
Response to Professor Timothy Gorringe 14 November 2011

It is my privilege to respond to you Professor Gorringe and I do so with some trepidation! 

I have just returned from China and while I am here in body, my body clock has a different idea of 
where it should be! However, you offer a compelling case for our churches to consider climate 
change as a confessional issue and therefore I am wide awake! 

The perspective of Climate change as a spiritual crisis was first highlighted for me during a visit to 
Tonga in 2002 when the point was made to me that rising tides and changes to the ocean levels was 
the South Pacific’s equivalent to AIDS. Salination of fresh water and encroaching waters causing 
loss of useable land was graphically displayed on a tour of Tongatapu. 

When the Pacific Conference of Churches met in American Samoa in September 2007, the reality 
for some communities in the Pacific facing the prospect of abandoning the Island that has been 
home for thousands of years was highlighted and the contemplation of resettlement in the coming 
years due to rising sea levels compelled them to prepare a call to the churches.

In that call they describe the ocean as a gift from God and thus it is their responsibility to be 
stewards of this gift. For them, Moana, the ocean, is a way of expressing their covenant with God 
and with one another.

The call was for themselves as island nations to be responsible and to commit themselves to reduce 
their own (already very low) greenhouse gas emissions. And/but it was also especially to churches 
in the highly industrialized nations whose societies are historically responsible for the majority of 
polluting emissions. 
 
As Christians we understand revelation as an encounter with God’s word, not just the written word 
but also the spoken word revealed to us by God’s Holy Spirit.  I believe that we consider the appeal 
of the Pacific Churches as one source of God’s spoken word.  

If, even our vast oceans are experiencing such change we are indeed facing a Kairos moment.  We 
must heed the voices of those in the Pacific, Bangladesh, parts of Africa who are experiencing the 
impact of climate change.  

Confessional declarations and lived experience

The need to confess or to test ourselves before others as witness or testimony in a personal capacity 
is easier to promote than a corporate confession for some churches. However, the challenge to say 
‘No’ to something wrong in order to say ‘Yes’ to the affirmation of fullness of life for all people and 
all the created order is crucial. 

In most church services we find somewhere an opportunity for a corporate act of confession.  In that 
act we need to be able to say “We recognise that we are consuming resources as if there are three 
earths rather than one.  This is wrong and we ask forgiveness”.

We need to create opportunities for such reflection, confession and transformation at the most basic 
level in which we experience fellowship together. 

As we reflect on climate change and its impact there is also a mythology around that growth is the 
answer to everything; this is the paradigm we need to address. Changing our understanding of what 
is necessary and what is sustainable needs to be part of our lived experience. Can we believe that 



zero growth is possible?

Mission verses Discipleship

In the past we have been inclined to see care for God’s creation in the context of mission.  The 
Worldwide Anglican Communion and others have made this their fifth mark of mission.  This has 
enabled the stewardship of God’s creation to be seen as central to the mission work of the wider 
church.  However churches institutionally have tended to be largely complicit in a tacit support of 
systems that continue to ruin the creation entrusted to us.  

The evidence for anthropogenic climate change compels us to adopt a different lens to that of 
mission, with which to assess our relationship to God’s creation.   If, as you suggest, the 
phenomenon of climate change challenges the heart of the churches’ doctrine; if, as you suggest, 
our response requires a rejection of a systemic injustice in which we ourselves have been complicit, 
then we are called to ask some fundamental questions about living as Disciples of Christ in the 21st 
Century.  

Placing our reflection on climate change in the context of discipleship rather than mission causes us 
to think in terms of every individual member’s responsibility instead of focusing on church 
programmes and projects.  Institutionally, placing our response to climate change in the context of 
discipleship must cause us to act across all aspects of our churches’ life and mission from 
ministerial training through to the way in which we invest our reserves.

Confession – community

The Baptist Union of Great Britain, the United Reformed Church and the Methodist Church have 
worked together on producing a position on climate change to inform our churches.  In the case of 
the Methodist Church we put in place a 2-year process of consultation across our churches in order 
that this theological report could be made a Statement of the Conference, something which is 
reserved for major theological positions that the church considers of crucial important to our life 
and witness.  This is the closest that we might get in the Methodist Church to a Confessional 
statement but you will need to judge for yourselves whether this statement Hope in God’s Future 
has the characteristics of a Confessional Declaration as outlined by Professor Gorringe this evening.

I cannot in the time available offer any more than the briefest insight into this 60 page report but 
very briefly: 

In response to the climate science Hope in God’s Future states that it is now intellectually and 
morally irresponsible to fail to acknowledge and address the urgent need for radical cuts in 
greenhouse gas emissions.

It suggests that in the calls of those such as the Pacific Council of Churches we hear echoes of the 
Old Testament prophets and that closing our ears to this call would be nothing less than giving up 
our claim to be Christ’s disciples.
It suggests that our wrongdoing is best understood as complicity in structural sin, a socially-
embedded and continuing pattern where the rich and powerful exploit those who are poor and 
powerless. 

In judging what repentance requires, the report offers pointers for action – 
• Institutionally, a commitment to measure and reduce emissions, 
• support  church members to reduce their carbon  emissions, 
• a commitment to political action 



• and finally recognition that climate change in one of a number of environmental concerns 
demanding our attention – others include protecting bio-diversity, water shortages, 
deforestation and the impact of rapid rises in human populations.

However we need help in turning this confession into changes of attitude and practice.  We value 
the work of Operation Noah, Eco-Congregation, Christian Aid and others who help educate, 
resource, campaign and challenge.  We need you to help the churches be confessional.  We need you 
too, to help us turn confession into action.

Professor Gorringe you challenge us to a focussed action as Church.  And in that, you encourage us 
to believe that by doing so we can make a difference.

Christine Elliott
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