 has 
increased steadily since the 1800’s when coal powered the industrial revolution. Scientist 
have been able to separate the various drivers of climate change.  
 
We need to start limiting the emissions from the burning of all fossil fuels, particularly the high 
polluting ones such as coal. The transition to alternate energy will take many decades. The 
balance between the environment, social and economic issues will need to be carefully managed.   

Ron:  How does your faith influence your passion for the environment? 

Lyn:  I ask myself what would Jesus do? Jesus did not know about coal and oil and solar 
panels so he was not very specific with instructions for protecting the environment. Our 
scriptural teaching is more general to be good stewards of all creation. We can obtain a lot 
of guidance from John Wesley who suggested 4 pillars for faith: 

o Scripture 
o Tradition 
o Reason 
o Experience 
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The inclusion of reason and experience means to me that I do not have to check my brain at 
the church door. My faith draws me to balance science and spirituality. It gives me the passion 
to learn about the natural world and life. Whenever I see a new baby, I tear up. It is so 
emotional for me to contemplate new life. Similarly, when I am in a beautiful place such as by 
a river or a mountain, I am in awe of the wonder of this world.  
 
From my studies of evolution, I am convinced that we are wired to be altruistic about other 
people and the world around us. We are so interconnected and I believe in my heart that we 
must continue to learn more about the natural world in order to protect it. To use our God 
given brains. My innate spirituality brings tears of joy to my eyes when I see new life and the 
wonders of nature. But it also brings tears of sorrow when I see abuse of our precious world. 
My four-year-old granddaughter once asked me, “Is the earth crying?” Tears come to my eyes 
just thinking about it.  
 
In conclusion, on this earth day, I renew my commitment to learn more about protecting 
the earth and to do something about it. I would encourage everyone to do the same. If any 
of our church members are interested in pursuing some of the challenges in the months 
ahead, let me know and perhaps we can set up some discussion and sharing sessions.  

Ron’s Wrap Up:  I want to express my thanks to Lyn for sharing his insight with us about 
what it means to be a steward of God’s creation.  Clearly, these are challenging times for the 
fragile ecosystem we know as planet earth.  As Lyn and our Social Principles would 
emphasize, we, as people of faith, do have a responsibility to think and act not only in terms 
of our present generation and its needs and desires, but also, the needs and desires of 
future generations to come.    

John Muir once wisely observed, “When you pick something up by itself, you find that it is 
hitched to everything else in the universe.”  So it is that we are all “hitched together” to the 
web of creation.  By the grace and power of God, we will choose to work together to ensure   
that the environmental legacy that our children’s children inherit will be one that is rich 
and sustainable.  Amen. 

 


