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Reading Reality
Reading reality: what are the complex risks and 
vulnerabilities that communities are facing?

Environmental: climate change, drought, floods, wildfires, 
agricultural failures

Social: pandemics, fragmentation, political manipulation, 
misinformation, disinformation

Economic: recession, inflation, overwhelming debt, 
extremes of wealth and poverty, unemployment, 
bankruptcies

Political: oppression, conflict, war



  

What will the future bring?

We cannot predict the future. Too many factors are 
interacting. Too many leaders are unpredictable. Too 
many vested interests are blocking change. We are 
impacting the natural systems of the planet with unknown 
consequences. Do we face war, economic collapse, 
environmental catastrophe, or all of these? Sustainability 
has multiple dimensions.
Science gives some guidance. There are efforts to try to 
model the future or to create scenarios of possible 
futures.



Prediction of catastrophe from Limits to Growth
Scenarios from Limits to Growth – 1972 (Meadows et al. (1992) Beyond the Limits)

 Business as usual                  Transition 1995                      Transition 2015



PLANETARY
BOUNDARIES

We have overshot 
seven of the 

planetary 
boundaries.The 

green zone is the 
safe operating 
space, and the 

red is a high-risk 
zone. 



  

UN Secretary-General
Earth Day talk 5 June 2024

Like the meteor that wiped out the 
dinosaurs, we’re having an outsize impact. 
In the case of climate, we are not the 
dinosaurs. We are the meteor. We are not 
only in danger. We are the danger.

(António Guterres, talk for World Environment Day, 5 June 2024, https://press.un.org/en/2024/sgsm22255.doc.htm)



  

UN Secretary-General
The remaining carbon budget to limit long-term warming 
to 1.5 degrees is now around 200 billion tons. That is the 
maximum amount of carbon dioxide that the Earth’s 
atmosphere can take if we are to have a fighting chance 
of staying within the limit. It is not a goal. It is a physical 
limit. Every fraction of a degree of global heating counts. 
The difference between 1.5 and 2 degrees could be the 
difference between extinction and survival for some 
small island states and coastal communities. 

(António Guterres, talk for World Environment Day, 5 June 2024, https://press.un.org/en/2024/sgsm22255.doc.htm)



  

UN Secretary-General

We do have a choice. Creating tipping points for climate 
progress or careening to tipping points for climate 
disaster. This is an all-in moment. It’s We the Peoples 
versus the polluters and the profiteers. Together, we can 
win.  But it’s time for leaders to decide whose side they’re 
on. Tomorrow is too late. Now is the time to mobilise, 
now is the time to act, now is the time to deliver. This is 
our moment of truth. 

(António Guterres, talk for World Environment Day, 5 June 2024, https://press.un.org/en/2024/sgsm22255.doc.htm)



  

Climate scientists on the future
Already profound damage at 1.2°C of warming

Every 0.1° means 140 million more suffering dangerous 
heat

Over 2.5°C means food price spikes, broken supply 
chains, migration

At 2.7°C, 2 billion people will be outside the habitable 
zone

At 3.0°C, cities including Shanghai, Rio de Janeiro, 
Miami, The Hague will be below sea level  

Source: Damian Carrington, The Guardian Weekly, 17 May 2024, pp. 34-39 



  

California
Wildfire



Fossil fuels
 The estimated remaining capacity of the atmosphere to absorb 

carbon without going past the 1.5° limit is 200 gigatons of CO
 2
, 

which may be reached by 2030, when annual emissions, 
presently 55 GtCO2e, are estimated to reach 58 GtCO2e. 

 Proven oil, coal and gas reserves total 2,795 gigatons (not 
counting unconventional sources like fracking and tar sands)

 To prevent catastrophic climate change, 80% of proven reserves 
need to be taken off asset accounts and left in the ground



Corporate Polluters
 Between 1880 and 2010, the 90 biggest industrial carbon producers 

were responsible for half the rise in global temperature and a third of 
sea level rise

 By 1965, the climate impact of fossil fuels was known by both 
industry leaders and politicians

 The top 20 petroleum companies have since contributed 35% of all 
energy-related CO2 and methane emissions, and plan to increase 
production to 2030, making enormous profits

 They have delayed national and global action for decades, and 
spend $200 million each year lobbying to delay, control or block 
policies to tackle climate change



  

Sea Level crisis

Rising seas pose “unthinkable” risks to billions, with 
profound implications for security, international law, 
human rights
- mass exodus of entire populations
- competition for fresh water
- low-lying communities – and entire countries – could 

disappear
- danger for 900 million people living in coastal zones 

(UN Security Council 14 February 2023)



  

Injustice from Climate Change
(1) some regions and populations are far more vulnerable 

to climate and environmental impacts
(2) the same people have contributed least to the 

problems
(3) in the process, their fair share of natural resources and 

services has been appropriated by others, limiting their 
available pathways to development

(4) this reduces their access to the benefits of progress, 
leaving them poor

(5) they are often vulnerable locally well before global 
limits have been reached

(David Obura. 2024. “Equity in action: global to local”. pp. 11-14 in Global Catastrophic Risks 2024) 



Climate Anxiety among youth

A global survey of 10,000 young people showed that 
45% said climate anxiety interfered with daily life, 59% 
were very or extremely worried, 75% found the future 
frightening, 56% said humanity is doomed, and 39% 
hesitated to have children. They felt they have been 
betrayed by governments and lied to by leaders.

(Frontiers Forum presentation by Professor Britt Wray of Stanford University 28 April 2023 
https://iefworld.org/node/1396)



Food Production
• The Green Revolution of the 1970s postponed food supply as a limit to 

growth

• Crop production has improved in the last 20 years from 1.8 to 2.5 t/ha. 
but such intensive agriculture requires high energy, fertilizer and 
petrochemical inputs

• World cereal production per person peaked in the 1980s and has 
decreased slowly since

• Feeding the growing world population and reducing hunger by half will 
require doubling world food production by 2050; hunger is increasing 
again

• Water, phosphate and energy will all be limiting



Food System
 33% greenhouse gas emissions generated by farming

 60% biodiversity loss due to food production converting 
wild spaces to farmland

 75% dryland altered by humanity, much by agricultural 
expansion

 75% of freshwater use

 33% food production wasted
(UNEP at food systems summit July 2023)



BIODIVERSITY
LOSS

 - Extinction rate (species per million species per year) 
preindustrial 0.1-1, actual 1000
- Global warming 2°C = 20% species loss; 4°=50%
- The annual cost of forest loss is $2-5 trillion
- Loss of insect biomass in Europe 80%
- Global vertebrate biomass reduced by 60%
- 1 million of 8 million species threatened with extinction
- collapse of essential ecosystem services



IPBES Transformative Change Assessment
 Direct drivers of biodiversity loss: land/sea use change, 
direct exploitation, climate change, pollution, invasive alien 
species
 Indirect drivers: demographic and socio-cultural, economic 
and technological, institutions and governance, conflicts and 
epidemics
  Underlying causes, values and behaviours: disconnection 
from and dominance over nature and people, concentration 
of power and wealth, prioritization of short-term individual 
and material gains

(https://zenodo.org/records/15095763)



Pollution
(image IKONOS – Lang, ESRI 1998)

Man-made chemical pollutants, 
including plastics, have 

contaminated the entire planet, 
interfering with biological processes, 

upsetting hormonal balances and 
immune systems, causing cancers 
and other diseases, damaging the 

ozone layer, and having other as yet 
unknown effects. 



  

War is environmental catastrophe
...enmity and strife will increase day by day, and the differences 
and divergences of nations will be woefully augmented. Continual 
additions to the armies and navies of the world will be made, and 
the fear and certainty of the great pandemic war—the war 
unparalleled in history—will be intensified; for armament, 
heretofore limited, is now being increased upon a colossal scale. 
Conditions are becoming acute, drawing nigh unto the degree of 
men warring upon the seas, warring upon the plains, warring in the 
very atmosphere with a violence unknown in former centuries. With 
the growth of armament and preparation the dangers are 
increasingly great.  

(‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, 16 September 1912, §104 )



  war



  

America and World Peril
The multiplication, the diversity and the increasing destructive power 
of armaments to which both sides, in this world contest, caught in a 
whirlpool of fear, suspicion and hatred, are rapidly contributing;... the 
overwhelming accretion of strength to the arch enemy of the system 
championed by the American Union in consequence of the re-
alignment of the powers in the Asiatic continent and particularly in the 
Far East—these have, moreover, contributed their share, in recent 
years, to the deterioration of a situation which, if not remedied, is 
bound to involve the American nation in a catastrophe of undreamed-
of dimensions and of untold consequences to the social structure, the 
standard and conception of the American people and government.

(Shoghi Effendi, “American Bahá’ís in the Time of World Peril”, 28 July 1954, Citadel of Faith)



  

America and World Peril
No less serious is the stress and strain imposed on the 
fabric of American society through the fundamental and 
persistent neglect... [of the] attitude of the average white 
American toward his Negro fellow citizen, a situation 
which... will, in the words of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, cause the 
streets of American cities to run with blood, aggravating 
thereby the havoc which the fearful weapons of 
destruction, raining from the air, and amassed by a 
ruthless, a vigilant, a powerful and inveterate enemy, will 
wreak upon those same cities. 

(Shoghi Effendi, “American Bahá’ís in the Time of World Peril”, 28 July 1954, Citadel of Faith)



  

Violent ConvulsionsViolent Convulsions
None can anticipate precisely what course the forces of 
disintegration are destined to take, what violent 
convulsions will yet assail humanity in this travailing age, 
or what obstacles and opportunities may arise, until the 
process reaches its culmination in the appearance of that 
Great Peace that will signalize the arrival of the stage 
when, recognizing the unity and wholeness of 
humankind, the nations will “put away the weapons of 
war, and turn to the instruments of universal 
reconstruction”.
(Reflections on the First Century of the Formative Age, Universal House of  Justice, To the Bahá’ís of the World, 28 November 2023)



  

A Most Perilous PeriodA Most Perilous Period

... the unfailing divine protection that 
encompasses the House of Justice will 
ensure that, as the Bahá’í world navigates 
the turmoil of a most perilous period in 
humanity’s social evolution, it will follow 
undeviatingly the course set by Providence.

(Reflections on the First Century of the Formative Age, Universal House of Justice, To the Bahá’ís of the World, 28 November 2023)



  

Building Community Resilience
Communities are increasingly threatened by climate change and 
other environmental risks, unsustainable use of essential 
resources, economic vulnerabilities in a disintegrating world, and 
social challenges in fragmenting societies. Some outside 
dependencies cannot be avoided, but there are also potentials for 
self-sufficiency, and tools are available to explore these. 
Communities should build their capacity to read their local reality, 
consult on the options and resources available, and strengthen 
their resilience to live through the challenges ahead. Community 
solidarity is the best insurance in difficult times, and can maintain 
hope in the future.



Requirements to meet 1.5°C target

  Stop extracting and using fossil fuels
  Travel light and less
  Rebuild everything (infrastructure)
  A new industrial revolution, less steel/cement
  Forests, farms and food, plant-based diet, low carbon, 

land/forest carbon sinks
  Balance remaining emissions by removing carbon from 

atmosphere (Carbon Capture & Storage) but how?
  Change ourselves, reducing our energy demand



  

Community Vulnerability

What are the issues within the reach of a 
local community?
Natural disasters, climate disasters, 
governance failures, broken supply chains
Intolerance, hate, fear, rejection, violence



  

Climate Vulnerability at Local Level

Some climate impacts are expressed partly 
at local levels, not global

- land-use change

- biodiversity loss

- pollution
(David Obura. 2024. “Equity in action: global to local”. pp. 11-14 in Global Catastrophic Risks 2024) 



  

Vulnerability at Local Level
- inadequate quality and quantity of essential 

resources, including food

- water shortages

- poor shelter

- unclean air

- temperatures not within a safe or adaptable range

- threats to security from natural hazards and 
extreme events 



  Flood



  

Concern for the most vulnerable
A critical challenge is to make these global issues relevant 
to the lives of the most vulnerable people. These injustices 
disadvantage poorer communities and poorer countries. 
Equity must drive decision-making, identifying the fair 
direction of resource flows, and turning nature- negative 
activities to nature- and people- positive ones. Where 
there are places and contexts with a justice deficit, 
resources should be redirected to redress these, with a 
focus on natural assets as the foundation for resilience 
and welfare.
(David Obura. 2024. “Equity in action: global to local”. pp. 11-14 in Global Catastrophic Risks 2024)



  

Inequality increases Vulnerability 

The effects of social inequalities are apparent on all sides: 
apathy, alienation, social unrest, violence and the erosion of 
trust between individuals and the institutions of governance, 
to name but a few.
Inequality has become more and more visible in poverty, 
related to gender, income, education, employment, 
productive assets, basic freedoms, and the like, 
exacerbating a host of social, environment and economic 
problems. 

(based on Bahá’í International Community, Beyond Balancing the Scales: The Roots of Equity, Justice 
and Prosperity for All, 2012)



  

Community Resilience

What can be done to create community 
resilience in the face of these outside 
forces?
Building the spiritual dimension
Social cohesion
Selfless service



  

Community and Environment

Community development will need to incorporate 
principles of environmental preservation and 
rehabilitation, not only to bring our current civilization into 
a sustainable pattern of development, but also to 
respond to the human spirit's great need for close contact 
with the natural world.  The primary role of the farmer in 
food and economic security also needs to be carefully 
considered in the design of all human settlements.

(Bahá’í International Community, Sustainable Communities in an Integrating World, 1996)



  T



  

Community Solidarity
What are the processes and tools for building 
community solidarity?

Institute process, reflection meetings, social action, 
public discourse

Capacity building: children’s classes, junior youth 
activities, Ruhi books

Justice and equity

Welcoming diversity, refugees, migrants, foreigners

Consultation



  

Community Actions
From words to actions

Social actions can be everything from an individual 
initiative or a junior youth project to an organised 
community effort to address a local problem, and even 
creating an institution to take the work forward.

Public discourse similarly can be a simple conversation 
to put over an idea or value, through a press article or 
statement from a local community, to a conference to 
explore a problem and its solutions.



  

Reading your local reality

Many of the initiatives carried out by Bahá’í communities 
begin with the creation of consultative spaces in villages 
or neighborhoods that invite members of their societies, 
irrespective of background or belief, to better understand 
their material and social reality, and devise appropriate 
responses to the challenges they face.
(Bahá’í International Community, Embracing Interdependence: Foundations for a World in Transition, 

2024)



  

From Consultation to Action

On numerous occasions, these spaces have given rise to 
short term social and economic development initiatives, 
such as educational campaigns, health projects, 
environmental awareness actions, or humanitarian 
assistance efforts. 
(Bahá’í International Community, Embracing Interdependence: Foundations for a World in Transition, 

2024)



  

Maintaining Hope

How to acknowledge the risks of 
catastrophe without succumbing to fear, 
and maintaining hope?
Positive vision of the future
Work for transformation
The Bahá’í response
Focus on Hope



  

Challenges to Youth
Even though the Bahá'í Youth should feel with the condition in 
which they see their non-Bahá'í friends and not indict them for it, 
they should not let themselves be carried by the wave of world 
events as they are being carried. Whereas they see before them 
only a world that is crumbling down we are also seeing a new 
world being built up. Whereas they experience the destruction of 
old institutions that commanded their respect, we are beholding the 
dawn of a new era with its strict commands and new social bonds. 
Their materialistic outlook shows them the futility of all things while 
our faith in a regenerated and spiritualized man makes us look to 
the future and build for it. 

(on behalf of Shoghi Effendi, 1932, quoted in Youth, compiled by the Research Department of UHJ, 
§22)



Transformation of society

Against the backdrop of climate change, environmental 
degradation, and the crippling extremes of wealth and 
poverty, the transformation from a culture of unfettered 
consumerism to a culture of sustainability has gained 
momentum.... ...it is a transformation that will require 
an earnest examination of our understanding of human 
nature and of the cultural frameworks driving 
institutions of government, business, education, and 
media around the world.

(Bahá'í International Community, Rethinking Prosperity: Forging Alternatives to a Culture of Consumerism, 2010)



Work for positive solutions

We should apply win-win solutions: energy efficiency, 
active transport, green and blue spaces, reduce 
inequality, community cohesion, and governance based 
on trust, transparency and participation. Respect our 
anxiety rather than fight it. Work at the community level to 
build a sense of solidarity, community and belonging. 
Ecological grief and anxiety can be the start of a healthy 
response to climate change.

(Frontiers Forum presentation by Professor Britt Wray of Stanford University 28 April 2023 
https://iefworld.org/node/1396)



  

Focus on Hope
 focus on hope, a rare commodity today

 be positive, full of creative imagination

 draw on the fantastic potential hiding within all of us

 today will only be a start

 tomorrow is already the future

 the more we build forward, the more that future will 
open up



Hope
We wish to address some additional words to those of 
you... who long for change. Have hope.... Is not the 
history of our Faith filled with accounts of inauspicious 
beginnings but marvellous results? How many times 
have the deeds of a few believers young or old or of a � �
single family, or even of a lone soul, when confirmed 
by the power of divine assistance, succeeded in 
cultivating vibrant communities in seemingly 
inhospitable climes?

(Universal House of Justice, Ridvan Message 2015) 



  Zambia community activities



  

Spiritual precedes Material

The principle remains... that the spiritual precedes the 
material. First comes the illumination of hearts and minds 
by the Revelation of Bahá'u'lláh, and then the grass roots 
stirring of the believers wishing to apply these teachings 
to the daily life of their community.

(From a letter dated 8 May 1984, written on behalf of the Universal House of Justice to a National 
Spiritual Assembly)



  

Spiritual precedes Material

The greatest need of all peoples is for the Faith itself, so 
that they may know the destiny towards which they as 
individuals and as members of society must strive, and 
will learn from the teachings those virtues and methods 
which will enable them to work together in harmony, 
forbearance and trustworthiness. 

(From a letter dated 8 May 1984, written on behalf of the Universal House of Justice to a National 
Spiritual Assembly)



  

The Bahá’í Community Example
In the Bahá'í Community itself, the friends endeavour, 
through their application of spiritual principles, their 
rectitude of conduct and the practice of the art of 
consultation, to uplift themselves and thus become self-
sufficient and self-reliant….  In the process and as a 
consequence, the friends will undoubtedly extend the 
benefits of their efforts to society as a whole, until all 
mankind achieves the progress intended by the Lord of 
the Age. 

(based on Universal House of Justice, 20 October 1983)



  

Issues for Discussion
●   Your community has been hit by a major disaster (wildfire, flood) and many 

have lost their homes.
•   A pandemic has hit your community, and many families have lost loved ones.
•   A cyberattack has destroyed most internet communications and digital 

platforms.
•   An extreme right wing government has declared the Bahá’í Faith illegal.
•   An economic crisis has caused the breakdown of trade and supply chains for 

food and other necessities.
•   A minority in your community is facing extreme prejudice and rejection.
•   Your country is being attacked by an inveterate enemy.
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