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I was shocked to find out this week that the children’s book The Lorax is 50 years 
old. I think that means that more of you are familiar with the book than I would have 
guessed last week. Even if you were too old to read it as a child, you may have read it to a 
child at some point in the past half-decade. 

If you’re not familiar with the book, perhaps it can be summarized as the tale of the 
conflict between the industrious, polluting Once-ler and the feisty Lorax, who “speaks for 
the trees,” told with Dr. Seuss’s amusing, made-up words and funny rhymes. 

Anthropologist and evolutionary biologist Nathaniel Dominy, who teaches at 
Dartmouth, explained in a recent interview on NPR that Geisel (aka Dr. Seuss) “wanted a 
book that captured the effects of pollution on ecosystems and I would say it was really 
ahead of its time. The different species disappear from the narrative in succession. The Bar-
ba-loots leave because they run out of food. The Swomee-Swans leave because the air is 
polluted. The humming fish leave because the water’s polluted. He’s describing what we 
would now call a ‘trophic cascade,’ and for me, as a scientist, I just find [it] genius that he 
anticipated that concept by a decade or more.”1 

Geisel makes vividly clear what can happen to the beauty of nature when it is seen 
only as a resource. A problem with capitalism is that it only measures the value of a forest 
by what can be extracted from it. That’s how the greedy Once-ler sees the Truffula Trees, 
and he chops them down so he can make and sell a strange garment known as a Thneed. 

The Lorax tries to intervene: 
“I speak for the trees, for the trees have no tongues. 
And I’m asking you, sir, at the top of my lungs” –  
he was very upset as he shouted and puffed –  
“What’s that THING you’ve made out of my Truffula tuft?”2 

The Lorax’s attempted intervention goes unheeded and “the land where once upon a 
time, ‘the grass was still green and the pond was still wet and the clouds were still clean’ is 
destroyed by the Once-ler’s insatiable appetite to sell more ‘thneeds.’”3 

Though I think Geisel was writing in response to the very visible and immediate 
impacts of pollution, in the 50 years since the book’s publication, I’m not the only one who’s 
thought the warning of the book equally applies to climate change and that the Thneed 

 
1 Elizabeth Blair, “ ‘The Lorax’ Warned Us 50 Years Ago, But We Didn’t Listen,” National Public Radio, 
https://www.npr.org/2021/08/12/1026385429/the-lorax-dr-seuss (posted 12 August 2021; accessed 18 
September 2021). 
2 Theodor Seuss Geisel, The Lorax (New York: Random House, 1971), pages unnumbered. 
3 Blair, op. cit. 

http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=499075977
https://www.nature.com/scitable/knowledge/library/trophic-cascades-across-diverse-plant-ecosystems-80060347/
https://www.npr.org/2021/08/12/1026385429/the-lorax-dr-seuss


(which the Once-ler describes as “a Fine-Something-That-All-People-Need”) could easily be 
replaced with fossil fuels. 

The Lorax ends with a challenge that applies both to the immediate and long-term 
threats of pollution and climate change: 

“But now,” says the Once-ler, 
“Now that you’re here, 
the word of the Lorax seems perfectly clear, 
UNLESS someone like you 
cares a whole awful lot, 
nothing is going to get better. 
It’s not.”4 

The Lorax is hardly the only piece of fiction that says that someone needs to speak 
for the trees. If you were one of the people in our congregation who read The Overstory in 
the spring or summer, you met Ray Brinkman, the intellectual-property lawyer who ends 
up asking whether trees can have legal rights. He’s one of the book’s nine main characters 
and “By the end of the novel, all but one of the nine have become committed activists. Two 
end up in federal custody, one dies, one commits suicide, two go into hiding. But all of them 
earnestly embrace the same platform: Forests must be preserved, or nature will have its 
revenge.”5  

The question the Brinkman character poses – whether trees can have legal rights – 
is an important one. I’m no legal scholar, so I won’t dig too deep into the legal arguments. 
My personal take on the legal aspects of the question is also a question: If, in the United 
States, a corporation can be a “person,” legally speaking (and, yes, I’m referring to the 
Citizens United and the Hobby Lobby cases – and I question the legal logic of the decisions 
in those cases), then why can’t a forest or a wetlands or a coral reef or a water shed? 

As I said, I’m not a legal scholar, but I do know a thing or two about theology. One of 
the basic understandings of creation in Christian theology (and it comes from Jewish 
theology) is neatly summed up in the first two verses of today’s scripture reading, Psalm 
24: “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it; for the 
Lord has founded it on the seas, and established it on the rivers.”6 I talked about this 
indirectly last week when I talked about how, in the first creation story in Genesis 1, God 
creates humanity to be caregivers, stewards, and guardians of creation. Creation itself 
remains the possession of God; we are to care for it on God’s behalf. 

I believe that we, as Christians, are called to speak for the trees. And for the 
wetlands and coral reefs and watershed – and for all the creatures, all the species that live 
in them. And this past summer, the United Church of Christ, through the General Synod (the 
every-two-years meeting of delegates from the Conference around the country) took action 
to do so, becoming the first mainline Protestant Denomination to publicly affirm and 
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proclaim that nature has rights by adopting a resolution titled “Who Will Speak for the 
Trees?”7 

By adopting this resolution, General Synod has, first and foremost, named their 
affirmation of four theological statements: 

• Humans need a dramatic shift away from the point of view that the Earth and all its 
resources are available for the sole benefit of humans. They’re not. 

• As the Psalm says, “The Earth is the Lord’s, and all that is in it, the world, and those who 
live in it.” (Ps. 24:1) 

• Therefore, nature is not there for enslavement, and it is wrong for people of faith to 
view nature as property that we own and may abuse.   

• The Earth is a gift given to sustain all life. 

In many ways, the resolution is a call to repentance, that is, a call to change direction 
(the true meaning of “repentance”). We are called to a conversion of perspective, to one 
that is ecological, breaking us out of an unhealthy and unjust focus on human power and 
privilege, and toward right relationship with God and with all parts of the earth 
community. In other words, it is a call to live more fully into what I like to call, because of 
those relationships, “the kin-dom of God.” Because our moral proclamations have 
consequences, there are long sections in the resolution that point toward specific changes 
in attitudes and social goals, in public policies and church life, that would help us embody 
the conviction that God’s creation is filled with relationship, and that all parts of creation 
have inherent worth. 

Sometimes it’s easier for us to see the worth of a portion of creation. Such is the case 
with the groves of giant sequoias in the Sierra Nevada. On Friday, a story aired on KQED-
FM about how the Castle Fire killed around 17% of the giant sequoias last year. One fire. 
This is surprising because “it’s not easy to kill a giant sequoia. They can live more than 
3,000 years and withstand repeated wildfires and droughts over the centuries.”8 The thing 
is, last year’s Castle Fire hit what Dr. Merritt Turetsky calls, “the fire <-> climate trifecta.”9 
Warmer temperatures are making the hot conditions hotter and the drought drier, and that 
makes the fires burn hotter and longer. It also makes the fire seasons longer and fires more 
frequent. Add to that decades of forest mis-management through fire suppression, the 
Castle Fire burned hot enough and long enough to kill both younger, smaller trees and so-
called “monarchs,” trees that are huge and old (like they were around for the fall of Rome 
old). 

Grove after grove of giant sequoias are being threatened again by the KNP Complex 
Fire. On Friday, I read about efforts made in Sequoia National Park to protect some of the 
trees, including “General Sherman,” the world’s largest tree (by volume), a tree that was at 
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least a few hundred years old when Jesus was born. Yesterday afternoon, I read that the 
fires “breached the Giant Forest, the world’s largest giant sequoia grove and home to … 
General Sherman.”10 This morning, I don’t know the fate of General Sherman or of the other 
monarchs in the Giant Forest. 

What I do know is that news like this can make me despair. The best antidote to 
despair I know of is hope. But manufacturing hope in the shadow of such news is hard, hard 
work. A much easier way to find hope is to act. As Dr. Katharine Hayhow has said, 
“Whoever you are, whatever you love, wherever you live, there’s something you can get 
involved with and lend a hand to. And by doing so, that’s where we find hope.”11 

Or as Greta Thunberg said, “The one thing we need more than hope is action. Once 
we start to act, hope is everywhere.”12 

Amen. 
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