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of beauty itself, and of the vision of God (Aquinas, Bonaventure). 
Persons who integrate a diaconal spirituality may well become 
“Go(d)-between-seekers”: They find meaning in all things (Ignatius 
of Loyola), and seek Christ among the poor, the outcast, the sick 
and the marginalized, those most in need.

But can the human search for the divine and the person’s go-
between for meaning – that is, through beauty, and the arts – become 
a diaconal spirituality? Or as Dostoevsky puts it, can the beauty we 
find, acknowledge and create, truly “save the world”? Meditating 
on the signs of the times, one discovers that there is a greater need, 
especially now the Church in Europe is in crisis, for clarity and 
spiritual guidance. I hope to contribute scholarly to the theological 
debate as well as shining a little light on the dark sensations, the 
feelings of hurt, the lack of imagination, and the ongoing struggle 
towards a renewed spiritual understanding of our faith, and of 
diakonía in our times. With a lived diaconal spirituality I hope to 
explore further the unfolding of the human person as go-between 
with the sustenance, authenticity and creative power of the arts. 

Finally, in my own personal efforts as a permanent deacon, prison 
chaplain, singer-songwriter and academic, I have spent most of my 
time trying to understand this existential and spiritual drama of 
diakonía and the transcendent meaning of our personal existence. 
I realise that it is hard to find a way, to “taste the fulfilment of 
existence.”30 True existence often seems to pass us by; you and 
I, we do not always participate in “true, fulfilled existence,” as 
Buber puts it. Yet, I strive to find – somewhere – what we’re all 
seeking: You—God. Somewhere, in some part of the world, or in 
my own consciousness: But do I seek where I stand right now or 
where I have been sent out (for me in prison)? Is it not here and 
nowhere else that the treasure of diakonia can be found? That is, 
in the imprisonment and freedom of our personal existence, in the 
reality of the go-between. Or in the words of Buber, wouldn’t it 
be a greater thing, “if the streets of our hometown are as bright to 
us as the paths of heaven. For it is here, where we stand, that we 
should try to make shine the light of hidden divine life”31 

30 Buber, The Way of Man, 30.
31 Ibid, 31. July/August 2022
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For the past two and a half centuries, humans, beginning in Europe 
and the United States and later globally, have burned fossil fuels to 
heat their homes and travel by train, cars, and planes. Looking at 
the commitments made by politicians at COP26 on climate change 
in Glasgow in November 2021, the average global temperature is 
expected to rise by between 2.7 to 3 degrees Celsius during the 
next 30 years. This would be a disaster for the oceans and all life 
on earth. As the oceans become warmer, icecaps in the Arctic, 
Antarctica, Greenland, the Himalayas, the Andes, and the Alps 
will melt. 

As a result, many scientists fear that the Thwaites Glacier, a 
Florida-sized glacier in the Antarctic will collapse and release 
massive amounts of ice and water into the southern oceans. This 
would lead to a 65 centimetre rise in sea-levels by 2050 which 
would be an unimaginable disaster for the planet.1 Researchers 
warn that the glacier could begin to break up within the next 
three to five years. This would mean destabilizing more and more 
icesheets on Antarctic itself. If the Western Antarctic icesheet were 
to melt, this would add as much as 3.6 metres to the level of the 
ocean over a few centuries.2

The oceanographer, Stefam Rahmstorfat at the University of 
Potsdam, Germany, points out that there are more than 150 seaside 
cities with populations of more than a million residents situated 
around the world. Cities such as Jakarta, Manila, Rio De Janeiro, 
and Miami would be flooded. In the Maldives, in the Indian Ocean, 
half a million people live a metre above the sea-level. Scientists 
now believe that in a worst-case scenario, sea levels could rise 
1 Simon Usborne, “The High Seas”, New Scientist February 26th 2022, page 45-46
2 Henry Fountain, Jeremy While, “Wilder winds are altering currents. The sea is 

releasing carbon dioxide. Ice is melting from below”. New York Times, December 
14th 2012. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/12/13/climate/antarctic-
climate-change.html 



_____
424

THE FURROW

by 2.5 metres in the 21st century. The former president of the 
Maldives, Mohamed Nasheed, pleaded with global politicians 
attending COP26 not to compromise on the 1.5-degree Celsius rise 
above pre-industrial levels. He told the media that we cannot sign 
a suicide pack. 3

Sea levels in Florida have risen by about one inch per decade. 
Scientists predict that the southern third of Florida could be 
underwater by the year 2,100. Across the globe in Bangladesh, 
the country could lose 11 percent of its land by 2050, affecting an 
estimated 15 million people. 

But Europe is also vulnerable. The non-profit organisation 
Climate Central reminds us that Britain will be one of the country’s 
most affected by rising  sea levels. In London, for example, rising 
sea levels could cause the Thames to flood and submerge vast areas 
of the capital.

Neither will Ireland be spared. In Dublin special maps have 
been made to explore sea level rise and coastal flood threats. 
Howth could become an island and places like Fairview, Clontarf, 
Sandymount, Malahide, Portmarnock and the Aviva Stadium could 
be seriously affected by flooding in the decades ahead. Research 
by the Hamilton Institute and ICARUS Climate Research Centre 
in Maynooth University have created an updated sea level dataset 
which covers the period from `1938 until 2016. This shows that 
the sea level rise in Cork and Dublin is now happening at twice 
the global rate. The study also shows that in Cork sea-levels have 
risen by 40cm.4 

Cork, Ireland’s largest county, will be affected by rising tides, in 
areas such as Cobh and Youghal. In recent years, Climate Central 
have been releasing maps which show the effects of a 2mm to 
4mm rise in sea level by 2050. Houses in the city will be flooded 
regularly and the brunt of the damage will in Marina Market, 
University College Cork and Páirc Ui Chaoimh 5

In Donegal, Letterkenny is expected to lose landmass to the 
oceans. The sea-side town of Bundoran, one of Ireland’s chief 
surfing spots, could also be flooded. In the August 2017, the 
Inishowen peninsula in Donegal received a month’s rainfall in 
one day. This caused serious, life-threatening foods as rivers rose 
dramatically, flooding many houses and making roads impassable. 
Five years later, some of these houses are still severely damaged 
3 Johathan Watts, “Ex-Maldives president to tell Cop26: do not compromise on 1.5C”, 

The Guardian, November 1st 2021, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/
nov/01/ex-maldives-president-to-tell-cop26-do-not-compromise-on-15c

4 Kevin O’Sullivan, “Dublin Bay sea-level rising twice global rate, 80-year study 
shows”, The Irish Times, April 29th 2922, page 4.

5 Padraig Hoare, “Cork, Dublin face severe rising sea floods”, The Irish ‘Examiner, 
April 29th 2022, page 1
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and considered to be uninsurable. The floods washed away bridges 
which were 200 years old. 

Brendan O’Donnell, a senior engineer with Donegal County 
Council, is convinced that, because of climate changes, these kinds 
of severe weather incidents will happen, not every 50 years, but 
every decade. This means we must put aside a lot of resources to 
deal with sea-level rise. O’Donnell warns that the cost of building 
piers and harbours as sea levels rise will be enormous.6

Gamma maps for County Clare estimate that 7,376 homes and 
1,320 business will be at risk of flooding. In Limerick, 1,741 houses 
and 685 businesses are in danger 7 It is becoming increasingly clear 
that flooding from sea-level rise is affecting every coastal country 
in Ireland. 

In 2020 and 2021 we learned a lot about how severe weather 
caused wildfires, droughts and floods affecting many people around 
the world. But we also need to take sea-levels rise more seriously 
and avoid it as much as possible. Above all we must not follow 
the advice of populist politicians such as Democratic Senator from 
West Virginia, Joe Manchin, former US President Trump or Boris 
Johnson in the UK who seem more focused on protecting the fossil 
fuel industry than in protecting the planet.

Tackling climate change will not be easy, anywhere, but 
especially in Ireland. Methane generated by dairy farming make 
up 35 percent of Ireland’s greenhouse gasses. Given the strength of 
the dairy lobby in Ireland, getting farmers to cut their herds deeply 
will not be easy. Secondly, in May 2022, the Central Statistics 
Office (CSO) show that data centres in Ireland now consume 
more electricity than all rural homes combined. There has been 
a significant increase in data centres consuming electricity in 
recent years, up from 5 percent in 2015 to 14 percent in 2021. 
Unfortunately, the government is not committed to reducing data 
centres in Ireland.8 

And yet, the authors of the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) report published in April 2022, states that 
greenhouse gas emissions must peak in three years if we are to 
hold global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius.9 It must fall by 43 
percent by 2030 and 95 percent by 2050. 

In response to the IPCC report, the UN General Secretary, 
Antonio Guterres said that “the report is a file of shame, cataloguing 
the empty pledges that put us firmly on track towards an unlivable 
6 Caroline O’Doherty, “Anatomy of a disaster – lessons we must learn from one 

extreme climate event”, Irish Independent, May 2, 2022, page 12 and 13.
7 Padraig Hoare, op.cit, page 12
8 Padraig Hoare, “Climate warning over date centres,” Irish Examiner, May 4th 2022, 

page 1.
9 Adam Vaughan, “Urgent climate warming”, New Scientist, April 9th 2022, page 7



_____
426

THE FURROW

world.”10 On the positive side, the IPCC report points out that 10 
countries have cut greenhouse gas emissions in the past decade and 
that the cost of decarbonising the economy have plummeted in the 
past ten years. Peter Smith, one of the authors of the IPCC report is 
clear that we must change dramatically the way we travel, eat, and 
generate energy in the next few years.

In paragraph 25 of the encyclical Laudato Si,’ Pope Francis 
highlights the ethical issues involved in climate change and the 
rise in sea-level, first world countries have been emitting CO2 to 
the atmosphere for over 200 years, and even today they emit three 
times more CO2 than developing countries. The encyclical is clear 
that the impact of climate change will be felt in poor, developing 
countries and the Pope acknowledges that “many of the poor live 
in areas particularly affected by phenomena related to warming, 
and their means of subsistence are largely dependent on natural 
reserves and ecosystemic service such as agriculture, fishing, 
and forestry. They have no other financial activities or resources 
which can enable them to adapt to climate change or to face natural 
disasters and their access to and protection is very limited.”11

Climate change and the destruction of biodiversity are two 
of the most important issues of our time. We will have to make 
serious sacrifices in order to achieve this goal for the well-being of 
all future generations.

10 Ibid.
11 Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ On Care For Our Common Home, Veritas, par 25. 


