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Harvesting the Sun

Next time you turn the key and your engine starts consider for a moment where the energy came from.  Understand that the hydrocarbons that make up the gasoline that powers your engine was synthesized using the sun’s energy eons ago!  Yes, the sun!  Almost all the energy we use today has its origin from the sun – even hydroelectricity.  The only exceptions I can think of are nuclear energy or tidal energy (the gravitational pull of the moon – we’ve only begun to harness it).

With the surging price of oil and natural gas as world demand outstrips supply, we are all becoming more cognizant of the reality of dwindling reserves.  We, the modern day prodigal sons, are finding out that our oil “purses” are becoming lighter every day!  We dig deeper and exert more energy to extract the last drops of the sun that was harvested so long ago.  

We are forced to consider finding and using energy sources that harness the sun’s energy today – (maybe we can learn from the Amish?)  Maybe “animal power” is a solution for some as are the healthy choices of “human powered energy” like walking and biking.  However, most of us are hoping for alternatives that will allow us to keep our cars and run our energy consuming gadgets.  Ethanol and bio-fuels are the current rage and lately we’ve seen the impact of using them; pitting poor people who cannot afford the higher cost for corn and cereal (rice, wheat, corn) grains against we Westerners who want to use the same materials to make bio-fuels to drive our cars.  That competition for cereal crops has always been there – whether to use our crops fatten cattle or hogs to feed those who can afford to eat meat or feed those who eat the cereal crops directly (rice, bread, tortillas).

But there are other alternative ways to harvest the sun that may prove helpful rather than competing with our world’s food production:

· Hydro - we already are very familiar with hydro-electricity – the sun lifting water and dropping it again and again in a cycle that keeps turbines turning.

· Wind-mills – again the heat of the sun developing low and high pressure areas that generate the winds that fill our sails and turn our windmills – an old technology renewed.

· Photoelectric arrays - imagine large swaths of desert land or building roofs covered with large photo-cell panels – generating electricity in the bright sun.  Electricity that can also be harnessed to split water molecules into its base hydrogen and oxygen parts which can be used in engines to drive farm machinery, trucks, buses and cars.  The genius of this is that desert land or roofs have limited alternative use – there is no competition with food production.

· Wave energy – related to wind energy but also connected to tidal energy (gravitational pull of the moon).

· Solar cookers – concentrating the sun’s energy to superheat water to produce steam to drive turbines – again, imagine those deserts covered with focused mirrors that super cook water to steam which is used in a closed cycle to drive a turbine to generate electricity.

· Digesters – processing manure from animals and harvesting methane that can be used to heat space or drive engines to generate electricity. Germany and Denmark lead the way.  It has a welcome side effect of minimizing smell.

As faithful stewards of the earth that God has entrusted to us we need to look for sustainable choices that honour what the prophet Micah so eloquently proclaimed so many years ago:

“He has showed you, O man, what is good.  And what does the Lord require of you?  To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God.”  Micah 6:8

This is a criterion on which we will be judged: how we handle the energy crunch of today.  We need to act justly when it comes to the demands we make.  We cannot allow the poor to suffer, rather we must do the opposite – mitigate suffering.  Let us be evermore conscious of the impact that our choices make as we harvest the sun; let us take the small steps as well as the big ones described above, such as taking your bike, walking or using mass transit services instead of your car whenever possible.

Stewardly Tip: Keeping Cool.  Often we go overboard when the heat and humidity climbs and we set the thermostat too low.  Even in a home with central air, it is possible to save energy by being selective as to how much various areas in our homes are cooled by adjusting or closing vents.  As well, strategic use of fans, drawing blinds during the day and opening windows in the evening help to minimize heat load. Just some of the ways a steward can minimize energy consumption.

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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