
 
 

 

 
 
 
Seek Justice! 
 
You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your 
mind, and with all your strength.  Love your neighbour as yourself.     
 Amen.  Lord, have mercy.    
      Common Worship, Holy Communion 
 
One of the important features of global warming which we need to address within the 
framework of our covenant theology is that climate change raises questions of justice.  It 
requires us to address the moral implications of the fact that the people most affected by 
global warming will not live in the rich West, but in sub-Saharan Africa, south east Asia, 
South America, the Canadian Arctic.  Those people in whom the damaging effects of 
climate change are already being felt, and will increasingly be most acutely felt, are 
those people who are already among the poorest and most disadvantaged of the world.  
For a long time Christians have been concerned to provide aid and relief to the poorest 
parts of the world.   For a long time Christians have engaged in policies and practices 
aimed at assisting the developing world.  Christians were prominent among the 
advocates for the alleviation and cancellation of debt to the World Bank owed by the 
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries which was inspired by the Jubilee 2000 Campaign.   
Organisations such as Christian Aid and Tearfund have long been assisting the church to 
keep these issues in the forefront of our minds and our mission.  But the questions 
raised by climate change underline all this in a fresh way.  People are now rightly talking 
about ‘Climate Justice’.  
 
The linking together of environmental and developmental issues has been the agenda of 
the World Council of Churches for many years.   In their response to the Third 
Assessment Report from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the World 
Council of Churches wrote, in 2002: 
 
Spiritually, the struggle against environmental degradation, in particular, the impact of 
climate change, must address the contradictions in society, especially the present 
economic course e.g. non-sustainable consumption in many countries, the increasing 
gap between rich and poor, the net flow of money from poor to rich countries.  Every 
effort needs to be made to maintain the quality of solidarity in a world whose quality of 
life is steadily deteriorating1. 
 
That plea is very close to the call made to the people of God by some of the prophets of 
the Old Testament.  The covenant obligation on the people of God in response to the 
Creator God’s redeeming grace and loving faithfulness is frequently described in terms of 
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the call to live justly.  Nowhere is this clearer than in the prophets of the C8th.   In the 
southern Kingdom of Judah, the prophet Micah has this sublime summary: 
 
He has told you, O mortal, what is good; and what does the LORD require of you but to 
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God? (Micah 6.8). 
 
Amos 
 
This theme is filled out more fully and more devastatingly in the oracles of Amos, the 
prophet of the northern Kingdom of Israel, predicting the coming exile of God’s people 
as a mark of divine judgement. 
 
Amos lived during an interesting time in Israel’s history, around 750 BC during the 
prosperous reign of King Jeroboam II. On the eastern border, Syria was having to give 
up its military pressure on Israel in order to protect itself from Assyria.  In the south, 
Judah was strong and acted as a buffer state against Egypt.  Israel was having a time of 
political security unknown since the Golden Age of King Solomon two hundred years 
before.  The military threat of 40 years earlier seemed a very long time away.  Trade 
and commerce were flourishing (Amos 8. 5f).  Labour was moving from the land to the 
cities.   There was increasing demand for luxury goods (6.4f).   However, growing self-
interest was creating a powerful aristocracy of wealth (6.1f), and this was leading to the 
disappearance of what we would call the middle class.  There were many things about 
social life and social institutions which Amos could not take, and he stood out against 
them.  He was not a ‘professional prophet’ – he was a shepherd and cultivated sycamore 
trees.   He simply said what he felt called by God to say, and did so with courage and 
passion, though, it has to be said, with little immediate success.   I will focus on three 
areas of particular concern to Amos: 
 
1. The growing gap between rich and poor, and the powerlessness of poverty. 
The social leaders were living in pride and luxury (3.15; 6.4-6).  But what troubled Amos 
was not affluence as such, but the oppression of the poor to which it leads  (5.11f.). The 
houses of the rich were being turned into robbers’ dens (3.10).   The political leaders 
were as bad as any ( 6.1).  They celebrated their prosperity with an insulation from the 
suffering of others on which it had been built (4.1). So Amos delivered a ringing rebuke 
to the people of Israel. 
 
Thus says the LORD:  For three transgressions of Israel, and for four, I will not revoke 
the punishment; because they sell the righteous for silver and the needy for a pair of 
sandals  -  they who trample the head of the poor into the dust of the earth and push 
the afflicted out of the way. (2.6ff).  
 
This is Amos’ first concern  -  the growing gap between the rich and the poor and the 
consequent powerlessness of the poor,  and it makes him angry. 
 
This is a major concern for inter-governmental negotiations in relation to climate change.     
Amos would urge us to recognise the powerlessness of poverty and the consequent 
responsibility on the richer nations to seek to alleviate it, and to work for truly fair and 
sustainable development as well as for justice in adaptation to climate change. 
 
 



 
 

2. The social institutions were promoting injustice. 
 
Amos’s second area of concern was that the social system was actually preventing aid 
being given to those who needed it. 
 
The court in the gate was the place of justice where righteous order should be 
established. (5.15).   The gate was the centre of city life, the townsfolk gathered there 
(Ps 127.5).  There the poor would wait for aid (Prov. 22.22), and there justice was 
administered (Dt. 22. 15, 24).   It was at the gate that the weakest and the poorest 
should have their defence and find their right.  One acid test of the society’s soul was 
how it administered justice.  Justice is for people, and yet Amos has to say that absurd 
as it may seem  -  as absurd  as a horse running over the rocks,  or oxen ploughing the 
sea!  -  ‘you have turned justice into poison, and the fruit of righteousness into 
wormwood.’(6.12f.)   The courts at the gate are no longer places where justice is done, 
and where rights are upheld, but have become instead places where the poor are even 
further enslaved.(5.12).  
 
We need constantly to hold our governmental institutions and transnational corporations 
accountable for the effects their decisions have on the welfare of the poorest.  ‘The 
hallmark of fairness is assisting the most vulnerable because they are in the greatest 
need.’2 
 
3.  The religious institutions of Amos’ day had become hijacked for political 
ends. 
 
In chapter 5.5f.  Amos refers to Bethel, one of the holy shrines of the covenant 
community.   Yet Bethel had ceased to be the place where the LORD was sought (5.4); 
instead it had been turned into a shrine for the king! (7.13).     The secularisation and 
corruption of even holy places of worship meant that the people were beginning to look 
to the LORD only for material successes, and for the rest to look to another god, Baal.   
The LORD was being manipulated and kept to just a corner of their concerns.  So Amos 
pleads:   ‘Seek the LORD and live  -  do not seek Bethel.’ (5. 4-6). 
 
The LORD will not hear their praise any longer at these corrupt shrines.  The picture is of 
a community which has become immune to the needs of the poor,  has turned a blind 
eye to oppression,  and transformed justice into poison and,  through the idolisation of 
material prosperity even in the holy places, has cut itself off from the worship of God, 
and therefore also from God’s blessing. 
 
The ‘Day of the LORD’ to which the people looked with hope will in fact, says Amos, be a 
Day of Judgement. (5.18ff).  
 
In many ways, Western culture has become infected by a materialist consumerism which 
has effectively become a new god, a new idol of our age.   Part of the Church’s task is to 
recognise the lure of other gods, and to hear and respond again to Amos’s call to ‘Seek 
the LORD and live.’   The present-day Church needs to get its own house in order and 
then pick up the prophetic mantle of calling ourselves and each other to live justly.  
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I want now to stand back and ask about the theological basis for Amos’s concerns.  
What theological ground is he standing on as he makes his lonely protest?  What 
understanding of God undergirds his brave witness for God in a social context which 
seems to have abandoned him? Unsurprisingly we find Amos’s God is both the Creator 
God and the Covenant Lord. 
 
(a)  The Sovereign Creator 
 
Amos refers to God as ‘God of hosts’, that is God of all gods.  He is the Creator of the 
earth, and his name is the name of the Covenant Lord, YAHWEH, the LORD.  
 
For lo, the one who forms the mountains, creates the wind, reveals his thoughts to 
mortals,  makes the morning darkness  and treads on the heights of the earth  -   the 
LORD,  the God of hosts, is his name. (4.13). 
 
The one who made the Pleiades and Orion, and turns deep darkness into the morning, 
and darkens the day into night, who calls for the waters of the sea,  and pours them out 
upon the surface of the earth,  the LORD is his name,  who makes destruction flash out 
against the strong. (5.8). 
 
The sense of divine sovereignty is clear in the way the Book of Amos opens,  for Amos 
speaks of the roaring of the Lord, uttering his voice from Jerusalem (1.2), not only to 
Israel,  but first to Damascus, Gaza, Tyre, Edom, Ammon, Moab and Judah (chapters 1 – 
2).  These are nations mostly without the special revelation of God’s purposes which 
Israel had enjoyed; they were outside the immediate context of God’s covenant 
purposes for Israel, but they were still accountable to God, still part of his concern, still 
under his decree.   For the God made known in creation and in covenant to Israel is the 
LORD of all, all people and all creatures  -  indeed the purpose of the covenant with 
Israel and God’s gift of land (as God had said to Abraham) was that through them all 
peoples would be blessed.     
 
 
(b)  God’s holy and just nature stand behind Amos’ call for righteousness and 
justice. 
Amos reminds Israel of their covenant relationship, and therefore covenant obligation.  
 
Hear this word that the LORD has spoken against you, O people of Israel, against the 
whole family that I brought up out of the land of Egypt:  ‘You only have I known of all 
the families of the earth, therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities’. (3.1).  
 
Here is the covenant LORD reminding the covenant people of the intimacy of their 
relationship with God on the basis of which God’s judgement against sin is to be 
announced.  Behind Amos’ call for justice is his knowledge of God as rescuer from Egypt 
and as covenant maker. Justice is not a philosophical concept, but expresses the 
Creator’s faithfulness to the creation, and God’s covenanted faithfulness to his people.    
The covenant relationship, established with Abraham and filled out at the time of the 
Exodus, linked a promise with a command: ‘I will be your God, you will be my people’; 
‘Be holy as I the LORD your God am holy.’ 
 



 
 

The God who redeemed his people from slavery in Egypt takes them to Mount Sinai and 
within the covenant relationship gives them the torah  -  the fatherly instruction for 
covenant people which indicates the pattern of life which reflects God’s character.  The 
call to holiness is to reflect the holiness of God; the call to justice is to reflect the justice 
of God. This is clearly seen in the so-called Holiness Code of Leviticus 19,  in which all 
the various areas of life are brought under the refrain ‘I am the LORD’.  Because the 
LORD is as he is, you should live like this.   A covenant ethic is not an ethic of obedience 
to a detached law code; it is a personal ethic of allegiance to a personal God. 
 
And this is where Amos targets his rebuke:  the gracious redeeming God, who has 
known you and cared for you, is a just and righteous God, so you must live justly and 
righteously: 
 
Let justice roll down like waters and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. (5. 24). 
 
More than that:  to live in the light of God’s character makes for the best for human 
flourishing.  Amos here is in line with Deuteronomy 10.17, where the writer says 
 
The LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great, the mighty and the 
terrible God who is not partial and takes no bribe. He executes justice for the fatherless 
and the widow, and loves the sojourner, giving him food and clothing.  Love the 
sojourner, therefore, for you were sojourners in the land of Egypt. 
 
And again, ‘You shall walk in all the ways which the Lord your God has commanded you, 
that it may go well with you.’  (Deut. 5.33).  
 
Karl Barth has given this point classic expression3: 
 
The human righteousness required by God and established in obedience, the 
righteousness which according to Amos 5.24 should pour down as a mighty stream – has 
necessarily the character of vindication of right in favour of the threatened innocent, the 
oppressed poor, widows,  orphans and aliens.  For this reason, in the relations and 
events in the life of his people, God always takes his stand unconditionally and 
passionately on this side and on this side alone:  against the lofty and on behalf of the 
lowly;  against those who already enjoy right and privilege and on behalf of those who 
are denied and deprived of it. 
 
(c) The preciousness of humanity 
 
 Amos’s third theological assumption is that there is a shared common humanity to 
which he can appeal, and that all creation is precious to God (esp. chs.2 -3).   As he 
surveys Damascus and Gaza, Amos says in effect:  ‘You know that people matter more 
than things.’  As he looks to Edom and Ammon, he says ‘You know that hatred and 
cruelty and oppression are evil.’   To Moab he says ‘You know that institutionalised 
bitterness will only be destructive.’   
 
Amos’s denunciation of the atrocities or war-crimes committed by these other nations (in 
Amos chapters 2 – 3) is ‘regarded as a matter of human moral consensus….None of the 
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offences committed is mentioned in the Old Testament law… The logic of the prophet’s 
attack seems to be that all these nations knew or ought to have known that certain 
practices in time of war,  such as enslaving whole populations or torturing conquered 
enemies, are unacceptable.’ 4    Amos is assuming that the nations have a moral 
conscience to which appeal can be made.  Here are hints towards what later Christian 
tradition would call ‘natural law’.  There are sins and crimes against humanity.   When at 
the end of his prophecies, Amos opens a glimmer of hope,  hope of a restoration which 
God will give,  what is restored are human relationships,  renewed cities which can be 
inhabited again by people,  wine and fruit to gladden human hearts. The preciousness of 
the earth is implicit in Amos’ linking of God’s blessing of people to his blessing of the 
land in fertility and fruitfulness: 
 
I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, and they shall rebuild the ruined cities 
and inhabit them; they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, and they shall make 
gardens and eat their fruit.  I will plant them upon their land, and they shall never again 
be plucked up out of the land that I have given them, say the LORD your God.  (9.14f.) 
 
(d)  Justice is the social expression of love. 
 
The word Amos uses translated ‘justice’ includes much more than ‘fairness’  -  it refers to 
the righteous character of God translated into the structures of human societies and the 
behaviour of human beings.  God’s justice is not static, but dynamic, transformative, 
redemptive.  It is, as F R Barry put it ‘the social and political expression of love’.      So 
much of Amos call for justice is subsumed under Jesus’ summary of the torah covenant 
requirement, quoting both Deuteronomy and Leviticus:   
 
‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 
your mind’.  This is the greatest and first commandment.  And a second is like it; ‘You 
shall love your neighbour as yourself’.  On these two commandments hang all the law 
and the prophets.5  
 
Jesus’ own ministry exemplifies in numerous ways God’s inclusive love for all.    Jesus 
breaks the rules and taboos by touching the lepers,  by conversing with a woman -  a 
Samaritan at that - and  by reaching out to the dead body of the son of the widow of 
Nain,  by eating and drinking with despised tax-collectors and prostitutes.   He is at 
home with the outcasts and those on edges of society. His own ministry was described 
as ‘love, to the end’ (John 13.1), and his death a demonstration that ‘No one has greater 
love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.’ (John 15.13).   It was God’s love 
for the world (the cosmos, and the whole of human society) that sent his son into the 
world (John 3. 16).  Love, says St Paul, is the fulfilling of the law. (Rom.13.10). 
    
God’s justice thus transforms our human justice, motivating us to move nearer to his 
justice in our human society, drawing us to firmer allegiance to the covenant Lord. God’s 
justice is more than civic fairness; it is the basis for shalom.  God’s justice is redemptive  
(‘A just God and a Saviour’ Isa. 45.21).  As with love, we are only ever ‘on the way’. Yet 
Amos holds out the hope of a day when all will be restored and renewed. 
 

                                                
4 Cf. John Barton Ethics and the Old Testament  SCM 1998, p.61f. 
5 Matthew 22.37f. 



 
 

Amos had little political success.  Samaria, the capital, was soon to fall to invaders, and 
the Kingdom of Israel was dismantled.  But he stood in the breach at a crucial time and 
bore witness to God’s justice and righteousness. 
 
Implications of the covenant calling to live justly 
 
We need now to draw out some of the implications of the prophetic calling to live justly 
in relation to the questions posed for us by climate change.   The main themes I wish to 
concentrate on are first, sustainable development; secondly, action to mitigate climate 
change (that is how to act justly in the decisions taken to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions);  and thirdly what is needed to adapt to climate change (that is how to act 
justly as we all have to adjust to changes in climate which are inevitable, and make 
decisions how we live and act in the light of them).  We will then take note of three 
other relevant issues: population, deforestation, economic reform.   What does 
allegiance to the Lord mean in this context? 
 
(i) Sustainable development 
 
Shalom 
 
There is a biblical vision for a just and sustainable society:  it is the peace of Messiah’s 
kingdom, shaped by the concept ‘shalom’.    This Hebrew word describes God’s kingdom 
established and upheld ‘with justice and with righteousness’  (Isa.9.7). Shalom, often 
translated ‘peace’, covers much more than merely the absence of conflict.  Shalom is 
rather the absence of disorder at all levels of life and relationship.  Positively, shalom 
includes everything God gives for human well-being, and for the health and sustainability 
of the environment, in all areas of life.   It means well-being in the fullest and widest 
sense of the word.   When the Lord brings peace, there is prosperity (Ps 72. 1-7),   there 
is health (Isa. 57.19),   there is conciliation (Gen.26.29), there is contentedness (Gen 
15.15; Ps. 4.8).   When the shalom of the Lord is present, there are good relationships 
between nations and people (1 Chron. 12.17-18).  God’s shalom has a personal and a 
social and an environmental context.   ‘Seek the shalom of the city where I have sent 
you into exile’  writes Jeremiah, ‘and pray to the LORD on its behalf,  for in its welfare 
you will find your welfare.’ (Jer. 29.7). 
 
Peace, then, is about being in right relationships  -  within oneself,  with one’s 
neighbours, with one’s environment,  with God.  Under God, social sustainability and 
environmental sustainability belong together.   Peace at its highest is about the 
enjoyment and satisfaction of being in right relationships.   True peace is inseparably 
linked to righteousness:   there is no peace without justice, but peace goes beyond 
justice.  Frequently ‘peace’ and ‘righteousness’ are bracketed together (Ps 85.10; Isa. 
48.18).   After the exile, and the failure of the false prophets to bring a true word of 
peace (Ezk.13.10, 16),   the prophetic vision grows of a time when God’s anointed king 
will bring in a new kingdom of righteous and just peace (Isa 61.1ff.).   
 
It is of interest to see how the Messianic figure in the various sections of the Book of 
Isaiah is depicted as the bringer of peace.  The figure is introduced as the coming King 
in Isaiah 9, and is described as ruling in peace.   The ecological harmony of the vision of 
Isaiah 11,  the wolf lying down with the lamb, the calf, the lion and the fatling together 
led by a little child,  arises out of the rule of God’s king with justice and righteousness.   



 
 

In the servant passages of the second part of Isaiah, the suffering servant brings peace 
to the people (53.5; 55.12)   through his own costly self-giving.   In the final sections, 
the Messianic figure now dons the garments of the conqueror who establishes peace by 
fighting for justice (cf. Isa 59.8ff).        The peaceable kingdom of shalom arises out of 
the rule of God, is established by the self-giving love of God, and depends on the victory 
of God over every injustice.  Shalom  -  a vision of a sustainable community  -  means 
peace with justice. 
  
Sustainability 
 
It was the publication in 1987 of Our Common Future, the ‘Brundtland’ report from the 
United Nations World Commission on the Environment and Development,  that has 
provided the most widely quoted definition of ‘sustainable development’:  “development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”6  There have, of course, been many different 
emphases given in the discussions about sustainability, but the basic assumption was the 
need for stewardship, and the fact that all nations and future generations are entitled to 
a share of the resources of the planet. As the WCC report, Solidarity with Victims of 
Climate Change pointed out, however, subsequent discussions have not done justice to 
the challenge inherent in the concept of sustainability. People assumed that it was 
possible to work for sustainable development in the developing world while at the same 
time maintaining unchanged the economic system of the developed West.  So the 
demands made on the planet continued unabated.  Climate change has now forced on 
us the realisation that greenhouse gas emissions at the current rate are making the 
whole planet unsustainable.  If for no other reason, for the sake of our grandchildren, 
and the grandchildren of peoples around the world, we need to change.    As the WCC 
report put is ‘For a society to be sustainable, scales of exploitation need to be respected.   
For justice to be achieved, limits to development must be set in the developed world.   
As long as these two requirements are not met, the degradation of life conditions is 
inevitable.’7  In other words the concept of ‘sustainability’ now needs to include the need 
to resists further degradation,   and to increase the capacity to survive in deteriorating 
conditions;  it needs to include a recognition that costly sacrifices will have to be made, 
especially in the Western developed world.  Whether we like it or not most realistic 
scenarios for carbon emissions reduction require us to make significant changes in 
lifestyle, not least from dependence on motorised mobility, and significantly to reduce 
flying,  as well as carbon reduction in household use. Part of the background to climate 
change is that the Western industrialised societies have developed a pattern of life and 
consumption that is literally not sustainable. 
 
Millennium Development Goals 
 
In this context it is worth reminding ourselves of what came to be called the  Millennium 
Development Goals resolved at the General Assembly of the United Nations in 
September 2000.  
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The UN resolved by the year 2015 to achieve the following:  
 

• To eradicate extreme poverty and hunger    -  to reduce by half the proportion of 
people living on less than one dollar a day;   to reduce by half the proportion of 
people who suffer from hunger 

 
• To achieve universal primary education  -  and ensure that all boys and girls 

complete a full course of primary schooling 
 

• To promote gender equality and empower women  -   to ensure that girls have 
the same chance to receive education and be treated as fairly as boys in primary 
and secondary schools by 2005,  and at all levels by 2015. 

 
• To reduce child mortality  -   to reduce by two thirds the proportion of children 

dying before they are five years old. 
 

• To improve maternal health   -  and reduce by three quarters the proportion of 
women dying as a result of having children. 

 
• To combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases  -  to halt and begin to reverse 

and spread of HIV/AIDS, the incidence of malaria and other major diseases 
 

• To ensure environmental sustainability  -   to integrate the principles of 
sustainable development into country policies and programmes;  to reverse the 
loss of environmental resources;   to reduce by half the proportion of people 
without sustainable access to safe drinking water;   to achieve significant 
improvement in the lives of at least 100 million slum dwellers by the year 2020. 

 
• To develop a global partnership for development, with targets for aid, trade and 

debt relief.   
 
We can be thankful that some small progress has been made on some of these goals.   
But there is still an extremely long way to go, and the growing impacts of climate 
change  -  now viewed as significantly larger than when the Millennium Development 
Goals were formulated -  is to make them less and less achievable without urgent and 
major changes in our priorities.  Climate change is already hitting the world’s poorest 
communities more severely than the developed world.   In one moment of television 
drama a member of the Inuit Community pleaded with some Western leaders ‘Do not 
destroy my world’ -  a world of Arctic ice which was melting around him.  The 
distribution of the impacts of climate change are likely to be increasingly unjust, and to 
create new areas of growing vulnerability.  This is because the changes in climate are 
uneven across the world.  There may be some benefits of global warming in some more 
northern countries such as some parts of Russia and the wheat growing areas of 
Canada.   The UK may benefit also, although should the ocean acidity change sufficiently 
for the Gulf Stream to be severely affected, the UK’s temperature climate could become 
more severe, like central Europe.  But the poorer countries of the world have less 
resources or wealth, less capacity and power at present to cope with the demands of 
climate change, and so are less able to adapt than the richer parts of the world.  
Professor Richard Odingo, vice-chair of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
is quoted as saying  ‘Climate change will make it impossible for the world to achieve the 



 
 

Milennium Development Goals.  Poverty will increase.  Food security is bound to get 
worse.’8  It might be better expressed the other way round:  ‘failing to meet the MDGs 
will make it impossible to live justly with a changing climate’.   Amos’s anger against the 
growing gap between the rich and the poor and the powerlessness of poverty has an 
extraordinarily modern ring. 
 
One of the extremely valuable contributions of Christian Aid in recent years is to 
underline the fact that climate action is a matter of justice.  Too often environmental 
issues and questions of development have been kept apart in the UK.  That is not true 
elsewhere in the world.  For example, David Gosling9 illustrates how in the developing 
world environmental questions are mostly experienced as integral to their social context.  
In commenting on the Earth Summit of 1992, he notes that global warming that affects 
the rich nations was dealt with at Rio; desertification that affects the poor (e.g. the fact 
that the Sahara Desert is growing) was ignored.   
 
Christian Aid has cogently argued that it is the poor of the world who are already 
suffering disproportionately from the effects of global warming,  and that the potential 
effects of climate change could be so severe that they nullify efforts to secure 
sustainable development in poor countries.  ‘Climate change is a pressing poverty 
issue’.10 
 
All this highlights the huge importance of trying to think and act in relation to sustainable 
development and to think and act in relation to care for the environment at the same 
time. Climate change, as we have emphasised, has converted climate into a justice 
issue.  While the risks of climate reveal deep injustices, climate change does – or should  
-  make us aware in fresh ways of these injustices and turns all climate risks into a 
justice issue. Climate justice is not simply about reducing carbon emissions  -  crucially 
important though that is  -  it is about not allowing the climate change agenda to 
obscure the major importance of issues of poverty in the world,  and about requiring us 
to bring all these concerns together.  
 
Opportunity 
 
Climate change could thus present us with a unique opportunity as well as a threat.   
This could be the time when the industrialised world wakes up to the failure of the gods 
of consumption, and returns to ‘Seek the LORD and live’. This could be the time when a 
recognition of the need to live within the rhythms of the natural world makes for the 
best for the health of the planet as well, therefore, as for human flourishing,   and that 
we return to the moral and spiritual values for which God made us. This could be a time 
when the world comes together to work for climate justice – here and now -  especially 
on behalf of the poorest.  It is about poverty and trade- justice here and now. The 
changing climate is freshly revealing this dimension of injustice in the world in 
inescapable ways.   The Scriptures hold out for us a vision of a sustainable covenant 
community within a sustainable world  -  of shalom, peace with justice,  which touches 
all our relationships including to God and to the environment.    Is that a vision around 
which all can work together? 

                                                
8 Quoted in Charles Reed’s Church of England Briefing Paper “Climate Change is Not Just a Green Issue”, August 2007 
9 David Gosling Religion and Ecology in India and South East Asia, Routledge, 2001 
10 Christian Aid The Climate of Poverty May 2006 



 
 

 
(ii)  Mitigation  
 
The call to justice is a call to the governments of the world and to transnational 
corporations to act justly in relation to actions which need to be taken to mitigate the 
risks of dangerous climate change.   Some of the crucial decisions concern the huge 
reductions in carbon emissions which will be needed to limit climate change to below 
dangerous levels.  Many scientists are now calling for a reduction of emissions of 80% or 
more worldwide by the year 205011. To achieve that fairly and justly requires 
considerable sacrifice in the developed world  -  among those who are likely to be 
reading this book - and considerable cooperation across the globe of a sort we have not 
so far seen. 
 
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was set up in 
1994 and has provided a start.  At a subsequent meeting of representatives in Kyoto in 
1997 a Protocol was negotiated and eventually after some years ratified  by over 150 
countries  (but not the USA and Australia,  though the latter signed up in autumn 2007.)   
It required industrialised nations to agree to commit to reduce combined emissions by 
5% from the 1990 level by 2008-12.  Even these modest goals are unlikely to be 
reached, and it seems likely that developed nations will overshoot their Kyoto targets 
with a net increase of carbon emissions for the period 2008-2012 of about 10% above 
1990 levels.  
 
Among the factors strangely omitted so far from international decisions on emission 
targets are aviation and international shipping.  Aviation is the fastest growing sector in 
energy demand and on present trends aviation will be the most significant energy 
consumer by 2050.  
 
The United Nations held a summit conference in Bali in December 2007, to try to agree 
ways forward for the world beyond the Kyoto agreements which last until 2012. 
Although, disappointingly,  Bali failed to agree to any enforceable targets for emissions 
reduction, largely because of the blocking tactics of the American delegation,  it did 
provide a ‘road map’  for negotiations towards a further conference in Copenhagen in 
2009 which should result in a post-Kyoto treaty to come into force in 2012.   Bali’s action 
plan, among other things: 
 

• reaffirmed that ‘economic and social development and poverty eradication are 
global priorities’,   

• recognised that deep cuts in global emissions will be required,   
• decided to work for international action on mitigation in the context of sustainable 

development;  
• pledged among other things to work for enhanced action on adaptation, ‘taking 

into account the urgent and immediate needs of developing countries that are 
particularly vulnerable to the adverse effects of climate change’,  risk 
management, disaster-reduction strategies, and enhanced action on the 
development of environmentally sound technologies; 

                                                
11 Cf Kevin Anderson and others, ‘Living within a carbon budget’ a Report from Tyndall Centre Manchester for Friends 
of the Earth and the Co-operative Bank, July 2006; 
www.tyndall.ac.uk/publication/briefing_notes/livingwithacarbonbudget.pdf 



 
 

• agreed that the process shall be informed by the best available scientific 
information12.  

 
Contraction and Convergence 
One of the models which have been proposed to attempt to achieve the UNFCCC 
objectives is called “Contraction and Convergence”.  This seems to have received a good 
deal of international support.  It is not without its critics, but seems to offer a good 
model towards a just and fair approach to mitigation.  The approach was devised in 
2000 by Aubrey Meyer, and is based on carbon rationing. At the moment the rate of 
greenhouse gas emissions are hugely uneven across the planet.  The model starts by 
proposing a global ‘budget’ for carbon emission targeted at a safe and stable future 
level. Then the permitted amount of carbon per person on the globe is calculated, which 
gives each country a figure for its allowable emissions.  So international ‘shares’ in this 
budget are agreed, as well as a plan for gradually diminishing the amount of greenhouse 
gases that the world can emit in each year for the coming century. The idea would be 
that the world would ‘converge’ towards the situation when the same amount of carbon 
could be emitted by each person on the planet - which means that some of the poorer 
countries could emit more than they do at present, and the richer countries would need 
significantly to reduce their emissions to ensure an overall progressive contraction 
worldwide.  Amounts of carbon could be traded between countries, with carbon credits 
bought and sold between richer and poorer countries. The proposed model assumes that 
on this basis, overall greenhouse gas emissions are likely to rise until about 2020, but 
after that could start significantly to fall until by the year 2100 they would be back to 
about the 1980s level.    This model is an attempt to create fairness between nations, 
based on the principle that ‘the polluter pays’.   
 
There is a danger in this approach,  however, in that it can be interpreted in terms of 
‘rights to pollute’  leading to ‘pollution permits’  and the sort of carbon trading which 
makes pollution another sort of economic activity13.  If we are not careful, we could be 
back to the priority of the consumer market economy, with carbon trading leading to 
another sort of injustice:   one rich country buys carbon from a poor country, enabling 
the rich to sustain their lifestyle and continue developing and continue polluting,   while 
the gap between rich and poor grows wider.  
 
There is an alternative model supported by Christian Aid, called the Greenhouse 
Development Rights (GDR) approach,  which seeks justice in the sharing out of the 
burdens of restricting carbon emissions. It offers a fair and transparent means of sharing 
out the burden, and is based on responsibility for the problem and the capability to deal 
with its consequences, rather than on the concept of the ‘right to pollute’.   The focus is 
on ‘development rights’, and a clear linkage of the tasks of reducing carbon emissions 
with the tasks of sustainable development.14    
 
What about India and China? 
Many people are worried about the two fastest growing economies, India and China. A 
very common question that is asked in discussions of actions needed to mitigate climate 

                                                
12 Bali Action Plan. 
13 Although sulphur dioxide emissions in the USA were subject to trading schemes in the 1980s/90s and did make a 
difference. 
14 Christian Aid  Truly Inconvenient;  tackling poverty and climate change at once, 2007 



 
 

change is ‘What about India and China?’  One of the reasons why the US and Australia 
refused to sign up to the Kyoto Protocol, was that it did not require India and China to 
take action to reduce their emissions before 2012.  But the reality is that India and China 
currently emit a lesser amount of carbon dioxide per person compared to the emissions 
per person in the USA and other Western countries.  Al Gore15 compares the per capita 
carbon emissions in Africa, India and China (all below the world average, but growing ) 
with Japan, the European Union and Russia (all between two and three times the world 
average) and the United States (between five and six times the world average).   Clearly 
the populations of India and China are growing rapidly, and the amount of their 
emissions is growing fast. Many of the Chinese factories are of course producing goods 
to be sold in Western markets. The time will come soon when China greatly exceeds the 
United States in pollution, but the important issues here are the right of the developing 
world to develop to the extent that the Western world has already done, and the share 
of responsibility the Western world must take to help clean up the energy supplies in the 
developing world.  The Western world has had 200 years to develop to the present state 
of industrialization, has been the main polluter, and contributed most significantly to the 
present levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. China and India are trying to reach 
equivalent levels of development within a generation.  Their reluctance to agree to 
emissions targets is understandable until the rich West – and America (responsible for 
25% of global greenhouse gas emission) in particular, has taken significant action.  With 
several new coal fired power stations being built by the month in China, development of 
technologies to reduce emissions from them (such as Carbon Capture and Storage16) is 
clearly urgent. 
 
(iii)  Adaptation 
The task is also to find just and fair ways of adapting to the climate change that is 
already inevitable. We know that the climate will continue to change, even if we were to 
cease all carbon emissions.  The Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research at the 
University of East Anglia has for some while been addressing the question of the justice 
implications of adaptation. The question has many aspects to it, and their careful work 
demonstrates the complexity of the questions and that there are no simplistic answers. 
What are the potential barriers to adaptation that may limit the ability of societies to 
adapt to climate change?  What are the boundaries in physical and ecological systems 
beyond which it is not feasible for societies to adapt?  How is adaptation possible if the 
change occurring is irreversible? Where do we draw lines in seeking to preserve habitats, 
or particular ecosystems or prevent the extinction of certain species?  (How do we, for 
example, weigh human values against the needs of other aspects of God’s creation?)   It 
is clear that values and culture underpin how different societies perceive and interpret 
the world and this will influence the decisions they make about adaptation to climate 
change.  (What, for example, would the irreversible loss of a particular cultural heritage 
mean to a society?  Where should the Inuit man, whose home was melting, go?  How 
would he feed his family?   There was no chance of his children continuing in the Inuit 
culture,   and yet to move would be a major loss of place, and of identity.   How do the 
impacts of climate change vary from one culture to another?  I may choose not to fly in 
an aircraft.   The peasant farmer in North East India has no such choice. He is powerless 
to make such a decision:   his one goal is to feed his family today.)   How are the 
potential values of future generations to be included in our decisions about adaptation?  

                                                
15 Al Gore An Inconvenient Truth Bloomsbury 2006, p.253 
16 The process whereby carbon dioxide is not released into the atmosphere but ‘captured’ and stored safely underground. 



 
 

How do our different ways of knowing about the world influence our decisions?  What 
implications are there of different forms of government being involved in global 
decisions?  
 
As Adger and his co-authors say, ‘global collective action is needed to prevent potentially 
catastrophic impacts of our unprecedented experiment with the planetary climate system 
and to adapt to unavoidable climate change.’17  They go on to argue that the distribution 
of climate change impacts is likely to continue to be unjust, and to create new 
vulnerabilities which will also be unfair. The goal of the UNFCCC is to stablise 
greenhouse gases ‘at a level and within a timeframe that makes it possible for natural 
ecosystems, food production systems, and economic systems to adapt’.  It also 
establishes a duty on the developed countries to assist vulnerable developing countries 
in adapting to climate change and in meeting the costs of adaptation.   Adger and his 
co-authors argue that there are four crucial elements which would take us a step further 
towards climate justice: 

• an acceptance of responsibility for climate change impacts 
• the duty to assist vulnerable developing countries to adapt 
• the principle of putting the most vulnerable first 
• the principle of universal participation18 

 
As they conclude:  “Politics and law can ultimately have no higher purpose than seeking 
fair outcomes for the survival of the natural world.”19   
 
It is part of the task of the Christian Church to bear prophetic witness to governments 
and transnational corporations holding before them the divine requirement of justice in 
all human affairs,  and therefore such questions as the responsibility of developed 
countries for the impacts of climate change elsewhere in the world;  the assistance 
developed countries should give to developing countries; and how the burden of 
assistance can fairly be shared and decisions fairly made. 20    
 
There are, of course, many other factors which relate to poverty, development and 
climate justice, and we simply note three more of them here. 
 
(iv)   Other related issues 
Population  
One important issue is that of voluntary population control.  When Christ was born, the 
world population was under 250 million people.   One hundred years ago it was under 
2000 million.  It took 10,000 generations to reach 2  billion;  it took one generation to 
double it.   Now it is over 6500 million and is predicted to rise to about 9,000 million by 
2050.  There is a link between population growth and poverty.  
 
As Professor John Guillebaud, Emeritus Professor of Family Planning and Reproductive 
Health in London, put it ‘The annual increment of over 75 million humans per year (all 
births minus all deaths on the entire planet) equates to a city for one million persons 
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19 Ibid. 
20 W.N.Adger et.al. Fairness in Adaptation to Climate Change MIT Press  2006 



 
 

having to be built, somewhere, every five days’21  This increase is chiefly happening in 
the developing world, in Africa, India, China - using more earth, and creating more 
greenhouse gases, and putting more pressure on the life support systems of the planet.  
‘Climate change is very much linked to the number of climate changers!’   The 
implications of this are wide.  Guillebaud argues that by 2025 our species will have taken 
over so much of the earth that an estimated one fifth of all the world’s other life forms 
will be eliminated through habitat destruction. And though birth rates are declining, the 
population - and therefore poverty - will continue to grow for some while.  ‘All of 
tomorrow’s parents are already born, so many in number that if their average family 
sizes were improbably to average two, population growth (despite the ravages of AIDS) 
would not cease until around 9 – 10 billion.’  Nine billion people will require two planets 
to sustain them on current world average consumption trends, and the cycle of 
population growth leading to more poverty leading to higher population growth becomes 
an increasingly vicious one.    Guillebaud rightly argues that Christians should be 
enthusiastic supporters of voluntary birth planning worldwide. ‘Reducing unplanned 
pregnancies, an incremental reduction in average family sizes, fewer to share the ‘cake’ 
of the family’s resources, hence less poverty, more children surviving so more 
acceptance of smaller family size through family planning and ultimately less population 
growth.’   He says that without adequate birth planning, delivered wisely and 
compassionately, our human numbers ‘will exceed the carrying capacity of the land 
available’.  On my visits to Zambia and South Africa with Christian Aid a few years ago I 
met a number of people working at clinics supporting people with AIDS.  They would 
strongly endorse Guillebaud’s plea for more adequate education about family planning 
and the provision of contraceptive advice and resources.   A changing climate and a 
growing population are not unrelated:  more people means more carbon dioxide, just as 
more people means more poverty.   
 
Deforestation 
A further factor in global warming is the loss of forests.  For some centuries many 
countries have been clearing forest land to make way for agriculture. And this is not 
simply a question for far off countries.  The British Colonial Government in India in the 
1860s devastated forests to build ships, supply sleepers for railways, manufacture paper 
and furniture, leading to the breakdown of cooperatives and local community initiatives 
among people who had traditionally had free access to the forests for their needs22.   
Trade and economics are important drivers of deforestation.  John Houghton indicates 
that at the global level ‘the net loss in forest area during the 1990s was an estimated 
940,000 square kilometers’ (that is more than nine times the size of Ireland).    This has 
a huge effect on land degradation, on loss of bio-diversity, on rainfall and, without the 
trees to absorb carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, a huge effect therefore also on 
carbon emissions and so on global warming.  Houghton argues that ‘Reducing 
deforestation can make a substantial contribution to slowing the increase of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere’ and, indeed, that planting new forests would also make a 
substantial improvement23.  
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23 Houghton, op.cit. p. 249ff. 



 
 

The 2007 UN Bali Conference acknowledged the contribution of deforestation to global 
anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions24.  Among other things it: 

• affirmed the urgent need to take further meaningful action to reduce emissions 
from deforestation and forest degradation,  

• encouraged all parties to support capacity-building, facilitate the transfer of 
technology to improve such things as data collection and estimation of emissions 
from deforestation,  address the institutional needs of developing countries to 
reduce emissions from deforestation.   

•  
The Conference clearly noted the impact of deforestation on climate change and requires 
the future treaty to include provision to aid countries severely to reduce this practice. 
 
Economic reforms   
The Lambeth bishops called for governments and transnational corporations to ‘bring 
about economic reforms which will establish a just and fair trading system both for 
people and for the environment’.    
 
There is a huge ideological debate, beyond the scope of this book, about the extent to 
which capitalism, and the consumer culture to which it leads, is not only the major 
contributor to our current climate crisis, but could also be the route towards its solution.   
On the one hand, many environmentalists see capitalism as the major evil.   Such a view 
is developed from a theological perspective in Michael Northcott’s A Moral Climate.   
Northcott links the moral issues raised by climate change to the foundations of the 
modern global economy.  Where did our dependence on fossil fuel come from?     It is 
related to the philosophical and economic thinking which gave rise to the free-market.    
At the heart of the present crisis is … the global market empire fashioned by the United 
States and Europe in the last fifty years, as governments have deregulated money and 
trade and freed up economic actors and financial markets to enable maximal wealth 
accumulation by banks and corporations without regard to political sovereignty or 
territorial limits.25 
 
Global warming is the earth’s judgement on the global market empire and on the 
heedless consumption it fosters.26 Addressing the long term problems of climate change, 
he argues, will require ‘reductions in economic growth in the Western world, a reining in 
of corporate greed and the re-regulation of the money supply’.   Many environmentalists 
argue the need for the collapse of global capitalism before environmental progress can 
be made.  
 
A different perspective is found in Jonathan Porritt’s book Capitalism as if the World 
Matters.   Porritt, environmental campaigner and Chair of the UK government’s 
Sustainable Development Commission, would agree with Northcott up to a point.  
Unbridled capitalism is the source of our problems.  However, in the political world in 
which we now live, change in the timescale needed will only be achieved through the 
structures we have – namely through the instruments of price, market and exchange.     
Porritt therefore argues for a reformed capitalism as part of the solution.   Even though 
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inherited capitalism is largely responsible for the threats of dangerous climate change,  
the depletion of resources,  extinction of some species,  growing gaps between rich and 
poor,  it is possible develop an alternative model, a ‘capitalism as if the world matters’27 
which could sustain our ecosystems and still allow businesses to grow.  Porritt then 
explores what a more sustainable planet and society could look like, and focuses more 
on wellbeing than consumer goods.  He builds on the core values of interdependence, 
equity, responsibility and justice  -  not far,  in fact,  from the concerns of the prophet 
Amos.   There is a significant Christian task still to be done to contribute to the political 
and economic dimensions of this debate.  
 
Justice also applies, of course, at all other levels of our human relationships.   The 
church’s engagement with local authorities;   the church’s own lifestyle and priorities,  
and individual Christians in their personal and family lives are called to live by the 
prophet Micah’s call to ‘do justice,  and to love kindness,  and to walk humbly with your 
God,’    and to Amos’s plea to ‘Seek the LORD and live.’     I will explore some of these 
further dimensions to Christian allegiance to the Lord in the final chapter on the gift and 
calling of the covenant people of God.  
 
 
 
Taken from David Atkinson  Renewing the Face of the Earth, chapter 5,  (2008), 
Canterbury Press.  www.scm-canterburypress.co.uk 
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