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Was 2016 the year that the environmental
justice movement reached its peak? Or,
was it just the beginning? To make this
determination, consider the remarkable
events that started and ended the year.
The year began with the water crisis in
Flint, Mich. Thanks to the considerable
efforts of a few heroic individuals and
many fed up residents in Flint, the lead
crisis finally entered into our nation’s
consciousness in January of 2016. The
Governor of Michigan declared a State of Emergency for the city on January
5th, and two months later a Democratic Presidential debate was held in
that devastated city. Candidates competed to see who would be the greater
environmental justice champion in the face of this crisis.
As 2016 came to a close, the nation’s attention turned to the battle of the
Standing Rock Sioux Nation against the Dakota Access Pipeline. Like Flint,
this was an issue steeped in racial injustice and focused on protecting our water,
and, like Flint, this was a cause that struggled valiantly for media attention that
was slow in coming. While the Standing Rock struggle continues, it is already
regarded as one of the most inspiring movements our country has seen in recent
times. Substantial credit for this goes to the Native youth and their allies who
participated in long relay runs first to Omaha and then to DC. These youth
ran with a relentless determination to be heard when virtually no one seemed
interested in listening.
Remember the indefatigable efforts of those from Flint and Standing Rock when

considering whether environmental justice has had its moment, or whether
the movement is here to stay. The answer to this question depends not on
whether people will continue to suffer from environmental threats and ills. The
pervasiveness of lead poisoning in cities around the country and the numerous
proposals for fossil fuel pipelines are just two of many indicators that ensure
this. Instead, I believe the future of the environment depends upon growing the
ranks of long-distance runners for justice in communities throughout our nation.
Our denomination helped give birth to the environmental justice movement
more than 30 years ago in Warren County, N.C., and I believe that we possess a
great deal of unrealized potential in our communities. Today, the Sierra Club is
considered an environmental leader with 2.4 million members and supporters,
but that is actually a relatively small number in comparison to the membership
of many faith traditions in the United States. If just 5 percent of our country’s
51 million Catholics were environmentally active, they would have the Sierra
Club beat. Just think of the possibilities when you add in multiple Protestant
denominations and those from other faiths.
When one looks through the lens of potential, it would seem that 2017 could be
an even bigger year for environmental justice than 2016. Whether that happens
will depend in part on the work of those who set out with faith to run the long
but rewarding race ahead.
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The United Church of Christ has more
than 5,000 churches throughout the
United States. Rooted in the Christian
traditions of congregational governance
and covenantal relationships, each UCC
setting speaks only for itself and not on
behalf of every UCC congregation. UCC
members and churches are free to differ on
important social issues, even as the UCC
remains principally committed to unity in
the midst of our diversity.

