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1.2

1.3

Introduction

Hope in God’s Future: Christian Discipleship in the Context of Climate Change is a report which helps
individuals and groups to understand the position of the Methodist Church on climate change: in
essence, it contains the theological and scientific underpinnings which inform the Church’s response to
this issue. The 2011 Statement has served its purpose well, but since it was first published in 2011,
scientific and theological understandings of climate change have developed considerably, as has the
Methodist Church’s response. Thus, fourteen years later, it is necessary to re-visit and update the text.

Hope in God’s Future was produced initially by an ecumenical working group, comprising
representatives from the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church in Britain and the United
Reformed Church. The main text of Hope in God’s Future (not including summaries, activities for
reflection in the study guide, or Part 5) was adopted as a Conference Statement.

In 2023, the Conference (by Resolution 22/24) directed the Methodist Council to appoint a Resource
Group to review the Conference Statement and report to the Conference no later than 2025.

Work undertaken by the Resource Group

2.

Scope

The Resource Group has scrutinised carefully the Conference Statement. To date, it has focused only on
the Conference Statement, in line with the remit given to it by the 2023 Conference, and Part 5 of Hope in
God’s Future (not part of the Conference Statement) to ensure a coherence and flow within the Statement.
The Resource Group notes the need to consider and revise the resources that sit alongside and
complement the Conference Statement.

3.

3.1

3.2

4.

Consultation

The Resource Group noted the ecumenical context in which the document was written; thus, the Joint
Public Issues Team has communicated with ecumenical partners that this work is underway.
Additionally, it is worth noting that, whilst Hope in God’s Future is a Conference Statement, it remains,
in essence, an ecumenical statement; those looking for distinctively Methodist theological insights are
invited to explore a variety of Methodist literature alongside Hope in God’s Future.

Additionally, the Resource Group has consulted with the Faith and Order Committee which has
scrutinised the revisions made to the Conference Statement by the Resource Group, and was
supportive of the work undertaken to date.

Key areas of change

The Resource Group has made agreed changes which encompass:

the current scientific understanding of climate change;

Methodist actions since 2011, including the commitment made by the 2021 Conference to work
towards net zero by 2030;

reference to emerging theological insights and awareness of the intersections between colonialism
and climate change, the greater impact on the global poor and marginalised, and a greater range of
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theological voices.

Appendix 1 is included to demonstrate the revisions that have taken place, as of March 2025; this is not the
revised Conference Statement, which it is planned will be brought in 2027.

5.

5.1

5.2

Suggested next steps

The Resource Group suggests that more time is taken to develop further changes to the Conference
Statement. The 2011 Statement has served its purpose well, and the Resource Group suggests that
this should remain a Conference Statement to demonstrate the importance that the Methodist Church
affords this issue. Nonetheless, it does need significant revision. As part of this work, it will be
necessary to ensure more wide-ranging changes in relation to emerging theological insights and
approaches; greater reference to, and alignment with, the Church’s net zero strategy as we approach
2030; and ongoing liaison with, and input as appropriate from, ecumenical partners. In addition,
because a two-year period of wide consultation is needed following the presentation of a Conference
Statement, it will be important to develop a new bibliography, study and worship resources which sit
alongside the Conference Statement itself, to facilitate effective consultation and engagement.

Thus the Resource Group asks the Conference for permission to continue with its work with a view to
presenting a new draft Conference Statement to the Conference in 2027 and to commend it to the
Connexion for study, discussion and response.

**RESOLUTIONS

30/1.

30/2.

30/3.

The Conference received the Report.

The Conference directed the Resource Group to continue its work on this issue and to
present a draft Conference Statement to the Conference in 2027 for commendation to the
Connexion.

The Conference directed the Connexional Council to appoint members to the Resource
Group as necessary.

Appendix 1:  Version including work done on the Hope in God’s Future Conference Statement

(March 2025).

PART 1: Approaching God in the context of climate change

1.1

The Christian doctrine of creation

The foundation of the Christian doctrine of creation, and therefore the starting point for theological
reflection on the issue of climate change, is the great affirmation of Genesis 1:31: ‘God saw everything
that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.’” By this statement we understand the fundamental
biblical affirmation that the universe, our solar system and all life on earth are entirely dependent on
God for their origin and continuing existence, and that all these things are declared good by their
creator. The opening of John’s gospel identifies this creative work with the Word of God, incarnate in
Jesus of Nazareth, showing that the reconciliation of all things to God in the life, death and resurrection
of Jesus cannot be separated from God’s act of creation (Colossians 1:15-20; Ephesians 1:9-10).
Creative and redemptive work also belongs to the work of the Spirit, recognised by Christian
interpreters as sweeping over the face of the waters in the beginning (Genesis 1:2) and inspiring a
groaning creation as it awaits redemption (Romans 8). God, Creator and Redeemer, Father, Son and
Spirit" is the transcendent and immanent source, sustenance and salvation of all creation.?2

The church has always celebrated the beauty of creation in praise and thanksgiving as a sign of God’s
gracious goodness, just as Jesus appreciated the splendour of the lilies of the field in the Sermon on

"In this report we avoid using masculine pronouns for God, but for scriptural and ecumenical reasons retain, alongside
other names, the traditional Trinitarian formula which includes masculine referents.

2 While the working group compiling this report has reflected on the teachings of other faiths as part of its work, it has not
been possible to rehearse these within the scope of this report without the risk of failing to attend to the particularity of
different faith traditions.
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the Mount (Matthew 6:28-29). The Psalms also delight in God’s created order and call on all parts of
creation to rejoice in God’s goodness to them (Psalms 97, 98, 100, 148). Christian interpreters have
followed Scripture in seeing God's good purposes manifested in creation. The whole of creation shouts
out in gladness at God’s presence: the sea roars, the floods clap their hands and the hills sing together
for joy (Psalm 98:7-9).

The scientific understanding of climate change

In this theological context, we approach the current scientific understandings of recent and future
changes in the earth’s climate. In the second half of the twentieth century it was recognised that ‘global
atmospheric concentrations of CO2, methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N20) have increased markedly
as a result of human activities since 1750 and now far exceed pre-industrial values determined from
ice cores spanning many thousands of years’.? The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) is tasked with drawing together observations and climate modelling studies, together with
assessing potential impacts of future climate change resulting from human activity. Its Sixth
Assessment Report published in 2021 concluded that “it is unequivocal that ‘human influence has
warmed the atmosphere, ocean and land’# and that ‘widespread and rapid changes in the atmosphere,
ocean, cryosphere and biosphere have occurred.”® In predicting future climatic changes, the IPCC set
out several scenarios for levels of greenhouse gases through the twenty-first century, from high
emissions business as usual, to reducing to net-zero by 2050. These lead to estimated warming by
2100 of 4°C or more, to a more limited 1.5°C. The 2015 Paris Climate Agreement agreed a goal to
keep global surface temperature well below 2°C while pursuing efforts to limit warming to 1.5°C.6

Even at 1.5°C of global warming ‘there will be an increasing occurrence of some extreme events
unprecedented in the observational record; these extremes become larger for higher levels of global
warming: ‘every additional 0.5°C of global warming causes clearly discernible increases in the
intensity and frequency of hot extremes, including heatwaves (very likely), and heavy precipitation
(high confidence), as well as agricultural and ecological droughts in some regions (high confidence).’”
Even with the lowest predicted levels of global warming, the ‘Arctic is likely to be practically sea ice
free in September at least once before 2050 ... with more frequent occurrences for higher warming
levels.”® ‘The proportion of intense tropical cyclones (categories 4-5) and peak wind speeds of the
most intense tropical cyclones are projected to increase at the global scale with increasing global
warming (high confidence).’® Sea level rises of between 0.5 and 2m are expected by 2100 affecting
low lying coast land and river estuaries as well as low lying islands. Already this is impacting upon
communities across the Pacific. Further gradual sea level rise of seven metres might be expected over
the coming 2000 years."°

All of these changes are having significant impacts upon all human populations and the wider
ecosystem of the earth. In 2006 the Stern Review noted that ‘the poorest developing countries would
be hit earliest and hardest by climate change, even though they have contributed little to causing the
problem’.™ In Africa, for example, increased temperature, weather variability and extreme weather
events have already impacted agricultural production, with significantly reduced cereal yields in North
and East Africa.'? At warming of around 3°C virtually all of the present maize, millet, and sorghum
cropping areas will become unviable for present crop varieties, and rates of undernourishment in Sub-
Saharan African population are projected to increase 25-90% if temperatures rise by 1.5°C by 2050.13
Progress toward achievement of the UN Millennium Development Goals is thus being impeded.
Without mitigation, it is estimated that up to 216 million people could be displaced as a result of climate

3IPCC, ‘Summary for Policymakers of the Synthesis Report of the IPCC Fourth Assessment’, (2007), 5.

41PCC, ‘Summary for Policy Makers of the Sixth Assessment Report of the IPCC Working Group 1 - Climate Change
2021- The Physical Science Basis Summary for Policymakers of Working Group 1 - The Physical Basis of Climate
change’, (2021), 4.

SIPCC,
5 1PCC,
"IPCC,
8IPCC,

‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 15.
‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 15.
‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 15.
‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 16.

9 IPCC, ‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 16.

0 |PCC, ‘Synthesis Report Summary, 13

" Stern Review Report on The Economics of Climate Change (London: Cabinet Office — H. M. Treasury, 2005), URL:
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/sternreview index.htm, xxvi.

12 African Union Commission and Africa Policy Centre of United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2022) ‘State
of the Climate in Africa 2022’
13 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2014) ‘Loss and Damage in Africa
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impacts by 2050". For global warming as low as 1.5°C, it is estimated that 30% of species face an
increased risk of extinction, while for warming of 3.5°C, 40-70% of species may become extinct.'s

While there was some legitimate debate during the early stages of the development of scientific models
of climate change regarding their accuracy, there is now an overwhelming scientific consensus that the
analysis provided in the IPCC reports are robust and reliable.'® A small minority of scientists and some
parts of the media remain sceptical, but the vast majority of experts are persuaded that climate change
is taking place and that greenhouse gas emissions from human activity are playing a significant part in
causing the changes. Even in the most optimistic scenario identified in the Sixth IPCC report where
there is international action to bring rapid and significant cuts in greenhouse gas emissions, the
associated rise in global temperatures of 1.5°C by the end of the twenty-first century will make many
areas of human population uninhabitable and cause the extinction of many plant and animal species.
While scientific views of climate change will continue to be refined, the conclusions of the current IPCC
report are sufficiently robust to suggest that it has been clear for some time that it is morally
irresponsible to fail to act on this analysis of our current situation.

PART 2: Encountering the Word of God
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2.2

Theological approach

The remainder of our report tackles the question of how these theological and scientific accounts bear
upon each other as we work out a theological response to climate change. The approach we have
adopted is to:

e rerecognise the situation we find ourselves in, and the questions our faith provokes in this context;
e bring these questions into dialogue with the Bible and Christian theological traditions; and
e eek to discern the implications of this encounter for changed practice.

Our report also seeks to reflect our practice as Christians, and is structured to reflect many Christian
liturgies. We seek to bring the situation of the church, as part of a world facing threats of climate change,
into encounter with God’s word in the Bible in order to inform and motivate a response by the church
and the world.

Christian hope in the context of climate change

We consider it crucial to begin our theological response to climate change by reflecting upon our
situation in relation to the over-arching biblical narrative: God creating the universe, God in Christ
bringing reconciliation to a world gone astray (eg Genesis 3, 4, 6), and God’s promised redemption of
all things in Christ and through the Spirit. This understanding of the place in which the church finds
itself crucially shapes theological thinking about climate change. First, and most importantly, followers
of Christ must hope in these days and not despair. If we affirm the goodness of God’s creation, God’s
incarnation in Jesus Christ, and God’s promise of redemption, we cannot despair of what will be,
because we are called to have faith in God and hope in God’s promises. God’s creatures do not have
the power ultimately to frustrate the purposes of the almighty God we worship; God’s self-giving in
Christ was a once-for-all effective action to defeat the sin of God’s creatures and to refuse to allow it
the final word. In these days between the resurrection of Christ and Christ’s return, we are part of a
creation groaning in labour pains for the new creation on its way (Romans 8). These are testing times,
but faithfulness means not weakening our grip on the hope that has been set before us (Hebrews
6:18). It would be contradictory to our faith to imagine a future in which God has abandoned the project
of creation and redemption, in which climate change destroys all that God has established or in which
human irresponsibility overwhelms God’s ability to bring redemption to creation. The basis for Christian
responses to climate change is hope in the realisation of the reign of God over a renewed creation.

4 World Bank (2021) ‘Groundswell Part 2: Acting on Internal Climate Migration’ https://hdl.handle.net/10986/36248

5 |PCC, ‘Synthesis Report Summary’, 13-14.

6 See the DEFRA position on climate change (http://www.defra.gov.uk/ENVIRONMENT/climatechange/index.htm); The
United Nations Framework Commission on Climate Change (http://unfccc.int/2860.php); the United Nations Environment
Programme Global Environment Outlook Report (http://www.unep.org/geo/geo4/media/); The Stern Review on the
Economics of Climate Change (http://www.occ.gov.uk/activities/stern.htm); and the Royal Society guide to climate
change controversies (http://royalsociety.org/page.asp?id=6229).
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This affirmation of Christian hope in the face of climate change is subject to misunderstanding. From
the early Church onwards Christians have been tempted to view redemption as an escape from the
created order rather than its renewal. This view of the end-times leads to a lack of concern for what
happens on earth, for it considers material creation as unimportant in comparison with the higher
spiritual reality to which some human beings are destined. This has obvious relevance to debates
about climate change. Such a theological view would suggest that actions to mitigate global warming
are unimportant. However, the church has consistently rejected any view which separates creation
from redemption. It is inconsistent with the Christian understanding of the incarnation of God in Christ,
as stated in the Apostles’ Creed, in which God affirms all God has made, the promise of the
resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15) and faith that God will make all things new (Revelation
21:1-8)."7 Christian hope means hope for what God is doing in this world, not that spiritual beings will
escape the destruction of the material.

A second possible misunderstanding is that we need not act in relation to the threat of climate change
because God will sort out the problem for us. In creation God has given creatures freedom, and human
beings bear weighty responsibility. Their good and bad actions have real and serious consequences
for others. Hope in God’s future does not mean a naive confidence that bad things will not happen.
The biblical stories of Adam and Eve in Eden and Cain’s murder of his brother (Genesis 3—4) express
the reality of human disobedience to God and its consequences, as we have seen rehearsed in a
catalogue of human atrocities throughout history and continuing to this day. Hope in God’s future is,
therefore, not an alternative to wise and moral actions in response to the situations that confront us
(Romans 6:1-2).

Christian hope guarantees that such faithful actions will not finally prove to be meaningless and
ineffective but will find a place in God’s purpose for the redeeming of the world. Hope is thus a reason
for bold action in the world in accordance with God’s will for creation, not an excuse for inaction.

The human vocation to love and do justice

The Bible provides no shortage of counsel for how humankind should live in accordance with God’s
will, bearing significantly on the question of climate change. Jesus summarises God’s law in the
commandments to love God and love the neighbour (Mark 12:29-31). Our love of God is demonstrated
in our response to the seventh day of creation, echoing the Sabbath commitment to worship and
interruption of our daily work. This love can be seen as a response to the covenant God made with all
living creatures as told in the story of the flood (Genesis 9), and cannot wholly be distinguished from
the second call to love of neighbour: Luke’s gospel follows this two-fold commandment with the parable
of the Good Samaritan as an example of neighbourly love (Luke 10:25-37). This love is linked in
Matthew’s shocking identification of Christ with those in need in his image of God’s judgement of those
who fed the hungry, gave water to the thirsty, welcomed the stranger, clothed the naked, cared for the
sick and visited those in prison — and of those who did not (Matthew 25:31-486). In this account those
in need are particularly identified with Christ. Priority claims of those in need are echoed in Jesus’
‘Nazareth manifesto’ where he declares he has been anointed by the Spirit to bring good news to the
poor, release to the captives, recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free and to proclaim
the year of the Lord’s favour (Luke 4:18-19). The beatitudes similarly announce God'’s blessing on the
poor, the mourning, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, the merciful,
peacemakers and the persecuted. Luke follows this with a catalogue of the woes to fall on those who
are rich, full, laughing, and well-regarded by others (Matthew 5:3—12; Luke 6:20—-26). There is no doubt
that Christ’s disciples should show particular concern for the poor and vulnerable.

The New Testament call to ‘love your neighbour’, with particular attention to the poor, is in continuity
with the emphasis in Jewish law and prophetic writings, which made particular provision for those in
need, as well as establishing economic structures such as the Jubilee to prevent differences between
rich and poor becoming too great (Leviticus 25:8-17). The prophets protested against oppression of
the poor by the rich: the book of Isaiah opens with a vision of cities desolated because of evildoing.
God calls Israel to cease doing evil, learn to do good, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan and
plead for the widow (lsaiah 1:16—17). Amos declares that because Israel has trampled on the poor
and taken their grain they will lose their houses and vineyards (Amos 5:11) and Deuteronomy
associates departing from God’s law with agricultural catastrophe (Deuteronomy 28:38-40). The
judgement Jeremiah prophesies has an ecological dimension in which the mountains quake, the birds
flee and the fruitful land becomes a desert (Jeremiah 4:24—26). God speaks these warnings through

7 Tom Wright makes this point in his book, Surprised By Hope (London: SPCK, 2007).
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the prophets to call God’s people back to the acts of love and justice required by their relationship with
God: this is a call for changed living to transform Israel’s future, rather than the fatalistic living out of a
future fixed by God. The words of the prophets remind us that concern for the poor and vulnerable is
not only a matter of love and charity, but of what is due to them under God’s law: it is a matter of
justice.

Hearing our neighbour as a test of discipleship

In the context of this biblical demand for love and justice, encountering those whose communities are
imperilled by climate change is especially striking. In September 2007 the Pacific Conference of
Churches issued a statement from their General Assembly concerning climate change. They
understand themselves to be guardians of the Pacific Ocean or Moana, and ‘deplore the actions of
industrialised countries that pollute and desecrate our Moana’. They declare ‘the urgency of the threat
of human induced effects of climate change to the lives, livelihoods, societies, cultures and eco-
systems of the Pacific Islands’ and call on ‘our sisters and brothers in Christ throughout the world to
act in solidarity with us to reduce the causes of human-induced climate change. We issue this call
especially to churches in the highly industrialised nations whose societies are historically responsible
for the majority of polluting emissions. We further urge these countries to take responsibility for the
ecological damage that they have caused by paying for the costs of adaptation to the anticipated
impacts.’® In a following statement the Pacific Conference of Churches identify that ‘the ecological
crisis threatening Pacific livelihoods derives from a pathological old narrative of onefication that, first
and foremost, extracts all abundance to serve the civilisation of the human. For colonisation to
function, a powerful narrative had to be created to justify the elevation of one life or one culture above
others’,'® going on to note that ‘where we are today in the Pacific is the continuation of the colonial
project of onefication. This has resulted...in a destructive and unsustainable lifestyle—the
commodification of life, the increased exploitation of extractive activities, the market-pushed
consumerism that nourishes a few, increased poverty and violence, and a single-strandic way of
understanding reality’. In these statements from the Pacific Conference of Churches, we can hear
echoes of the anger of the prophets. The Pacific Islanders face grave threats to their way of life as a
result of the burning of fossil fuels by industrialised nations: we cannot fail to recognise this as the
trampling of the poor by the rich criticised by Amos. The demands of justice and love for these
neighbours are even stronger than the claim of the man cared for by the Good Samaritan: here are
nations left wounded by our negligence in the past, whose injuries we continue to worsen through our
irresponsibility in the present. Closing our ears to this call would be nothing less than giving up our
claim to be Christ’s disciples.

Being able to hear the voice of these communities already threatened by climate change is a blessing
to us in shaping a theological response, especially as many who are not able to make themselves heard
are also threatened. Among these are communities in sub-Saharan Africa for whom changes in climate
have already brought increasingly frequent famines and droughts, as well as those in India, the Americas
and Europe who have suffered heat waves and storms that have been intensified by global warming.

There is also a much larger group of human beings threatened by climate change who have no chance
of making themselves heard: those not yet born. As well as alerting ourselves to the demand of love and
justice to our present neighbours, we need to understand what it means to treat as neighbours those in
following generations. The covenant God made after the flood was with all the creatures in every
generation descended from those saved in the ark (Genesis 9): we must not make the mistake of thinking
that those alive today have any superiority under the covenant over those to follow us. For some, thinking
of children and grandchildren helps to give faces to those who will inherit the earth we leave (cf. Malachi
4:6), but this must be only a first step in appreciating the enormity of the moral demand of future
generations. The requirement to develop our moral imaginations in this direction is particularly crucial
given that the worst effects of failing to reduce greenhouse gas emissions now will be felt by those alive
one hundred years and more from now. Christians should resist market-based economic analyses that
discount the well-being of future generations in relation to those alive today, and thereby portray as
unattractive actions that will benefit future generations but which incur immediate costs.

Attending to non-human neighbours

'8 Pacific Conference of Churches, ‘Statement From the PCC 9th General Assembly on Climate Change’, (2007)
19 Pacific Conference of Churches, Reweaving the Ecological Mat Framework, 2020. Reweaving-the-Ecological-Mat-
Framework-final-Web-version.pdf (pacificconferenceofchurches.org).
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Attending to biblical depictions of human obedience to God’s will also directs our attention to non-
human creation. The creatures of each day of the first Genesis creation narrative are declared good
(Genesis 1) and the whole of creation in all its diversity is declared ‘very good’ at the end of the sixth
day (Genesis 1:31). After the great flood, God makes a covenant not only with Noah and his family
but with every living creature that came out of the ark (Genesis 9:9—10). The law of Israel protects not
only human beings, but the animals they keep, who must not be made to work on the Sabbath (Exodus
20:10) or muzzled while they are treading grain (Deuteronomy 25:4).

The Sabbath year is to rest the land and benefit both livestock and wild animals alongside the Israelites
and their hired workers (Leviticus 25:5-7). When Job questions God’s treatment of him he is reminded
of the majesty of God’s careful provision for every creature, and of God’s creation even of creatures like
Behemoth and Leviathan who are threatening to humanity (Job 38—41). This attention to creation beyond
the human is echoed in the New Testament: where Jesus reminds his disciples of God’s concern for
birds and lilies of the field (Matthew 6:25-34); the letters to the Colossians and Ephesians emphasise
the union of all things in Christ (Colossians 1:15-20; Ephesians 1:9—10) and the letter to the Romans
pictures the whole of creation awaiting its share in the freedom of the children of God (Romans 8:18—
23). This biblical vision of solidarity among God’s creatures accords with modern scientific discoveries
relating to both the genetic affinity between human and other animals and the radical interdependence
of all life on earth.

This biblical regard for creation beyond the human has often been overlooked in interpretations of God’s
injunction to ‘subdue the earth’ and ‘have dominion’ over other animals (Genesis 1:28). This instruction
has been seen as giving human beings license to use other animals as they will, although there is no
allowance in these verses for killing animals for food. Many biblical commentators on Genesis are now
agreed that identifying human beings as the image of God does not name a particular capacity as God-
like, but gives them a particular role in relation to other creatures. Our dominion should therefore be
exercised in a way that it images and reflects God’s care for creation. This kind of care, made more
explicit in the instruction to Adam to till and keep the soil of Eden (Genesis 2:15), has often been
described as ‘stewardship’ of creation, rooted in the image of a person placed in a position of
responsibility to manage somebody else’s property, finances, or household. This picture of a human role
on behalf of the rest of creation can help us recognise our responsibility to care for other life, although it
is important to recognise its limitations. God is present and active in sustaining creation from moment to
moment. We are not, therefore, stewards acting in place of an absent landlord, but servants called to
play our part in response to God’s care for creation. This responsibility has obvious relevance to climate
change, suggesting that the potential mass extinctions of other species on the planet caused by human
activities represent our abdication from a divinely-entrusted duty. Biblical texts testifying to God'’s
concern for creatures beyond the human, together with Israelite law defending them, demand that we
should be motivated by love and justice to protect all life threatened by climate change, not just human
life. The language of ‘stewardship’ can foster an unhelpful sense of human separation from the rest of
creation, rather than understanding ourselves to be an integral part of the community of creation.

Bringing God’s judgement upon us

Alongside hope in the future that God is bringing, therefore, comes an urgency to cooperate with God’s
purposes. Where human beings have neglected their responsibilities before God, both Old and New
Testament texts proclaim God'’s judgement: Jeremiah prophesies that the rich will not get to enjoy their
wealth and Jesus warns those who fail to care for him, embodied in those in need, are not fit for eternal
life (Mathew 25:31-46). The Bible repeatedly tells of a world turned upside-down when God'’s reign is
inaugurated, with those now well-off going hungry and those now first finding themselves last (Matthew
10:30; Mark 10:31). In encountering biblical warnings about the consequences of failing to love and deal
justly with those in need, it is hard to escape the conclusion that in continuing to emit carbon at rates
that threaten our neighbours, present and future, human and other than human, we are bringing God’s
judgement upon us. Humans are not equally placed in relation to this judgement. Those living in
industrialised countries in the Global North, such as the UK, that have emitted the vast majority of the
carbon precipitating climate change, have particular reasons to be attentive to their responsibility.
Legacies of slavery and colonialism are part of the reason that those who are most exposed to the
effects of climate change are disproportionately those who are least responsible for causing it. Those
who stand under judgement should not despair: that God judges rather than abandons us is a sign of
God’s grace and continuing love for us. But in our encounter with God’s word in the context of climate
change we should be clear that, while we have grounds for hope in the future God will bring if we act in
accordance with God’s love for all creation, we also have grounds for fear of God’s judgement if we
continue to fail to respond to the urgent needs of our neighbours. A belief that God is our judge does not



mean that we can assume that bad things that happen, such as climatic change, should be understood
as punishments from God. Nonetheless, climatic change reminds us that the effects of our actions often
rebound on ourselves, as well as others. When the rich man, who had ignored Lazarus begging at his
gate, asked to be allowed out of hell to warn his brothers, Abraham replied they already had Moses and
the prophets (Luke 16:27—-28). Neither can we say we have not heard.

PART 3: Responding to God’s Word
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3.2

Encountering God’s hope

In encountering God’s word in the context of climate change we have received a vision of hope in God’s
faithfulness to creation, a call to practise love and justice to our neighbours, and a warning of God’s
judgement of those who fail to do so. In response our first action must be confession: acknowledging
what we have done wrong is the first and necessary step towards the change of direction repentance
requires. We must confess that we: are heirs to the riches of an industrialised economy that has been
instrumental in causing the climatic change already placing our neighbours in peril; are so addicted to
the fruits of this economy that we find it hard even to want to live lives that do not threaten the future of
life on planet earth; and know much of the good we should do to live within sustainable boundaries, but
struggle to summon the moral will to change. Christians recognise that we sin through a combination of
ignorance, weakness and deliberate fault. In a time before we knew about the consequences of our
consuming of fossil fuels we were sinning in ignorance, but to continue to do so now is either weakness
or deliberate immorality. Our wrongdoing in relation to climate change 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, just as they did in the days of the prophets. South African theologian, Ernst
Conradie, has argued that the need for white South Africans to confess their involvement in the
structures of apartheid is a good analogy for the confession necessary in relation to climate change.?°
Just as most white South Africans had no direct responsibility for the establishment or maintenance of
apartheid but were guilty in benefiting from it and failing to challenge its injustice, so we did not originate
the industrialised economies that resulted in climate change but are now guilty of enjoying the fruits of
systems that threaten the future of God’s creatures. Drawing on Barth’s work, Conradie notes that our
confession is only possible because of our knowledge of God’s grace: it is our encounter with God’s
mercy that enables us to recognise our guilt. Conradie recognises, however, that for most of us
confession is still some way off, because we are not sure that we can envisage or want to live the
renewed and reordered lives that would result from being forgiven. Like the rich man who could not bear
Jesus’ command to be separated from his possessions and sadly turned away (Mark 10:17-22), we
look at the prospect of lives within levels of greenhouse gas emissions that the earth can sustain, and
decide we prefer our lives of sin. Here, then, is the first challenge to the church: receive God’s grace,
come to desire a forgiven life, and thus be enabled to confess current wrongdoing.

Repentance and forgiveness

Authentic confession leads to repentance: a turning from past sin to the way God would have us live.
As individuals, churches and nations, we need to work towards this about turn, which is the only hope
for the kind of societal changes that will avoid our greenhouse gas emissions resulting in catastrophic
climate change. If we think of this task of repentance only as an individual matter we are likely to fail in
our attempts to bring about the change necessary even in our own lives: repentance of structural sin
must have a corporate dimension in which, as churches, we take action collectively and turn our practice
around at institutional and individual levels. Beyond this, we need to consider what role we can play as
churches and citizens in contributing to a similar turning about of our communities, our nations and our
world, by entering the political arena to make the case for strong action based on our moral duties to
our neighbours. Even to sinners like us, God promises forgiveness (Romans 5:6), and in God’s name
the church offers absolution from sin. Before us, therefore, is the great and joyous prospect of being
welcomed home with open arms by our God (Luke 15:20), released from our burden of guilt and despair
into lives as God’s forgiven children. It may be that desire for this newness of life, for lives washed clean
of the stain of our sin (Psalm 51), is the strongest motivation for the change of life to which God calls us.

20 Ernst Conradie, The Church and Climate Change (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2008). Conradie’s work
needs to be read in the context of a growing range of postcolonial theological engagements with climate change. See, for
example, A. M. Ranawana, Liberation for the Earth: Climate, Race and Cross (London: SCM, 2022).



3.3

Intercession

One response of those forgiven by God must be intercession for those threatened by climate change. In
confidence in God’s good purposes for creation we ask God to:

e protect human populations made vulnerable by changes in climate;
e protect those in generations to come who will inherit the problems we have created; and
e protect those plant and animal species whose habitats will be eradicated by global warming.

As our prayers in this area become more detailed, however, they also become more uncomfortable: we pray
for: nations to recognise the urgency of action in response to climate change; politicians to be bold in setting
out strategy to achieve the goals that need to be reached; and the citizens of nations — and especially nations
like ours — to be motivated to support costly action to cut greenhouse gas emissions and seek to ameliorate
its effects for those it threatens.

Our prayers of intercession, therefore, lead us to pray for continuing change in our hearts and minds,
allowing us to play a part in changing the hearts and minds of others, and becoming part of the answer to
our intercessions.

PART 4: The body of Christ

41

4.2

United as Christ’s body

As participants in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, enacted in the sacrament of holy
communion, the church is united in its Saviour Jesus Christ and nourished to live in holiness as Christ’s
body on earth. In responding to Jesus’ command to eat bread and drink wine as his body and blood
in remembrance of him, the material stuff of creation, in the form of grain and grapes, becomes a sign
and sacrament of God’s presence with us. Through participation in Christ, we are made capable of
lives we could not otherwise live. We are transformed from individual disciples into members of his
one body, no longer dependent on ourselves but bound together in the life of our Lord. Together we
are equipped and enabled to act as God’s people in the world, witnessing to what God is doing and
serving God and neighbour. Just as the humble bread and wine become sacraments of God’'s
presence with us, so our small acts in response to God'’s call become signs of God’s presence in the
world.

Judging what repentance requires

Before we can identify what actions are necessary at ecclesial, individual and national levels, we must
determine what reductions in our greenhouse gas emissions are necessary in order to avoid the worst
effects of climate change. The IPCC 6th Assessment Report notes that: “Without a strengthening of
policies, global warming of 3.2 [2.2 to 3.5]°C is projected by 210072 and that even with the
implementation of pathways set out in countries’ Nationally Determined Contributions global warming of
between 2.1 and 3.4°C is predicted.?? In common with many other interpreters of the IPCC report, the
UK Committee on Climate Change judges that ‘in the best case scenario, of warming limited to 1.5 to
2°C’, there are likely to be significant national as well as global impacts beyond those already
observed’.?3

The UK has committed to reducing emissions in 2030 by 68% compared to 1990 levels, but it is currently
not on track to meet this target. The Climate Change committee estimates that ‘only a third of the
emissions reduction required to achieve the 2030 target are currently covered by credible plans. Action
is needed across all sectors of the economy, with low-carbon technologies becoming the norm’.24 A 2°C
rise in global temperatures will make areas uninhabitable by humans, lead to droughts, food shortages
and large numbers of environmental refugees, as well as the probable extinction of a third of species on

21 |PCC, ‘Policy Makers’ Summary’, 11.

22 |PCC, ‘Policy Makers’ Summary’

23 UK Climate Change Committee, 2024 Progress Report to Parliament. Progress in reducing emissions 2024 Report to
Parliament - Climate Change Committee (theccc.org.uk)

24 UK Climate Change Committee, ‘Progress Report to Parliament’
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earth.25> While it would be good to do more than this we cannot aim to do less, even if other nations are
not yet ready to take similar action. In recognition of the damage we have already done, and in response
to our encounter with God’s word and with the voiced and unvoiced claims of our neighbours, we must
reduce our greenhouse gas emissions to levels that the earth can sustain. It is incumbent on those who
have generated the most greenhouse gas emissions and derived the greatest benefit from relatively
cheap and accessible fossil fuels to pioneer the path towards alternative energy futures.

Enabling repentance and redeemed living in the church

In the remainder of this section we set out some practical initiatives at the ecclesial, individual and
national level that would be both signs of repentance and first steps toward the forgiven and redeemed
lives to which we are called. As noted in 2.6, above, churches in the UK have a particular responsibility
to acknowledge their location in a country that has profited from slavery, colonialism, and the
industrialisation that has caused the climate crisis. These legacies give our churches particular
responsibilities to repent and take practical steps that follow from that repentance. We have argued that
confession is the first step towards repentance and changed life and that that is only possible alongside
the hope of a good and God-given future in which we can live forgiven lives before God. As churches
we must first seek to enable and equip this change of heart, mind and will through prayer, preaching,
bible study, discussion and reflection, leading to corporate liturgical acts of confession. On this change
of heart all else depends. These actions are the church’s preparation for joining in the redemptive
mission of God in this area of life. They lead the church to where its members may hear God’s universal
call to changed lives in response to the threat of climate change.?6 They are a precondition to the church
recognising that a commitment to living within sustainable levels of greenhouse gas emissions is central
to Christian discipleship in our days. Through our common worship and common life we are transformed,
and become a people capable of transforming the life of our local communities and our nation. In this
way we participate with joy in nothing less than God’s redeeming of the world.

Reducing the carbon footprint?” of the church

As churches, we must address the carbon footprint of our own activities. We must first move quickly to
discover the current level of our greenhouse gas emissions and identify a strategy to enable an audit of
greenhouse gas emissions at all levels of the church, so that local churches, regional structures, and
national church institutions become aware of the starting point for action to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions. Alongside this we must establish a way of supporting church structures at all levels in making
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions in line with the Methodist Conference’s aspirational target of
becoming a net zero Church by 2030, with the urgent and immediate interim steps this requires. National
churches will need to provide support and incentives for local and regional structures to meet this
challenge. We do not underestimate the magnitude of this task but consider it the minimum adequate
response to the situation we face, as well as the only morally authentic basis for calling on church
members and the nation at large to make similar changes. We recognise the structural factors, internal
and external to the churches that impede progress towards these goals, and the need for churches to
work in partnership with local and national government to overcome the barriers to change. Church
policy in many areas will need to be reviewed in the light of this commitment. This has begun through
the Action for Hope process, notably through ‘Faith Consistent Use of Assets’.

Helping members of congregations to reduce emissions

Alongside actions to address the greenhouse gas emissions associated with the corporate life of our
churches, we need to identify ways of enabling members of congregations to make changes in their
carbon footprint, to move towards net zero, together with appropriate interim goals. Again, the first task
is to encourage and facilitate an audit of current greenhouse gas emissions, followed by supporting
individuals in church or small group contexts to commit to reducing their carbon footprint and identifying

25 Baptist Union of Great Britain, The Methodist Church, the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) and the United
Reformed Church, ‘A response to the draft climate change bill consultation of the Department for Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs (DEFRA)’. (July, 2007), URL: <http:// www.jointpublicissues.org.uk/jpit_climatebilldefraresponse_0707.pdf>.
26 The Eco Church initiative in England and Wales (URL: <https://ecochurch.arocha.org.uk/>) and Eco Congregation in
Scotland (URL: < https://www.ecocongregationscotland.org/>) both take a range of environmental concerns into account.
27 |t is acknowledged that whilst the term has its origins in the concept of the ecological footprint, developed in the 1990s,
the term ‘carbon footprint’ was popularised by the petroleum industry campaign of the early 2000s which sought to move
the responsibility for combatting climate change to the individual, rather than through systematic and structural change
(see: https://www.clf.org/blog/the-truth-about-carbon-
footprints/#:~:text=The%20idea%200f%20a%20%E2%80%9Ccarbon,as%20they%27re%20better%20know. for a
discussion of this). The report authors note the need for both structural and individual action to combat climate change.
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strategies to do so. We believe that many will respond to the offer of exchanging a general
consciousness of guilt for addressing the topic responsibly and realistically in a group context. The early
church began as a movement of small groups of Christians who agreed to be accountable to one
another. It may be that, if we can recover this sense of accountability which small groups can foster,
many may be enabled to make changes that seemed impossible in isolation. If congregations were able
to see the net impact of both corporate and individual commitments to reduce greenhouse gas
emissions, this might be a significant encouragement and motivation for further action. The Action for
Hope Faith Plan includes an aim to reduce the average carbon footprint of Methodist members and
adherents, and guidance and support for low-carbon lifestyles are currently being produced.

Engaging politically to work for national and international change

Finally, alongside movement towards these changes in the corporate life of the church, we need, as
churches, to be prepared to contribute to public political debate about appropriate responses to climate
change. Our churches supported the UK government in setting a national target to achieve net zero
greenhouse gas emissions before 2050, and should be impressing upon the government the urgency
of this task, and challenging it to develop credible and transformative plans to enable all parts of society
to play their role in reaching it. Churches in the devolved nations and at regional and local levels need
to work towards action with devolved and local governments. It is crucial that this transition - which will
encompass significant changes to our economy, energy, infrastructure, housing, agriculture and
transport systems - is managed in a just way. As debates occur about the different routes to net zero,
the churches must speak prophetically to challenge politics bound by party interest and the horizon of
the election cycle, and economic orthodoxies; they must also act to build grassroots coalitions so that
politicians offering wise and responsible long-term action in response to climate change will find electoral
support. Cuts must come from real reductions in greenhouse gas emissions from the UK: while support
to assist poorer nations in sustainable energy development is crucial, it would be irresponsible for the
UK to buy out its responsibility to reduce its own greenhouse gas emissions. High on the list of political
priorities must be advocacy in support of those poorer nations most exposed to the threats of climate
change through no fault of their own, where help is owed not only on grounds of charity but also justice,
through restitution and reparation for loss and damage caused by the activities of industrialised nations.
At every level, the corporate commitments of our churches to act in relation to their own greenhouse
gas emissions will significantly enhance their contribution to this public debate. Effective political
initiatives will often come from joint projects with other churches, other faith groups or non-religious
groups sharing similar goals, and action to improve understanding between such potential allies and
networks is important.

Alertness to disproportionate impact on the vulnerable and poor

In making these proposals for the kinds of action churches should engage in as signs of repentance and
sacramental living, we recognise that, for many members of church communities, action in response to
these issues will seem confusing, threatening and unwelcome. Alongside making the case for
substantial change, our churches must keep alert to the pastoral implications of the proposed changes
for church members. In particular, we must avoid strategies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions that
have a disproportionate impact on the poor and vulnerable.

The importance of Climate Justice within our environmental considerations was highlighted as a priority
area within the Justice Seeking Church report. Work within the priority area ‘Enabling a flourishing
environment: right relationship between people, planet and God’ seeks to alert the Church to the
disproportionate impact of climate change.

The need for action in relation to other environmental issues

In addressing the issue of climate change, we must also recognise that it is only one of many environmental
issues requiring attention by our churches. Related issues include concern for:

threats to biodiversity;

deforestation;

water shortages;

impacts of exporting plastic, waste and other forms of pollution;
depletion of non-renewable resources

Climate change is but one manifestation of the impact of a global industrialised economy. Action in response
to climate change will ameliorate the impact of some of these environmental challenges, but it is also



required in these other areas. Appreciation of the complex interrelationships of environmental issues and
other justice concerns is also necessary, such as balancing the economic advantages to poor communities
of fairly traded goods from overseas against the carbon costs of such imports. Attention to the challenge of
climate change should not be at the expense of concern for other justice issues affecting the poor.

PART 5: Sending out
51 A call to action
We call on our churches to respond to the challenge of climate change:

e as those affirming the hope of God'’s continued faithfulness to creation;

e as those who have received the call to show love and justice to neighbours present and future, human
and other than human; and

e as those who have heard the warning of God’s judgement of those who hear and do not act.

We call on our churches to confess their guilt in relation to the causes of climate change, to show signs of
repentance and redeemed living and to be a prophetic voice in the life of our communities, through promoting
a change of heart among congregations; urgently reducing church carbon footprints at every level in line
with the Methodist Conference target of net zero by 2030; enabling members of our congregations to make
similar changes towards sustainable lifestyles; and engaging politically with local and national governments.

5.2 The way ahead

We are aware that the responses to the challenge of climate change we call for in this report require our
churches to make a considerable journey from where we find ourselves at the moment. This is a journey
unlike any other that most of us have taken, and which has a destination only future generations will
reach and benefit from. The destination is a promise rather than a recognisable place and the route has
not been mapped out. The costs of the journey are to be borne now but the benefits will not be felt in
our time. While we live in an age of individuality and immediacy, this is a journey not of individuals but
of a community: the people of God and the people of the earth, which requires us to build for the future
rather than for immediate returns. Such a journey changed the children of Israel from a disorganised
group of refugees into a nation. The beginning of their journey involved giving up the comfort and
apparent security of one lifestyle and moving to a more dangerous and uncomfortable way of living. But
they gained freedom. The most difficult part of such a journey is the exodus, the leaving without looking
back. The Israelites’ guide was a God who loved justice and hated oppression, who cared for the humble
and opposed exploitation: we believe in the same God who loves those who are exploited and oppressed
today. We too set out on a journey of freedom in response to the challenge of climate change, blessed
by God’s peace, sent by our Saviour and going our way in the company of the Holy Spirit (John 20:21—
22).
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