
Climate Change: A Confessional Issue for the Churches?

After the Reformation and the break with the Church of Rome, the Reformation churches 

quickly began squabbling amongst themselves. Attempting to address these quarrels the 

Formula of Concord, in 1577, made a distinction between adiaphora – things that were 

not essential to faith – and those things you had to hold fast to and act upon if you wanted 

to be considered a Christian. Roughly speaking, if the vicar wanted to wear a surplice in 

order to say Evensong, that was an adiaphoron. You might think it was in poor taste, a bit 

camp perhaps, but you could live with it. On the other hand, the question whether 

everyone was allowed to read Scripture in their own language, or the question whether 

we were justified by faith or works, these things touched the very heart of faith.

I want to ask this evening whether climate change is an issue which touches the very 

heart of faith, or whether it is a mere adiaphoron, something we can politely agree to 

disagree about.

The Reformation churches formulated what they considered to be the very heart of faith 

in confessions, of which there were a score or so in the 16th and 17th centuries. In 

choosing this word they looked back to the New Testament, and especially the letter to 

the Hebrews, which spoke of the need to confess Christ in times of persecution, and to 

the martyrs of the early church. Confession in the early church was about nailing your 

colours to the mast: saying, this is what we believe and even if we have to die we cannot 

compromise about it. To confess is to say what you live by, what you regard as your 

reason for living, setting out the heart of what you believe and living by the 

consequences.

In 1930 a Lutheran pastor, Hans Asmussen, took up the term confession to try and nail 

his colours to the mast in the extremely confused situation in Germany at the time. As 

National Socialism became ever more powerful others did the same, and various church 
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groups drew up confessions to make clear that the church could not compromise with 

Fascism and a movement which excluded Jews. Eventually in 1934,  a large group of 

pastors, both Lutheran and Reformed, signed the Barmen confession, which became the 

basis for the Confessing church which opposed Hitler. Its six theses identified some of 

the National Socialist claims as idolatrous, insisted that there were no areas of life which 

were outwith Christ’s rule, and required the church to be self critical about the ideologies 

which shaped its message. 

Reflecting on this confession many years later Ernst Wolf, a member of the Confessing 

church, described a confession as ‘a text in which the biblical witness is summarized and 

focused upon a particular challenge. It is formulated by a representative group in the 

church that speaks in the name of the entire church of Christ and whose word is 

ecclesiastically acknowledged’. But, he went on, confessing itself is a basic way of 

defining the daily task in the life of all Christians.1 In other words, seeing how our faith 

bears on the multitude of questions which press upon us in daily life – social, personal, 

economic, political – is part of discipleship.

The shortcomings of both Barmen and the Confessional church are well known. The 

declaration makes no mention of the Jews, and the Confessing Church mounted no really 

serious opposition to Hitler. Nevertheless, after WWII the Declaration was inspirational 

for a number of other church struggles. In mainland Europe there was a long discussion 

about whether nuclear weapons called for a confession similar to Barmen. In 1958/9 the 

church brotherhoods in West Germany produced a theological statement, drawing on 

Barmen, which asserted that: ‘The inclusion of weapons of mass destruction in the 

coercive resources available to the state for its ‘threat and use of force’ is possible only at 

the price of de facto denial of the God who is faithful to his creation and gracious to his 

human family. Such conduct is inconceivable on Christian grounds. In respect of this 

conduct, which we consider sinful, neutrality is incompatible with confession of faith in 

Jesus Christ. Any attempt to justify such conduct and such neutrality on theological 
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grounds leads to heresy, sows confusion and error, and flouts the will of the Triune 

God’.2 

In 1977 the Lutheran World Federation agreed that apartheid was a confessional issue, 

and called on the white churches in South Africa ‘on the basis of faith and in order to 

manifest the unity of the church to publically and unequivocally reject the existing 

apartheid system’. 3 In 1982 the Dutch Reformed Mission Church followed suit.4

Four years later, in 1986, Ulrich Duchrow published a still insufficiently recognised 

manifesto arguing that the global economy was a confessional issue for the churches 

on the grounds, first, that there was an ‘ideological and institutional assimilation of 

the church to the idolatrous Baalism of wealth and power’; secondly that it split the 

universal church into two, one part wealthy and comfortable, the other part starving; 

and thirdly that the economy failed to fulfil its mandate to meet human needs. My 

lecture tonight alludes to the title of the English version of Duchrow’s manifesto: 

Global Economy: A Confessional Issue for the Churches?

As it has emerged since the 1930s we can say that there are three hallmarks of church 

confession. 

First, confession is a response to an emergency which touches the very heart of what it 

means to be church. Apartheid and the Aryan clause both called in question the claim that 

salvation is for all equally. These confessions involved very specific rejections – No to 

the Aryan clause, no to apartheid, but, crucially, as Eberhard Busch puts it, ‘Although the 

rejection might be the major motivation for a confession, its merit will be based not upon 

its main message being a No to something wrong but rather upon its Yes to the truth of 

the divine gospel’.5 The ‘No’ which is said is for the sake of a ‘Yes’, of the affirmation of 

the fullness of life which the Creator wants for all people and all creatures. The ‘Yes’ of 

these confessions involved an affirmation of solidarity with those who were excluded.6 
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Second, Bonhoeffer wrote that a confession like Barmen is ‘the decision of the church 

based upon its entire doctrine, to take up the struggle at a particular place.’ 7 There are 

three things here: a confession represents a decision, the recognition that the time of free 

debate and discussion is over and that the church, if it is going to be the church, has to 

take a stand. It rests on a claim to what is essential to Christian existence: it appeals to the 

Church’s entire doctrine. And it addresses a particular crisis. In the light of Jesus Christ, 

as Busch puts it, we are to ask anew from situation to situation: What is commanded of us 

now in this setting? 8 

Urgently reflecting on the Jewish question Bonhoeffer suggested that what constituted 

status confessionis arose in relation to too much law or too little law – interference by 

state in the life of the church or failure by the state to fulfil its mandate to protect all of its 

citizens.9  For Duchrow this includes the need to repudiate heresy ‘not only in the 

church’s doctrine and order but also in the cooperation of Christians in systematic social 

or political injustice and the legitimization of such injustice by the church.’10

Third, confession begins with an acknowledgement of guilt or complicity, with a call to 

the church to repentance, not the exclusion of others.11 As Karl Barth put it, there is a 

solidarity of the heathen inside the church with the heathen outside it.  ‘The struggle is 

not judgemental in character but is concerned creatively with confessing, praying, 

interceding, exhorting and questioning.’12 ‘Only the truly repentant can be genuine 

confessors just as a proper confession can only speak repentantly.’13 

Given these characteristics of confession I am going to ask whether climate change could 

be such an issue. And so first a word on climate change.

Climate Change

The biosphere is the most fundamental aspect of the global commons, a fact recognised 

by organisations like the Global Commons Institute, which campaigns to reduce carbon 
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dioxide emissions. The biosphere is a cycle in which ‘every plant yielding seed’, as 

Genesis puts it, transforms carbon dioxide, produces oxygen during photosynthesis and in 

turn uses up oxygen and releases carbon dioxide. This cycle has been disrupted in the 

past two hundred years by colossal man made discharges of carbon dioxide, as well as the 

other greenhouse gases - methane, nitrous oxide and CFCs. According to the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) the present carbon dioxide 

concentration has not been exceeded during the past four hundred and twenty thousand 

years and probably not during the past twenty million years. Currently we are adding six 

billion tons of carbon to the atmosphere each year. The result is a hotter planet. We are 

already seeing damaging results from global warming but even more fundamentally all 

life on earth, and not just human life, thrives within a relatively narrow temperature band. 

The addition of just one degree may dramatically raise the level of species extinction, and 

a few degrees could lead to irreversible damage. The mass extinction of the end Permian 

age was associated with a rise of 6 degrees Celsius which is within the range of what the 

IPCC considers possible.14  In 2001 the IPCC considered that global warming had to be 

limited to two degrees to avoid catastrophic effects. Scientists at NASA’s Goddard 

Institute for Space Studies suggest that the tipping point, beyond which feedback 

mechanisms could cause global warming to simply run away, may already have been 

reached .15 Such a tipping point would bring about change not gradually but very 

suddenly.16 The Tyndall Centre, in Britain, considers 4–5ºC of warming probable. 

Therefore there is a genuine fear that the world may cross tipping points which make 

accelerated warming inevitable – such as the death of the rainforests and melting of the 

permafrost (both of which would then become sources of carbon emissions), the loss of 

almost all glaciers, and the melting of the polar ice caps. 17  

Climate Change and the Economy

The story which the IPCC tells begins in the mid 18th century, with what we know as the 

Industrial Revolution. The rise in population from, probably, well under one billion 

globally to 7 billion now is associated with the colossal gains in productivity which this 
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revolution has made possible, all fuelled by cheap energy. However technophobic we 

may be, it is impossible to dispute the gains from this process. Yes, one sixth of the 

world’s population live today in conditions of what Mike Davis calls ‘Kurtzian horror’, 

but most human beings are better fed, clothed, housed and educated than their ancestors 

could have dreamed of. The story has been, and in many quarters remains, bullish: 

onwards and upwards. As the historians rejected the Whig doctrine of history the 

economists subscribed to it with wild eyed enthusiasm. Our politicians and the IMF and 

the World Bank still tell us that growth alone is the solution to our problems. We 

constantly hear that Greece and Italy must grow their way out of debt. We in this country 

cannot sneer at this: we enjoy the leisure our consumer goods give us. Of course 

everyone else wants the same. Who are we to complain when the Indian manufacturing 

firm TATA resurrects the original doctrine of Henry Ford and wants to give an affordable 

car to each of the world’s citizens, or when an Indian entrepreneur wants to make flight 

available to the poorest of his fellow countrymen? The promises of the 1948 UN 

Declaration of Human Rights, which called for adequate housing, food, education and 

medical care for all seem to be met in the so-called developed countries in a paradigmatic 

way, which is why migrants constantly flock to these countries. The problem is that the 

fact that we have a limited planet makes the living standards enjoyed by rich Westerners 

impossible as a universal goal, given present population levels. As Herman Daly notes, 

growth offers the prospect of more for all with sacrifice for none. But, he says, if we are 

serious about doing something about poverty –and, we can add, addressing climate 

change – then we have to face up to the moral issue of redistribution.18  And another 

American, Wendell Berry, writes that we must see that it is ‘foolish, sinful, and suicidal 

to destroy the health of nature for the sake of an economy that is really not an economy at 

all but merely a financial system, one that is unnatural, undemocratic, sacreligious and 

ephemeral. There is no plainer symptom of our insanity than our avowed intention to 

maintain by fire an unlimited economic growth’.19 

The desire to raise living standards for all is not, however, the whole story. Part of the 

reason for unsustainable growth is the belief that the only way that the global economy 
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can function efficiently and creatively is through competition. But a globally competitive 

economy means that every firm and every country has to grow in relation to its 

competitor or it will lose out. But this is suicidal because the inevitable consequence of 

such growth is that ever greater demands are put upon resources. We know that already 

we are exceeding the earth’s carrying capacity, living in bio-deficit. For every one to live 

like a Londoner we need three planets; like a citizen of Los Angeles, five planets; like a 

citizen of Dubai, ten planets. The United States and the European Union with only ten per 

cent of the world’s population are responsible for forty five per cent of all carbon dioxide 

emissions. UK per capita emissions total 9.6 tonnes of carbon dioxide a year, where a 

sustainable person’s is 2.45 tonnes. In their celebrated working out of the ecological 

footprint Wackernagel and Rees calculate the ‘earthshare’ that each human being has, the 

amount of land needed to provide all the things we need in a sustainable way. Today, 

with 7 billion people on earth, this is 1.89 hectares per person. Unfortunately, the United 

States average is 9.5 ha, and the British average 5.9. Given the amount of poverty in both 

these countries this means that some are over consuming to a huge extent. Urgent issues 

of equity are raised by this disparity. ‘Barring manna from heaven’, writes Charles 

Landry, reflecting on these facts, ‘it is safe to say that civilization will not survive in its 

present form. This is not to make an ideological point. There’s just not enough planet to 

maintain culture as we now know it’.20 Ted Trainer of the University of New South 

Wales writes: ‘There is a widespread assumption that a consumer-capitalist society, based 

on the determination to increase production, sales, trade investment, ‘living standards’ 

and the GDP as fast as possible and indefinitely, can be run on renewable energy…But if 

this assumption is wrong, we are in for catastrophic problems in the very near future and 

we should be exploring radical social alternatives urgently’.21 Quite apart from this there 

are long standing and serious questions about the ethic of competition. ‘Rats and roaches 

live by competition under the laws of supply and demand’ writes Wendell Barry. ‘It is the 

privilege of human beings to live under the laws of justice and mercy. It is impossible not 

to notice how little the proponents of the ideal of competition have to say about honesty, 

which is the fundamental economic virtue, and how very little they have to say about 

community, compassion and mutual help’.22
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The urgency of which Ted Trainer speaks was unfortunately not felt at the Copenhagen 

summit. No cap for CO2 concentrations was agreed, no target date for peaking emissions 

was fixed; there was no concrete deal on reducing emissions from deforestation and 

forest degradation. The issue of resource depletion did not seem to be on the agenda at 

all. ‘Politics is being weighed in the balance and found wanting’, commented Polly 

Toynbee. ‘The writing is on the wall. The leadership required within and between each 

nation is heavier lifting than the machinery of governmental power can manage’.23 ‘The 

nation states’, wrote George Monbiot, ‘pursuing their own interests, have each been 

passing the parcel of responsibility since 1992. Corporate profits and political expediency 

have proved more urgent considerations than either the natural world or human 

civilisation’.24   

This failure follows from insisting that it is possible to have one’s cake and eat it. This 

may take the form of arguing that we can deal with climate change through offsets, a 

claim for which there is no scientific credibility. 25 In Britain the House of Commons 

Environmental Audit Committee noted that the focus on climate science and technology 

‘is creating the appearance of activity…whilst evading the harder national and 

international political decisions which must be made if there is to be a solution’. 26The 

Global Commons Institute is of the view that these ploys tackle neither rising emissions 

nor atmospheric greenhouse gas concentrations. They fail to recognise that climate 

change is a justice issue, in that the richest twenty per cent of the world’s population uses 

nearly sixty per cent of all energy. 

Given that the market is the metaphysic of our world it is hardly surprising that schemes 

such as trading in emissions quotas between economies or between greater and less 

sensitive ecological areas are suggested. The Durban Declaration on Carbon trading notes 

that the attempt to trade in carbon follows the reduction of everything else to a 

commodity and that the Earth’s ability and capacity to support a climate conducive to life 
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and human societies is now passing into the same corporate hands that are destroying the 

climate.  ‘It presupposes that choices can be reduced to questions of monetary value’.27

A second and even more worrying ploy than carbon trading is the suggestion that we can 

deal with climate change by geoengineering.  The Bipartisan Policy Centre in 

Washington wants to try blasting thousands of tonnes of dust particles into space to 

reflect sunlight, fertilise the ocean with iron nanoparticles to increase levels of 

phytoplankton, and vacuum carbon from the atmosphere. John Vidal describes the centre 

as part funded by oil, pharmaceutical and biotechnology companies, and representing the 

most powerful US academic, military, scientific and corporate interests. It also lobbies 

for free trade, US military supremacy and corporate power’.28

And climate change is only one of the issues which faces us: resource depletion and the 

acidification of the oceans are equally important. Richard Heinberg notes that ‘We have 

no agreements in place to prevent the death of the oceans. There is no global policy to 

avert economic impacts from fossil fuel depletion. There is no worldwide protocol to 

protect the precious layer of living topsoil that is all that separates us from famine. There 

is no effective convention on fresh water conservation.’29  As Ron Engelman puts it, we 

face a genuine emergency, ‘an emergency with long term risks comparable to world war 

but requiring the surrender of no one and the cooperation of all’. 30 

Another driver of global warming, apart from the doctrine that we compete or die, is debt. 

This is the problem which is so exercising the EU, the IMF and other financial agencies 

at the moment. Growth is dictated not just by the desire for a bigger cake for a bigger 

population, not just because we are committed to competition, not just because we have 

all been persuaded that we are consumers rather than citizens, but simply to repay the 

interest on loans for capital projects. The entire world economy at present is a treadmill 

on which hundreds of thousands of human beings collapse and die and whole nations are 

brought to the verge of ruin by the need to repay debt.31 Every day we hear on the news 

that the markets are nervous and want higher interest rates for Italy or Greece to justify 
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the risks they are taking. What does this mean? Who benefits from this? A tiny handful of 

speculators, and those who invest in the hedge funds they manage. The manic production 

repayment of debt requires drives global warming. In this respect we should note that the 

prohibitions of usury in the ancient world, and not just in Israel, were not due to outdated 

and primitive understandings of the economy, but arose precisely because it was found 

that regimes of interest destroy community, destroy life. The experience of the ancient 

world was exactly our experience.

Climate Change, Economy and Church Confession

Is climate change, and its connection with the global economy, a matter for church 

confession? To recall the marks of confession:

What is at stake has to be something which touches the very heart of faith, which 

involves a No for the sake of a bigger Yes.  It represents a ‘decision of the church based 

upon its entire doctrine, to take up the struggle at a particular place’. And it involves 

repentance on the part of the church.

It seems to me that climate change is a confessional issue for at least three reasons:

The confessions of the church in the 30s were spurred by the Aryan clause, which 

prohibited non Aryans from civil service and other jobs. The confessions against 

apartheid were determined by the exclusion of one sector of the community from most 

aspects of civil society. The Church felt that confession was inevitable because its unity 

was broken: some members were allowed in by the State and others were not. But today a 

similar divide appears in those countries which are the immediate victims of climate 

change, such as the Pacific islands, and those which are the main drivers. Beyond this, 

coming generations and possibly all life are threatened by our drive for growth at every 

level. Effectively our commitment to growth at any cost amounts to an Aryan clause 

against our grandchildren and their grandchildren. So we say ‘No’ for the sake of a Yes 
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to the planet and to future generations. We say No to cancerous growth for the sake of a 

sustainable economy in which all can flourish.

Second, there is Bonhoeffer’s question whether the failure of government to meet the 

needs of its citizens does not call for confession. In fact it is worse than that. The 

economy does not simply fail to meet human needs, but it threatens to destroy many 

aspects of God’s good creation. The economy as we have it today is an anti-grace reality. 

Grace is giftedness: to respond to grace is to recognise the giftedness of all life by living 

thankfully. ‘We will discover’, writes Wendell Berry, ‘that our destruction of nature is 

not just bad stewardship, or stupid economics, or a betrayal of family responsibility; it is 

the most horrid blasphemy. It is flinging God’s gifts into his face, as if they were no 

worth beyond that assigned to them by our destruction of them….We have no entitlement 

from the Bible to exterminate or permanently destroy or hold in contempt anything on 

earth or in the heavens above it or in waters beneath it. We have the right to use the gifts 

of nature but not to ruin or waste them. We have the right to use what we need but no 

more, which is why the Bible forbids usury and great accumulations of property. The 

usurer, Dante said, ‘condemns nature …for he puts his hope elsewhere’.’32

A sane economy is an economy which meets the needs of the world’s population, leaving 

the world in good order for future generations. But the present economy, often with 

justice called the casino economy, involves living recklessly, with absolute disregard for 

the poor, for future generations, or for other species. It therefore calls for a ‘No’ based on 

the yes of our belief in the roots of everything in grace. 

Thirdly, the Barmen confession began by raising the question of idolatry, implying that 

the Nazi state’s claim to allegiance was idolatrous.  The question is, are the claims of the 

global economy, which I take to be the principal driver of climate change, idolatrous in 

the same way?  How would we know? Well, an invariable mark of an idol is that it 

devours life. 33The question that is put to us, is, in Duchrow’s words, ‘Does the church 

champion the life of all human beings and of the whole earth or does it side with the 
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global economic system which at least tolerates and even automatically causes the death 

of so many and the destruction of the earth by the mechanisms so structured?’34 

For some time now observers have noted that the issue of climate change is screamingly 

urgent, but the leaders who met at Copenhagen, our governments and the financial 

markets, and indeed most people, behave as if this is not the case. If runaway climate 

change would threaten life on earth, and if the global economy is its principal economic 

driver, then, it seems to me, it is a confessional issue for the churches. What would follow 

from that? The Lutheran World Federation in 1977 noted ‘Confessional subscription is 

more than a formal acknowledgement of doctrine. Churches which have signed the 

confessions of the church thereby commit themselves to show through their daily witness 

and service that the gospel has empowered them to live as people of God’.35 Not to follow 

faith with obedience is, as Luther said, to ‘abolish Christ by preaching him’.36

So what would obedience mean?  

First, it would follow that, as in the Iona community to which I belong, carbon 

accounting would become simply part of Christian discipleship, measuring our footprint 

and seeking to reduce it year on year using something like the Resurgence calculator to 

do that. To say the creed every Sunday means acting to reduce our carbon footprint. This 

is not eco Pharisaism, but simply an acknowledgement that there is some cost in being a 

Christian, that discipleship does not leave a petty bourgeois lifestyle completely intact.

Second it would mean a ‘No’ to the present drivers of climate change, the finance capital 

which is wreaking havoc with communities and the planet and advocacy of a quite 

different model. It is not the case that there is no alternative to the model currently in 

place. As Herman Daly has been insisting for thirty or more years, a steady state 

economy has been the norm for most of human history – the growth economy is the 

aberration. So our discipleship includes campaigning for a different economy. As the 

Christian Council for Monetary Justice urges, the system of fractional reserve banking 
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has failed and the creation of money needs to revert to state banks for the sake not just of 

local communities, but of the whole planet and of future generations.

Recognising climate change as a confessional issue also involves, third, repentance on the 

part of the church, examining our complicity with, and reliance on the present financial 

system and doing something about it. A church which embraces Mammon cannot witness 

against it. For the sake of God’s creation the church has to set its own financial house in 

order and develop different investment and economic strategies.

At the end of his book Six Degrees Mark Lynas details all the reasons that people refuse 

to act on climate change, but makes a case for hope. Like Rob Hopkins of the Transition 

Town Movement he argues that a low carbon society would be a happier and more just 

society, ‘one which remembers that our planet is a unique gift – perhaps the only one of 

its kind in the entire universe – which we are indescribably privileged to be born into.’ 37 

This is effectively a recognition of creation as grace, something the church has always at 

least paid lip service to. Do we live by it? Do we take it seriously? In the recriminations 

and self justifications which followed the end of WWII Konrad Adenauer, newly released 

from concentration camp, wrote to a Bonn pastor: ‘I believe that if all the bishops had 

together made public statements from the pulpits on a particular day, they could have 

prevented a great deal. That did not happen, and there is no excuse for it. It would have 

been no bad thing if the bishops had all been put in prison or in concentration camps as a 

result. Quite the contrary. But none of that happened and therefore it is best to keep 

quiet’.38 An even bigger challenge faces our generation, not threatened with prison or 

concentration camps, but with comfortable apathy, denial and institutional self interest. 

Will Adenauer’s bitter reproach apply to us, assuming there are future generations to hold 

us to account? Or can we live up to the example of all those confessors in our history? 

Can we learn from them? Or will we now and later just keep quiet. A decision is required 

of us.
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