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 Denial Is Not Just a River in Egypt: 
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April 24, 2016 – Earth Day 

 
Earth Day. Let’s start with the heart. In the larger arc of our lives, each of us has 

made a decision to come to Cape Cod at some point, in order to live. For most of 

us, it probably had something to do with nature, how you can be surrounded by it 

here and yet comfortable. A few moments ago, I invited you to hold in your hand 

a small bit of that nature and to feel your connection to this planet through that 

object. You might want to gently hold that object again. I have a story to tell this 

morning of large corporations and politics and money and truth, but I think it’s 

best to start with the heart, to start from the proposition that the earth is not ours, 

but we are the earth’s, or in the words of the hymn we just sang, “we are not our 

own, earth forms us.”  

 

This Earth Day I want to talk about climate change denial. Denial, as they say, is 

not just a river in Egypt. We know that in order to do something about climate 

change, the whole world is going to have to make changes in the way we live and 

conduct our business. The biggest obstacle to making these changes, in the whole 

world, is not the cost of phasing out coal-fired power plants or building wind 

farms or developing more fuel-efficient forms of transportation. The biggest 

obstacle is American public opinion. While the actual data supports an ever firmer 

consensus among climate scientists that the earth is warming and that human 

activity is the primary cause, in 2014 only 48% of Americans believed that 

climate change was caused by humans, and 34% believed there was disagreement 

among the scientists. https://environment.yale.edu/poe/v2... This is not just 

happenstance, and this is not just ignorance. This is a result of a careful public 

campaign of disinformation promulgated by fossil fuel interests over the last three 

decades. And as a result of this disinformation, we have elected politicians who 

reflect these beliefs and promise to stand in the way of progress, and they have 

made good on these promises. 

 

[The facts of this history are taken from the earth day website, 

http://www.earthday.org/about/the-h..., and from an op-ed by Pat Hines in the 

Cape Cod Times 4/22/16, http://www.capecodtimes.com/opinion...] 

 

The first Earth Day was April 22, 1970, 46 years ago. In the months before that 

event, several things happened which pointed to fragility of the environment. In 

Cleveland, the Cayuhoga River had caught fire due to the industrial chemicals in 

the water; in Santa Barbara CA, there was a massive oil spill in the Pacific. 

That oil spill was witnessed by a Wisconsin Senator, Gaylord Nelson, and it 

spurred him to take political action. The country was exploding with student 
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protests against the Vietnam War, and Nelson thought if he could tap that kind of 

energy on behalf of the environment, he might be able to start a political 

movement which could enact some laws to avert disasters like this. He held a 

press conference and announced a “national teach-in” in the environment. April 

22 was selected as Earth Day because it was between college spring break and 

final exams. 

 

It succeeded beyond any of their wildest dreams. That first Earth Day brought out 

20 million Americans to the streets and parks and auditoriums to demonstrate for 

healthier environments. It achieved  “a rare political alignment, enlisting support 

from Republicans and Democrats, rich and poor, city slickers and farmers, 

tycoons and labor leaders. By the end of that year, the first Earth Day had led to 

the creation of the United States Environmental Protection Agency and the 

passage of the Clean Air, Clean Water, and Endangered Species Acts. ‘It was a 

gamble,’ Gaylord recalled, ‘but it worked.’” http://www.earthday.org/about/the-

h... 

 

Now this was in the Nixon Administration; the President supported some of the 

environmental movement, but it bothered some of the business interests which 

were the backbone of the Republican party back then. A year after the first event, 

a Virginia lawyer named Louis Powell wrote a memo to the US Chamber of 

Commerce that began with these words: 

 

“No thoughtful person can question that the American economic system is under 

broad attack. This varies in scope, intensity, in the techniques employed, and in 

the level of visibility.” http://reclaimdemocracy.org/powell_... 

 

This attack on “the economic system,” by which Powell meant capitalism as them 

practiced, was not confined to the Old Left or New left but included respectable 

people at institutions such as colleges and universities and even the legal 

profession. He singled out Ralph Nader, William Kunstler, and Yale law 

professor Charles Reich with his book, “The Greening of America.” 

I knew Charles Reich, and I had taken his course which became that book. I 

endorsed his critique, so I guess I was one of the people about whom Powell was 

warning the US Chamber of Commerce. 

 

Powell recommended that the corporate interests fight back, and he gave some 

detailed advice across a wide front of public relations which actually describes a 

lot of the offensive taken by the conservative movement in the years that 

followed. As to colleges and universities, he recommended starting think tanks, 

hire thinkers to articulate a defense of capitalism, endow chairs at universities and 

try to get conservatives into them. He also advised creating public interest law 

firms, conservative counterparts of the ACLU, to bring cases in the courts.  

The effect of Lewis Powell’s memo has been disputed; it did predict many things 

which happened, but in most accounts of the history of the conservative 
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movement in the 1970s and 80s, the Powell memo is rarely mentioned. 

But something seems to have gotten the attention of Richard Nixon, for he 

nominated Powell to the next vacancy on the Supreme Court. The memo did not 

figure in his confirmation hearings, but surfaced some months afterwards when 

columnist Jack Anderson got his hands on a copy. He made hay about it, but the 

issue quickly died down because it did not appear that Powell’s ties to the 

Chamber were germane to his work on the Court. 

 

It was not until eight years later that Powell’s pro-corporate leanings became 

apparent. At the time of his appointment in 1972, he had been on the boards of 11 

corporations, including Philip Morris. He joined the Philip Morris board in 1964, 

the year the US Surgeon General first published findings establishing a link 

between tobacco smoking and lung cancer. As is well known, the Tobacco 

companies engaged in a decades-long campaign of disinformation, trying to 

dispute this link. The Tobacco Institute, an industry funded-think tank, was finally 

stripped of its corporate charter in the 1990s because of its role in spreading this 

disinformation. Lewis Powell had also advised the Tobacco Institute before he 

ascended to the Supreme Court. Jeffrey Clement, Corporations Are Not People: 

Why They Have More Rights Than You Do and What You Can Do About It 

http://www.alternet.org/story/15334... 

 

In 1978, a case came before the Supreme Court from Massachusetts raising the 

issue of the extent to which corporations had rights to freedom of speech. The 

First Amendment protects your right and my right to say what we like, whether it 

is true or false. Does it also protect the rights of corporations? Most laws in 

Massachusetts, as any other state, originate in the state legislature, but some are 

passed by referendum of the whole electorate after they get on the ballot. 

Massachusetts passed a law that said that corporations could not spend money to 

influence votes on a ballot question unless that ballot question directly impacted 

their business. At the time, there was a ballot question relating to income taxes. 

First National Bank of Boston and several other banks wanted to spend money to 

try to defeat this ballot measure, but the new law said they couldn’t, so they sued 

to declare it invalid as a restriction on their freedom of speech. 

 

It went to the US Supreme Court, where a majority struck down the 

Massachusetts law, on the basis that corporations do have free speech rights, and 

this includes the right to spend money in an election to influence voters. Lewis 

Powell wrote the opinion for the majority.  

 

Powell said basically that the First Amendment protects all speech from whatever 

source, and it doesn’t matter whether the speaker is an individual, a corporation, a 

labor union or the book club at the local library. Along the way, the majority 

opinion made an important ruling affirming that the Fourteenth Amendment’s 

Due Process clause also applies to corporations. 
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This case, First National Bank of Boston vs. Bellotti, made strange bedfellows. 

Powell was joined by some liberal justices, and the main dissenter was his fellow 

conservative and Nixon appointee, William Rehnquist. Rehnquist pointed out that 

a majority of states had passed laws restricting the participation of corporations in 

the political process, and said that while business corporations might have a 

constitutional right to speak on matters affecting their business, that did not mean 

they had the right to speak or influence votes on every matter up for public 

discussion. 

 

This Belotti case started the doctrine of corporate free speech which blossomed in 

2010 into the Citizens United decision, which under the rubric of free speech, 

lifted all restrictions on corporate giving in election campaigns, and ushered in the 

era of dark money. 

 

Now why is this bad? From a strictly small-l liberal point of view, the more 

speech the better. Truth emerges from a vigorous clash of ideas. But of course if I 

don’t have a million dollars to spend on amplifying my speech through paid 

advertising, my speech is not going to be as effective as someone who does have 

that kind of money to spend.  

 

Now money can be spent by individuals or by corporations. Why does it matter 

that it would be spent by corporations? Because corporations can be set up or 

taken down at will in order to hide where the money is really coming from. Why 

is it important where the money is coming from? Because the political process 

works most honestly if there is accountability. If you see a commercial that makes 

a strong case against climate change, with scientists in lab coats telling you that 

there really isn’t any consensus about who causes climate change, you might be 

swayed by that. But if you understood that the ad was paid for by the Petroleum 

Council, that would be a material factor in your deciding how persuasive it was. 

Lewis Powell’s 1971 memo is a prophecy come true in America in the early part 

of the Twentieth Century in ways he could not have dreamed of. We have 

constitutional protection for corporate speech and that applies even when the 

speech is demonstrably false and utterly at odds with the public interest. 

You see, the most profound difference between a corporation and an individual 

citizen is that individuals have hearts. Corporations CAN have hearts, this church 

is a corporation and I hope we have plenty of heart. But a business corporation is 

set up to make a profit for its shareholders, and that overriding goal of making of 

a profit is what governs, what must govern, management decisions, including 

speech. 

 

Now last week, in discussing spring cleaning, trash and treasure, I quoted Jesus 

from the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 6) 19 Do not store up for yourselves 

treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and 

steal; 20 but store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor 

rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21 For where your 
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treasure is, there your heart will be also.” 

 

Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. And he could have added, 

where your heart is, there your speech shall be also, and the money you spend to 

promote that speech in an election year. 

 

Wealth has a great deal of influence on speech and behavior. It is human nature 

that when we have made an investment, we act so as to preserve that investment 

and enhance it.  

 

My ancestors owned slaves. For almost two centuries they and their slaveholding 

neighbors morally defended the practice of owning other humans, and politically 

fought to keep slavery legal and even to expand it into new territories. They did 

this to protect their investment, and their efforts in protecting that investment 

almost cost us the country itself and cost hundreds of thousands of lives, millions 

of dollars, misery which we still haven’t gotten over, including the legacy of 

racism we have been talking about this year. Slaveholders’ financial investments 

prevented them from seeing the moral arguments against slavery; in fact rather 

than even considering outlawing slavery, the slave powers in Congress and the 

state legislature outlawed the abolitionist arguments. 

 

Fast forward to the 1960s. The US Surgeon General in 1964 said science has 

established a link between cigarette smoking and cancer. The tobacco companies 

fought back with everything they had.  

 

For decades the tobacco companies and their think tanks contested the link 

between smoking and health problems. But finally the legal system caught up 

with them. In state after state, the Attorneys general went after tobacco companies 

to recoup the costs of caring for individuals whose health was damaged by 

smoking. And finally the US Government brought racketeering charges against 

them, and in 2007, they were found guilty after a nine-month trial. Judge Gladys 

Kessler concluded that “overwhelming evidence” proved that the cigarette 

corporations “conspired together” to fraudulently deny that cigarettes caused 

cancer, emphysema, and a long list of other fatal diseases; to manipulate levels of 

highly addictive nicotine to keep people smoking; to market addictive cigarettes 

to children so that the corporations would have “replacement smokers” for those 

who quit or died; and that they “concealed evidence, destroyed documents, and 

abused the attorney-client privilege to prevent the public from knowing about the 

dangers of smoking and to protect the industry” from justice.  

 

Now what does this have to do with earth day and climate change? Just that we 

have seen the same pattern followed by corporations associated with fossil fuels. 

For the last thirty years, there has been a concerted effort by these industries to 

cast doubt on the scientific consensus behind climate change.  
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But the wheels of justice are turning. The New York Attorney General’s office is 

investigating Exxon Mobil and a nonprofit called the Competitive Enterprise 

Institute. Attorneys general of several other states, including Massachusetts, have 

supported New York’s investigation. At issue is whether there has been a 

concerted effort to deny the science of climate change. Two days ago, this 

investigation celebrated Earth Day by delivering massive subpoenas to the 

Competitive Enterprise Institute. 

 

Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. Those whose wealth is tied 

up in fossil fuels have every incentive to impede global action which tried to wean 

the world from the fossil fuels they sell. Their short-term profits are at stake, and 

they ignore the long-term interests of all of us who inhabit this fragile blue boat. 

And the dark money they generate will, thanks to Citizens United, be a big factor 

in the upcoming elections. 

 

Here on this spit of sand poking out into the Atlantic Ocean, we are particularly 

vulnerable to a rise in the sea level. There is a painting I once saw in the house of 

one of you which is titled “Global Warming.” It is a picture of the middle of the 

ocean, waves all around to the edges of the picture, except that in the middle of 

the frame rising out of the sea, you can see the top one-third of the Provincetown 

Pilgrim Monument. This indicates that the rest of that great town is somewhere 

under those waves.  

 

Denial, my friend, is not just a river in Egypt. Denial is a deliberate strategy by 

the fossil fuel interests globally, but especially in this country, to protect their 

investment as long as they can. It has put us far behind the curve in responding to 

the crisis of climate change.  

 

It is already too late to avert climate change. Climate change is happening. But if 

we can wake up from the cloud of disinformation and summon the political will, 

we might be able to adapt to what is coming our way and save the planet for our 

grandchildren and their grandchildren. 

 

I have said some harsh words here about wealth and how its speech in corporate 

forms goes against what is good for society. If you have heard this as simply a 

another narrative of good and evil, I hope you will think more deeply. We are all 

implicated in climate change, and in care for our earth. We who have moved to 

Cape Cod have deliberately moved to a place which is laid out for the automobile, 

which has a negligible public transportation system. Most of us are in our cars 

several times per day. The point is not that we share in the evil of the fossil fuel 

interests, but that all of us are in this together. We vote and speak our own 

interests as much as does Exxon Mobil or the Koch brothers, though we don’t do 

it with as much power. Climate by itself is a complex system, and the interaction 

of climate change with the choices we have made – all of us – is a much more 

complex system and the lens of good and evil is much too simplistic to provide 
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any guidance out of the mess we are in. 

 

Good and evil are four-letter words, but let’s return to another four letter word as 

we close here: love. Love hopes all things, believes all things, endures all things. 

How is that piece of nature doing in your hand? 

 

The Outermost House, Henry Beston’s account of a year living in a shack on 

Nauset Beach, has become recognized as a classic of nature writing, and these 

Earth Day reflections can appropriately close with the closing words of this book, 

words around which our own Ann Diers wrote a choral piece. Frank is going to 

play the piece as an instrumental during the collection of the offering, but you 

might reflect on these words while he is playing it. 

 

"Hold your hands out over the earth as over a flame. To all who love her, who 

open to her the doors of their veins, she gives of her strength, sustaining them 

with her own measureless tremor of dark life. 

 

Touch the earth, love the earth, honour the earth, her plains, her valleys, her hills 

and her seas; rest your spirit in her solitary places. 

“For the gifts of life are the earth’s and they are given to all, and they are the 

songs of birds at daybreak, Orion and the Bear, and dawn seen over ocean from 

the beach.” Happy Earth Day. 

 

Amen 

 

Earth Day Readings 

 

Opening: 

Gus Speth, former dean of Yale Forestry school.  

 

I used to think the top environmental problems were biodiversity loss, ecosystem 

collapse and climate change. 

I thought that with 30 years of good science we could address those problems. 

But I was wrong. 

The top environmental problems are selfishness, greed and apathy... 

And to deal with those we need a spiritual and cultural transformation 

– and we scientists don’t know how to do that. 

 

Sermon reading: The New Yorker MAY 12, 2015 

 

Scientists: Earth Endangered by New Strain of Fact-Resistant Humans 

 

MINNEAPOLIS (The Borowitz Report) – Scientists have discovered a powerful 

new strain of fact-resistant humans who are threatening the ability of Earth to 

sustain life, a sobering new study reports. 
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The research, conducted by the University of Minnesota, identifies a virulent 

strain of humans who are virtually immune to any form of verifiable knowledge, 

leaving scientists at a loss as to how to combat them. 

 

“These humans appear to have all the faculties necessary to receive and process 

information,” Davis Logsdon, one of the scientists who contributed to the study, 

said. “And yet, somehow, they have developed defenses that, for all intents and 

purposes, have rendered those faculties totally inactive.” 

 

More worryingly, Logsdon said, “As facts have multiplied, their defenses against 

those facts have only grown more powerful.” 

 

While scientists have no clear understanding of the mechanisms that prevent the 

fact-resistant humans from absorbing data, they theorize that the strain may have 

developed the ability to intercept and discard information en route from the 

auditory nerve to the brain. “The normal functions of human consciousness have 

been completely nullified,” Logsdon said. 

 

While reaffirming the gloomy assessments of the study, Logsdon held out hope 

that the threat of fact-resistant humans could be mitigated in the future. “Our 

research is very preliminary, but it’s possible that they will become more 

receptive to facts once they are in an environment without food, water, or 

oxygen,” he said. 

 

  

 


