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IN MISSION IN THE BIGGEST 
                  

 
There is no shortage of bad news 
these days.  Of course those 
concerns which most directly and 
currently impact individuals usually 
garner the most attention.  Gas 

prices come to mind here.  Sometimes it is 
valuable to look beyond current events at the 
bigger picture to try to understand the times we 
live in and how these larger issues may not only 
impact the immediate, but also may have future 
significance.  Keeping the big picture issues in 
mind may also lead to action which can mitigate 
or reverse their possible impact as well.  
Furthermore, the church might find opportunities 
to be proactive rather than reactive in facing 
issues of the day.   

The Arlington Institute is a futures think 
tank located in the DC area which has identified 
five areas as the “World’s Biggest Problems.”  To 
qualify, the problems must be global in scope 
and have potential to rapidly escalate into severe 
crises.   Of course arguments can be made for 
other problem areas being on the list or for one 
or more of these to be of less significance.   
Nevertheless this list can serve as a discussion 
starter. 

The first area is global economic collapse.  
We are obviously aware that the US economy is 
challenged right now, but the prevailing 
sentiment is that we will get over it as usual.  The 
Arlington Institute folks take a more somber view 
of the big picture, stating “fragilities in the current 
global economy could tip the developed world 
into conditions not seen since the 1920s.”  Their 
views are further based on deeper issues in the 

US economy, coupled with global demographics 
in developed countries.  “Throughout the 
developed world, demographic trends that began 
centuries ago are coming to a point; people are 
living longer than every before, while having 
fewer children than at any other point in human 
history. As the Baby Boomer generation retires, 
governments with already strained budgets are 
scrambling to fund the retirement programs 
they have promised. Most nations find 
themselves having to choose between raising 
taxes or cutting benefits, with both options 
seriously threatening the stability of the modern 
world…”     

The second of the “World’s Biggest 
Problems” is no surprise to most of us, since we 
may already be experiencing the impact of it: 
Peak Oil.  “Petroleum powers 96% of the 
transportation on the planet and is the key 
ingredient in plastics and fertilizers. Its integral 
role in human civilization cannot be 
overestimated - without it modern life would be 
impossible. Over the last century, the global 
petroleum supply could be counted on to meet 
demand; today however, the situation appears to 
be changing.   The developing world - led by 
China and India - is modernizing at a blistering 
pace, and their appetite for oil is driving up 
demand all over the globe. At the same time, 
production is declining in all but a few 
countries. For decades, scientists, government 
officials, and business leaders have warned of 
Peak Oil, the point at which global petroleum 
production reaches its maximum level and begins 
to drop. While many official sources claim that 
Peak Oil is decades away, numerous signals 
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suggest that Peak Oil may happen much 
sooner than that…” 
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Third is a global water crisis.  “Water - the 
essential ingredient for life on this planet – is 
becoming an increasingly scarce resource. 
According to the World Bank and World Health 
Organization, 2 billion people lack access to 
clean water and 1 billion people do not have 
enough to even meet their daily needs.   Every 
day an increasing amount of pollution seeps into 
rivers and lakes making them toxic to humans, 
and underground aquifers – our most significant 
sources of water – are being depleted at an 
alarming rate.  By 2050 the number of people on 
the planet is projected to exceed 9 billion, and 
if current trends continue more and more useable 
water will be lost. Making an adequate supply of 
water available to everyone alive today is a 
monumental task, and ensuring that there is 
enough water for all future generations will 
require an unprecedented level of 
international cooperation and compassion…”   

The fourth problem is species extinction.  
“Certain species that human beings depend upon 
for our food supply are going extinct; if their 
numbers fall too low we may face extinction 
ourselves.”   This one is not as imminent as the 
first three and certainly seems far removed from 
most of our lives, but is one of the long range 
issues to be addressed. 

The fifth of the biggest global problems on 
the Arlington Institute list is much in the 
headlines: rapid climate change.  “While the 
debate rages on about the causes of climate 
change, global warming is an empirical fact. The 
problem is both a curse and blessing, in that 
people from different cultures will either have to 
work together or face mutual destruction.”  “The 
global warming debate, despite having vociferous 
proponents on each side, appears to have been 
decided. Global warming is very real, and it is 
the preeminent danger to human civilization 
today. The rising global temperature threatens to 
create catastrophic weather systems, crop 
failures, disease outbreaks, and water shortages 
worldwide.”   

Granted opinions vary on how serious 
these problems are.  At the same time other 
global issues may vie for attention.  The hope is 

that church leadership will be looking beyond the 
immediate and will realize that change is 
happening, in one way or another.  Forward 
looking discernment is invaluable in interpreting 
the times we live, and will live, in and has much 
to to offer in keeping ministry relevant to the 
present and future.   One impact of grappling with 
potential global problems is that they may require 
ministry to be done in different ways at a basic 
operational level.  Financial pressure is an 
example of a problem many ministries already 
feel to some extent.  Even more challenging fuel 
prices is another obvious issue of great 
relevance already, not only to transportation, but 
to heating buildings.   

Another dimension is how the church 
addresses the issues of the future in terms of the 
prophetic voice and call to action.  To varying 
degrees global problems usually have human 
causes.  Making disciples for the transformation 
of the world can contribute to positive changes in 
potentially destructive human behavior. 

Paramount in all of this is how the church 
is in mission to those impacted by the global 
problems.  The UMC already has a fine record of 
responding to great need.  For example Global 
Ministries already has projects addressing water 
needs.  UMCOR is well known for responding to 
disasters and widespread human suffering.   
Local churches are familiar with ministry to needs 
around them.  Anticipating future needs allows 
ministry design to be ahead of the game as the 
problems magnify, rather than the typical, less 
effective reactionary approach.   

Though this newsletter has been gloomier 
than most, the intent is for the best.  No one 
knows the future, of course, except God.  Therein 
lies the hope.  Even if global problems escalate, 
the church can still offer hope and can cooperate 
with God to best minister in that future. 
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