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The Church and
the environment

- are we any earthly gooa?

Little owl. B Norman Crowson

We face an accelerating, global, ecological crisis. This summer's
unprecedented heatwave and drought in Europe are significant signs. We
need all hands on deck to turn around the frightening trends of climate
change, biodiversity loss and pollution. Andy Atkins, A Rocha UK's CEO,
looks at the difference the Church could, and should, make.

Past

Go back a few decades, and
expectations of the Church could hardly
have been lower. In 1967, an article by
American historian Lynn White blamed
Christianity for global environmental
destruction. He argued that Christianity's
belief that humans have dominion

over the natural world and that the
spiritual world is more important than
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the material had justified rapacious
capitalism. White's view was countered
by many learned papers but the mud
stuck. In the US in particular, climate
denial among some Republican-aligned
Christian groups has not helped. Yet
despite the Church's bad reputation

in some quarters, Christianity has a
history of concern for what we now

call ‘the environment', and this is hardly
surprising. The Bible makes it clear,
repeatedly, that ‘the earth is the Lord's
and everything in it" and that we are to
care for what God has created. Many
historical Christian figures understood
this. Famously, St Francis of Assisi

loved nature, and St Hildegard of Bingen
insisted that God loved the Earth as a

husband loves a wife. Celtic Christians
also had a particular respect for the rest
of creation.

St Francis of Assisi (a painting by Malgorzata
Wrochna). @ Malgorzata Wrochna CC BY-SA 4.0

Nevertheless, since the industrial
revolution, while many Christians have
demonstrated passion and care for
God's creation, the dominant attitude
of many denominations reflected
contemporary societal thinking and
treated the environment as an infinite
‘resource’ that existed to underpin
society's ‘progress’.

By the late 20th century, however, new
seeds of environmental understanding
and concern were being sown in

the Church. Individuals and groups,
responding to growing scientific
evidence of humanity's impact on the
environment - from acid rain to early
warnings of climate change - pressed
for greater ‘official' church response.

In 1990 the worldwide Anglican

Church recognised ‘care for creation'
as the fifth Mark of Mission, and other
denominations have embedded concern
for the environment in their modern
doctrine. Sadly, comprehensive action
was not swift to follow.

Present

Fast forward to 2022, however, and

the world and the Church are in a very
different place. During a global ecological
crisis of multiple linked problems, the
understanding, attitudes and actions

of churches in the UK are undergoing a
transformation. Take the urgent issue
of getting our economies off fossil fuels,
the main driver of climate change.

Most major historic UK denominations
have committed to their operations
achieving net zero carbon emissions by
2030. The Church of England, Church

in Wales, Church of Scotland, United
Reformed Church, and the Methodist
Church for example, have committed to

take their investments out of fossil fuels
completely or to divest from companies
whose actions are not consistent with
the 2015 Paris Agreement goal of
keeping global average temperature

rise as close to 1.5°C as possible and no
more than 2°C.

At grass roots, data from our own

Eco Church programme shows
accelerating action across the historic
denominations and newer church
‘'streams’. It's not just the Church of
England, Church in Wales, Baptists,
Methodists and the URC - Vineyard,
Pentecostal and Independent churches
are engaging with Eco Church too. By
the end of September 2022, almost
5,500 churches had registered for
Eco Church, and more than 2000 had
achieved at least a bronze award.

Internationally, the last few years

have seen prominent Christian leaders
speaking up like never before. In 2015,
in the approach to the critical Paris UN
climate summit, Pope Francis issued

a new encyclical. Laudato Si' - Praise
Be - called all people to an ‘ecological
conversion' to protect ‘our common
home'. And in 2021, in the approach to
the COP26 UN climate negotiations, the
Archbishop of Canterbury joined almost
40 other faith leaders in appealing to
politicians for the talks to be much
more ambitious.

Pope Francis in the Vatican City.
9 Ashwin Vaswani on Unsplash

Mission
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Future

In the face of the ecological crisis

we need much deeper and faster
action from all sections of society.

The biggest impediment to progress is
not technology or even money - it's
public attitudes, values and political
leadership, or rather, the lack of
leadership. Fortunately, the churches
have an array of God-given assets to
help address this, building on our biblical
mandate to care for all of God's creation.

There are approximately 50,000 local
church congregations in the UK -
worshipping communities in almost every
village, town and city neighbourhood.
Most have buildings and many have
land. If the majority took concerted
action to cut their carbon emissions
and make their land friendlier for nature,
it would have direct impact and visibly
demonstrate what is possible, thereby
encouraging action by others locally.

If even a quarter of the UK's three to
four million regular churchgoers adopted
low carbon lifestyles and committed

to speaking up for change - in their
workplace or by raising issues with their
MP for example - it would accelerate
change in business and politics at the
national level.

If the denominations that have
committed to reaching net zero by 2030
achieve even approximately that, it will
not only remove millions of tonnes of

UK carbon emissions annually, but wiill
be the most powerful demonstration of
what whole sectors of society could do.

The church's scope for positive impact
on the environment - given its
geographical spread, property,
investments, number of members and
links into wider society - is breath-taking.
Backed with prayer and obedience to
God, it could deliver change and hope
beyond our earthly expectations.

Caring for creation is formally recognised as part of mission by many
denominations and powerfully undergirds other aspects of mission:

- By pointing out the beauty of nature, and caring for it, we point others towards
our loving, creator God. Romans 1:20 says '..they are without excuse'.

- By seeking to address climate change, which already badly affects millions,
especially in the global South, we respond to human need. Churches taking
action on climate change are also offering hope to young people suffering from

eco-anxiety.

- By calling for a fair transition to a low-carbon economy, we promote justice and
tackle the structures of injustice, another recognised calling of the Church.

When churches care for the environment it is
good for the whole work of the Church.
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