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Act now! Inspiring Churches 
to act on Climate Justice                
 

Ben Niblett, Head of Campaigns, Tearfund 
 

 

Introduction 

If you close your eyes and say the words ‘climate change,’ what image comes to mind? 

There are a few common responses – wind turbines revolving in the sun, dry-cracked earth 

in a farmer’s fields, recycling bins, smoking factory chimneys. But the most likely, by a long 

way, is a polar bear on Arctic ice; an iconic image of the Environment under threat from 

polluting humans. It is a striking image, but sadly it does not seem striking enough to make 

us want to do much about it! 

 

I have led Tearfund’s campaigns team since 2005, and during that time I have been talking 

to church audiences around the UK as to why we need to take action on climate. There is 

much interest, but so far climate is nowhere near the top of the Christian community’s 

agenda, Redcliffe College excepted. In this article I would like to explore why not, how we 

can wake the church up to this part of our discipleship, and why it should matter to us. 

 

Stop Saying ‘Environment’ 

Climate change is an environmental issue. Species are being threatened with extinction, 

patterns of wildlife are being changed, glaciers are retreating and the Arctic sea ice is melting 

as a result of climate change.  

 

Nonetheless, I think there is a problem with the word ‘Environment.’ The majority of people, 

most of the time, see the Environment as of secondary importance, and as something slow-

moving. It is not that people do not care about it, but we care about other things more.  And it 

is not that people, or even churches, cannot respond quickly; we just do not expect the 

Environment to need a quick response, since it is always there. We are not used to it giving 

us ‘deadlines’ for acting, in the way it now is. 

 

Christians have extra reasons to take the Environment more seriously, since we know that 

God created it, saw that it was good, and entrusted us with its care. But we also have an 

additional array of tasks and activities, be they our individual devotions, our church activities, 

our evangelism and service to our communities, all of which may crowd out time to consider 

the Environment, even if we believe God wants us to.  

 

It is my experience that awareness of the environmental aspects of Christianity is relatively 

low. It is not an area where many Christians have had much teaching on, or spent long 
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thinking about. Numerous songs and hymns mention nature and, allegedly, bird-watching is 

the most popular clerical hobby (!), but that does not seem to be enough.  

 

I am most definitely not denying God’s love for his creation, His command to us to be good 

stewards of it, or our ability to see God in it; I am not saying it is pointless to provide the 

church with good teaching about the links between Christianity and the Environment. 

However, I have realised, sadly, that talking about the Environment does not motivate us to 

act very much, and that conscientising the church in environmental teaching will take longer 

than we actually have. For most people, we need to communicate these important issues in 

other ways. 

 

Our Neighbours Need Us 

Tearfund started working on climate change issues back in 2002. We started hearing about 

the impact it was having on the people we serve, ‘It rains a lot when it used to be dry, and it’s 

dry when it used to rain,’ says a 44-year old rice farmer from Nepal named Ram, whom I 

heard from recently. I have heard similar concerns from farmers in Africa, Asia and Latin 

America saying that the weather is not like it used to be, and it is harder to make a living. 

Rains are less reliable, floods and droughts are worse (and more frequent), often occurring in 

the same place. Rising sea levels mean that in coastal areas, salt is infiltrating the water 

table and faster erosion is pushing people inland. Tearfund does a lot of disaster relief work, 

and that has led us into a significant focus on reducing the risks from disasters, for it is much 

better to help communities prepare to cope with, and better-handle disasters, than to arrive 

after disaster has struck and ‘pick up the pieces’. Climate change has led to more, and 

worse, disasters occurring in many of the poorest parts of the world, with the recent 

devastating floods in Pakistan, being a good example of this. We cannot ever say, for sure, 

that a particular flood or drought (or other weather event) was specifically attributable to 

climate change, because it might have happened in any case. However, we can be sure that 

it makes events like these much more common. 

 

Talking with church audiences about such phenomena often takes them by surprise (albeit 

less so now, than when I first started). This may be since climate change is still often seen as 

being about the ‘Environment’, without it being linked to the plight of people (who are 

increasingly being affected by environmental changes), and who depend on the 

Environment. It is a developmental issue too, so we need to see past that polar bear! 

 

Seeing climate change issues as a threat to all the good work to overcome global poverty 

that churches and others in the Christian community have been engaged in for the last few 

decades, works well in conveying the urgency of the matter. I am biased, of course, since the 

majority of Tearfund’s supporters are, by definition, motivated by compassion for our 

neighbours living in poverty around the world (and the UK). But I do also talk to people who 

are not supporters, and it is a message that resonates with them, too. I am grateful that the 

church does feel compassion; that is how it should be.  
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Nor is it just about churches. Tearfund was the 

first international development agency to join the 

Stop Climate Chaos coalition (see picture 

opposite), [1] which most of the others have now 

joined too. The point of it was to build a broader 

group of people who cared about international 

development as well as the Environment. It may 

still be a minority, but it is a big one, and growing 

still! 

 

It’s not Fair! 

Christians are motivated by compassion, the 

urge to help someone who needs it, and by 

justice; the desire to correct an evil. So are 

plenty of other people, for that matter. The great 

injustice of climate change is that the people who 

are currently bearing the brunt of it are the ones 

who did least to cause it, and gained least from  

 

the industrial wealth that caused it. A 

Briton’s average emissions are around 9 

tonnes per annum of carbon dioxide 

equivalent, a Malawian’s are just 0.1 

tonnes per annum, [2] nearly one hundred 

times less, but it is Malawians who might 

go hungry if the changing climate results 

in a poor harvest or too little grazing to 

support livestock (see picture opposite). 

 

God is a God of justice. I do not doubt that 

the unfairness of climate change makes 

Him very angry, and should make us very 

angry too, not with an anger that 

demonises politicians or business chief 

executives (though having avoided 

demonising them, they do need to hear 

from us!), or that paralyses us with guilt at 

the output level of our own emissions, but 

a righteous anger that gives us the speed 

and stamina to act, in response. 
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I am excited when the church takes our place in the forefront of bringing justice. I get excited 

doing it literally, standing at the front of a march alongside our friends from other parts of 

society; a peaceful march, naturally (see picture below form the G20 march). I am excited 

doing it incarnationally, when an MP knows that they cannot visit so much as a church 

parent-and-toddler group without being asked what they are doing to make the world fairer. I 

am doing it internationally, when Christians, with hugely different backgrounds and across 

time zones, speak with one voice. I am excited when we show this part of God’s character to 

people who had not seen it before. 

I am excited by the 

way speaking out 

together can unite us. 

I was excited by the 

joint church service in 

Westminster Central 

Hall, before ‘The 

Wave’ climate change 

rally last year. It is the 

only time I have ever 

had to turn people 

away from a church 

service, because there 

was no room for them.  

There was a special 

moment when the 

Archbishop of Canterbury, the Archbishop of Westminster, and the Director of the 

Evangelical Alliance stood together at the front of the stage, just above the drum kit, and as 

the first song began, the three of them suddenly realised how loud it was going to be, and 

winced in ecumenical unison!  

 

Now! 

Telling people that climate change is hurting people now is also essential. It is not something 

that might happen to our grandchildren if we fail to take all reasonable precautions in years to 

come, it is happening right now, and that pushes it higher up the agenda. 

 

So too does the other piece of urgent news that we have failed to get across to most 

churches and the public in general; there is very little time left to make serious cuts in our 

greenhouse gas emissions. The cuts needed are big enough to mean critical changes to the 

way we think, live, and run our economy. Global emissions need to stop increasing, and start 

decreasing, by 2020 at the very latest; otherwise it is going to be hard to prevent very 

damaging temperature rises, as opposed to merely fairly damaging ones, that we are already 

too late to prevent. In fact, 2016 would be considerably better than 2020! 
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Views in the Pews 

We conducted a survey of people who described themselves as regular church-goers and 

questioned them on what formed their views regarding climate change. Overwhelmingly, they 

were the same as everyone else; listening principally to friends, family and colleagues, as 

well as to the media. Conversations about climate change with other members of their 

churches were mostly informal although some had studied these issues in small groups. 

Very few had heard sermons or any ‘from the front’ teaching about it.  

 

One of the biggest influences on what Christians think on this topic is the Daily Mail, the best-

selling middle-market newspaper, selling 2.1 million copies a day, which is often sceptical 

about climate change. The Daily Telegraph, the best-selling quality newspaper, at 659,000 

copies, is moderately sceptical. [3] Christians do not, necessarily, consume media uncritically 

and believe every word written, but newspapers such as these are, of course, influential. 

 

In the UK, political leaders have wisely accepted that climate change is a real issue and 

needs tackling. David Cameron has promised that the current coalition-government will be 

the greenest ever. There is certainly room for disagreement between ‘left’ and ‘right’ 

concerning the most effective action to take in responding to climate change, however, the 

science and the changes being experienced both by the Environment and humans is not just 

a political issue. Sadly, this is not how the issues are viewed in the US or Australia, where 

accepting the reality of climate change has become a politically-dividing line. I can entirely 

understand that ‘right-wingers’ dislike the thought of new taxes and greater state controls to 

slow down climate change, but, surely, the answer is finding effective free-market responses, 

and hopefully, some ‘Big Society’ ones, rather than simply denying the existence of the 

problem? Margaret Thatcher was a famous early adopter of government action on climate, 

wisely bolstering the UK’s flood defences back in the 80s. 

 

Trust us…we are Scientists! 

There is a substantial minority of people who want to understand the science of climate 

better, but for most people the science is not the place to start. Instead, it is the biblical 

injunction to feed hungry people, and news of poor communities’ experiences of increasing 

hunger together with the science, form tools to understand that experience better and identify 

an appropriate response.  

 

We do need to communicate the science clearly. There is overwhelming scientific consensus 

that the climate is changing significantly. Average temperatures are increasing much faster 

than would happen naturally, and this is due to human activity. There are, also, many 

aspects of climate science that are less-well understood. For example, the Gulf Stream is 

likely to continue to keep the UK’s climate mild, but we are less certain. However, the 

evidence is sufficiently compelling and we are sure enough of the overall picture to know it is 

time to act. The Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is a vast scientific 

undertaking that provides the authoritative view on the science. As Sir John Houghton puts it, 
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‘no previous scientific assessments on this or any other subject have involved so many 

scientists so widely distributed both as regards their countries and their disciplines.’ They say 

they are more than 90% sure about climate change. If I was more than 90% sure I was going 

in the wrong way, I would turn round! 

 

There has also been considerable misinformation about the science. Much of it has been 

spread deliberately by industry lobbyists, in a similar way to how tobacco companies worked 

so hard to spread doubt regarding the scientific consensus that smoking caused cancer.  

 

I have learnt to adopt a critical approach towards each new myth that is put about, but it is 

worth reiterating that there is very little disagreement among scientists. Only a handful of 

scientists across all relevant disciplines dispute that climate change is real and is caused by 

human activity. Much of the scientific evidence is from recent records such as tree rings; 

believing in a young earth does not mean you can simply put the science to one side. 

 

For most of the public, scientists are authority figures and generally trusted, despite the 

overall loss of trust in ‘authority’. However there is a fairly small minority of UK Christians 

(although a much larger number of ones in the US), who instinctively mistrust scientists 

because they see them as deniers that God created the world. Again, we can cut through 

this mistrust by emphasising the experience of poor communities on the ground that 

genuinely do have worse harvests than they used to. It is also helpful to point out how many 

scientists are also committed Christians, with groups such as ‘Christians in Science’ [4] and 

‘the John Ray Initiative’, [5] being good examples, not to mention the good work that ‘A 

Rocha’, does too. Tearfund’s scientific advisor is Sir John Houghton, a Christian who writes 

about his faith, as well as being a distinguished retired Chief Executive of the Meteorological 

Office and Chair of the Scientific Assessment Working Group of the IPCC.  

 

In this context it is encouraging to note that whilst Christians can be mistaken they remain 

compassionate. In the last 18 months I have regularly met a minority of Christians who say 

they do not believe climate change is human-induced, and thus have no intention of cutting 

their emissions, unless it also saves money. However, they do accept that many of the 

communities Tearfund serves are finding that their climates are changing and it is 

increasingly difficult for local people in such places to make a living, so they are willing to 

contribute their prayers and their money to help them combat these changes. This 

experience is not generally matched by my contemporaries in secular organisations. 

 

What about the Weather? 

Climate change is a huge global problem, but nonetheless people’s personal experience of 

the weather does affect how seriously they take climate change on a global scale. Unusually 

warm spells make people inclined to think about it, colder spells, conversely, make us feel it 

is less of an issue. It is helpful to point out 2010’s extreme weather events around the world, 
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such as Pakistan’s floods (see picture 

opposite), Russia’s summer heat-wave, and 

the drought and subsequent floods in the 

Sahel in West Africa. We cannot be sure 

these particular events were caused by 

climate change, but we can be sure that 

climate change makes droughts, floods and 

heat-waves, exactly like these, more likely. 

[6] 

 

Hope is Stronger than Guilt 

The worst mistake to make about climate change is making people feel hopeless. It is easy 

to fear that this is a daunting problem that is out of control and might mean, for example, that 

we have to stop flying for holidays. Guilt can be paralysing, as can a more rational sense of 

helplessness, that, as one of over 7 billion people presently in the world, we cannot do 

anything about it. If I am the only one taking action, I am wasting my time unless I start to 

persuade others to join me. If I am the only one praying about it, that is still powerful! 

 

The Church at the Summit 

When the US and China debate climate change, they are not thinking like two conference 

negotiators talking formally across a table, but rather like one sprinter shouting to a 

competitor over their shoulder as they strain every muscle in a race. The US is afraid its 

economy is being overtaken by China’s, and as they are now the two most powerful nations 

in the climate talks, such competition sets the tone and does not make agreement easy to 

reach.  

 

Tearfund has been attending the UN climate summits (at Copenhagen and, very recently, at 

Cancun) with partners such as the United Mission to Nepal, to get the voices of the world’s 

poorest people heard there and to advise and lobby the UK government, and the 

governments of our partners, such as in Nepal, Malawi and Brazil. We can bring evidence 

from the grassroots’ experience, and expertise from the top, so as to promulgate effective 

policies. When it is well-prayed for, it is a powerful combination! 

 

Local Church on the Ground 

There is much that can be done on the ground to help poor communities adapt to climate 

change. Average temperatures around the world have already risen by 0.7 degrees 

Centigrade since the Industrial Revolution, and another 0.7 degrees or so of warming is on 

its way from the greenhouse gases that have already been emitted into the atmosphere. [7] 

Accordingly, there is great need to tackle the symptoms of climate change; confronting the 

cause is essential but not enough. It is my experience that the majority of people in the UK 

have not thought about this very much, although, equally, it is my experience that church 
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audiences, who are used to thinking about development issues, do get it quickly once it has 

been explained to them. 

 

Tearfund mostly works through local churches, which sometimes is the only organisation of 

any kind in remote places, and I hear encouraging stories of churches showing farmers in 

such communities how to grow different crops that resist drought better, how to adopt new 

techniques to conserve water, how to help women organise together to build water tanks to 

keep the rainwater that lands on the roofs of their homes, and how to help communities 

organise local early-warning systems in the event of floods. Ram, the Nepali farmer I 

mentioned above, told us of his training (by the United Mission to Nepal) to build stone river 

embankments to prevent flooding. And it is not just in rural areas; churches are also helping 

urban slum-communities prepare for more and worse flooding. There is also much that 

churches can do to influence local and national government plans and decisions (often at 

Synod level or with the directors of national Evangelical Alliances), to make sure poorer 

people are not forgotten. 

 

Campaigning Works 

Campaigning can change things, and over the last 15 or so years I have seen churches 

leading in this. We can be inspired by Wilberforce’s campaign against the slave trade 200 

years ago, the US civil rights movement of 50 years ago, the ‘Jubilee 2000’ debt campaign of 

ten years ago, and ‘Make Poverty History’ [8] of five years ago. In relation to the ‘Jubilee 

2000’ campaign, raising our voices together got $88 billion of debt cancellation for countries 

that could invest the money more critically for basic internal needs, than reimburse the World 

Bank or  the IMF. [9] Uganda has abolished primary school fees and trained more teachers, 

so thousands of children now get some education. These children would not have had 

access to such education previously, especially girls. In Mozambique hundreds of thousands 

of children were immunised, some of whom would have died of easily-preventable diseases. 

It would take Tearfund roughly 1,000 years to raise $88 billion, so campaigning is excellent 

value for money! 

 

This makes climate campaigning one of the most effective things we can do about climate 

change. David Cameron promised that this would be ‘the greenest Government ever’ and it 

is important for us to encourage the Government to keep its promise. Cutting UK emissions 

is vital, as we are the world’s tenth biggest emitter. Pushing hard for a global deal that stops 

average temperatures rising by more than 1.5 degrees, and that transfers $200 billion a year 

from rich to poor countries to help them adapt to the consequences of climate change they 

were, mainly, not responsible for, is even more important. Governments do more when they 

are held accountable, and MPs support is galvanised when they see evidence that their 

voters are demanding such action. 
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Conclusion - the Church in the Lead  

I believe there is a great opportunity for the church to give the lead in society which it ought 

to. We are able to demonstrate this by obeying God’s commandments to love our 

neighbours, provide food for people who are hungry, and care for creation. We can share a 

message that is not about fear of change, but about freedom and hope; freedom from 

consumerism, and hope that God can bring people to work together. When the public 

witnesses that, they are more likely to ask us; why is it that Christians live differently? 

 

Resources 

 Tearfund Campaigning Resources (www.tearfund.org/campaigns)  

 For a helpful guide to the issues relating to climate change, see 

www.tearfund.org/climate  

 Act Fast quarterly postcard, Global Action quarterly magazine and Global Action 

emails 

(https://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Globalaction/default.htm?NRMODE=Publishe

d&NRNODEGUID={DEA131A4-B741-41A4-B6FB-

C985BF730737}&NRORIGINALURL=/Campaigning/Globalaction/&NRCACHEHINT=

Guest) 

 SuperBadger app. on Facebook and iPhone 

 Tearfund Lifestyle and Biblical Resources (www.tearfund.org/climate) 

o For tomorrow too booklet or pdf 

(http://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Climate+change+and+disasters/Free+bo

oklet+For+tomorrow+too.htm) 

o Carbon Fast 2011 - Lent actions for individuals on email or a leaflet, plus church 

resources online (http://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Carbon+Fast.htm) 

o Climate bible studies, Climate stories 

o Q&A to persuade people in your church 

 Tearfund In-depth Resources. Policy reports and practitioner resources - Tearfund 

International Learning Zone (http://tilz.tearfund.org/)  

 

Organisations 

 www.climatejusticefund.org - from the Church of England 

 www.stopclimatechaos.org - Stop Climate Chaos campaigning coalition 

 www.robinhoodtax.org - Campaign coalition seeking new sources of money for 

climate adaptation, and other good causes (Great little video clips!) 

 www.arocha.org - Christian environmentalists 

http://www.tearfund.org/campaigns
http://www.tearfund.org/climate
https://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Globalaction/default.htm?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID=%7bDEA131A4-B741-41A4-B6FB-C985BF730737%7d&NRORIGINALURL=/Campaigning/Globalaction/&NRCACHEHINT=Guest
https://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Globalaction/default.htm?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID=%7bDEA131A4-B741-41A4-B6FB-C985BF730737%7d&NRORIGINALURL=/Campaigning/Globalaction/&NRCACHEHINT=Guest
https://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Globalaction/default.htm?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID=%7bDEA131A4-B741-41A4-B6FB-C985BF730737%7d&NRORIGINALURL=/Campaigning/Globalaction/&NRCACHEHINT=Guest
https://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Globalaction/default.htm?NRMODE=Published&NRNODEGUID=%7bDEA131A4-B741-41A4-B6FB-C985BF730737%7d&NRORIGINALURL=/Campaigning/Globalaction/&NRCACHEHINT=Guest
http://www.tearfund.org/climate
http://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Climate+change+and+disasters/Free+booklet+For+tomorrow+too.htm
http://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Climate+change+and+disasters/Free+booklet+For+tomorrow+too.htm
http://www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Carbon+Fast.htm
http://tilz.tearfund.org/
http://www.climatejusticefund.org/
http://www.stopclimatechaos.org/
http://www.robinhoodtax.org/
http://www.arocha.org/
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Books 

 Climate Change, Sir John Houghton - authoritative 

 How Bad are Bananas?, Tim Berners-Lee - quirky guide to relative carbon footprints 

 Six Degrees, Mark Lynas - science journalist who writes well 

 Planetwise, Dave Bookless 

 Cherishing the Earth, Christianity and the Environment, Margot and Martin Hodson 

 

Films 

 An Inconvenient Truth 

 Age of Stupid 

 11th Hour 

 Hope for Planet Earth – CD resource from Tearfund, A Rocha, Christians in Science 

and Share Jesus International, www.sharejesusinternational.com  

 

Notes 

[1] See http://www.stopclimatechaos.org/. 

[2] UK and Malawi’s carbon footprints per head: Norwegian University of Science and Technology 

2009 study, quoted at http://www.clickgreen.org.uk/analysis/general-analysis/12268-us-tops-global-

carbon-footprint-league-table-%E2%80%93-uk-comes-10th.html.  

[3] UK newspaper circulations from http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/abcs. 

[4] See http://www.cis.org.uk/ for more information. 

[5] See http://www.jri.org.uk/ for more information. 

[6] See the brief article from the BBC’s website indicating that 2010 has been one of the hottest, if not 

the hottest, year(s) on record, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-11841368. 

[7] Levels of warming since the Industrial Revolution cited in, Meinshausen et al, Greenhouse-gas 

emissions targets for limiting global warming to 2 degrees C, Nature, April 2009. 

[8] http://www.makepovertyhistory.org/takeaction/. 

[9] Levels and impact of debt cancellation from www.jubileedebtcampaign.org.uk/. Refer to Q&A pdf in 

the ‘does debt relief work?’ section.  
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http://www.sharejesusinternational.com/
http://www.stopclimatechaos.org/
http://www.clickgreen.org.uk/analysis/general-analysis/12268-us-tops-global-carbon-footprint-league-table-%E2%80%93-uk-comes-10th.html
http://www.clickgreen.org.uk/analysis/general-analysis/12268-us-tops-global-carbon-footprint-league-table-%E2%80%93-uk-comes-10th.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/abcs
http://www.cis.org.uk/
http://www.jri.org.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-11841368
http://www.makepovertyhistory.org/takeaction/
http://www.jubileedebtcampaign.org.uk/
http://www.redcliffe.org/mission
http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters
mailto:mission@redcliffe.org
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please remember to include your full name, your organisation/role and whether you would like your comments 
posted on the Encounters discussion board. 

http://www.redcliffe.org/encounters

