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Introduction 

It’s funny the things that seem to stick in your mind. 

 

I remember a short conversation I once had back in the mid-1990s, at a University Fresher’s 

Fayre, an event where all the various clubs and societies try to encourage you to sign-up. I 

was stopped by an over-keen representative of a particular student political society, and he 

asked what causes and issues I felt strongly about. Answering that I was studying 

Environmental Science, he replied “The Environment is just like living in a shared student 

house – no one likes living in dirty home, and no one likes having to tidy up someone else’s 

mess”. 

I clearly remember feeling a little ‘put-out’ that he was deliberately over-simplifying what I 

thought was a much more complicated subject - I was about to start studying my 

Environmental Science Masters course after all! But now, twenty years later, I think he 

actually put it rather well. 

He’d made a link that I hadn’t back then; that issues of ‘the Environment’ aren’t just about the 

what, where, how and why, but also who - who is responsible for damaging and depleting the 

environment and who is suffering because of it ? In other words, it's not only about how 

messy the house has become and how much food is left, but also about who made the 

mess, who has to live in it and clean it up, and who's been raiding the fridge. 

 

The Bad News… 

We all know the bad news; the world is facing some troubling statistics: 

When I was born in 1969 the population of the world was 3.6 billion; [1] it has nearly doubled 

during my lifetime, recently passing the 7 billion mark. [2] That means we've another 22,000 

mouths to feed every dinner-time, and were likely to add another 2 billion people before 

population stabilises. [3] That’s a lot more food, water, sanitation, clothes, homes, 

healthcare, schools and jobs the world’s going to have to provide, if we’re to give everyone a 

remotely-decent quality of life. 

Unfortunately, as well as population growth, there are two more things happening at the 

same time. 

Firstly, we’re all consuming far more than we used to. Our societies are more developed than 

they’ve ever been before; our supermarkets are fuller and our roads and skies are busier. In 

the rich world most of us now take any number of things for granted, from body-scanners to 

high-speed internet, which didn’t even exist only a generation ago. 

http://www.nextstarfish.com/
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It’s not just our societies that have been changing, but also we, ourselves. Consumerism has 

been on the rise for over 50 years, as we’ve all increasingly sought to ‘buy our way to 

happiness and meaning’, partly as a response to the erosion of close family units, social 

structures and communities, caused by the pace and fragmentation of modern life, leaving 

many with a sense of anxiety and lack of fulfilment. 

This dream of material happiness has been sold through advertising and entertainment 

around the entire world, who now all want to drive a car, own an ipad and eat like an 

American. Who can blame them? 

Secondly we’ve started to run-up against limits - the world simply isn’t an infinite larder of 

resources. [4] Just as the Easter Islanders must have discovered that they’d cut down almost 

all their trees, [5] or Mauritius sailors discovered that they’d eaten almost all the dodos, [6] 

we are now starting to realise there aren’t that many more fish left in the sea after all, [7] and 

there aren’t that many minerals left in the ground. [8] 

 

More Lessons from the Student House 

Returning to our student house metaphor again; we have more students crowded into rooms 

than ever before, everyone wants more and more stuff, quite a few of the rooms are by now, 

frankly, a bit of a tip and the cupboards are starting to look bare. 

It’s a bleak enough picture, even without mentioning the prospect of global warming, but 

there is something else we need to know to get the full understanding. 

Many of the students are hungry and uncertain where their next meal is coming from, and a 

couple are actually starving. Most of them don’t get to use the toilet for their daily business 

and a couple of them don’t even get to drink clean water from the tap; only the dirty water 

from the garden. 

Yet a couple of the students are very well fed, in fact one eats so much they’re unhealthily 

overweight, hoarding most of the food delivered to the house for themselves. They’re 

stronger and more powerful than the other students, and get to call most of the shots when it 

comes to sharing things out, and have done rather well for themselves, with several of the 

poor hungry students working hard to make things for the richer, more powerful ones, just so 

they can get enough to eat. 

It’s not just that the size of the world’s pie is getting smaller; it’s that all the slices are so 

uneven. 

This is the point where environmental science gives way to environmental justice. 

 

Environmental Justice (and Social Justice too!) 

There are still too many dismissive, or critical, voices of any kind of focus on ‘the 

environment’, or of action directed towards protecting it. Anyone championing environmental, 

or green causes is often still portrayed as a tree-hugging, bleeding-heart liberal, campaigning 

to ‘save the whale’ and trying to convert everyone to eating knitted soya muesli, no doubt at 

the cost of ‘real world jobs and growth’. Regrettably, many of these detractors are Christians, 
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perhaps wary of any suggestion of holding ‘Mother Earth’ in too elevated a status, or perhaps 

too unfamiliar with the science to appreciate the connection between poverty, resources and 

the environment, or, most regrettably of all, perhaps too complacent in their own isolated 

religious communities, ignorant of the plight of millions around the globe, as well as in their 

own back-yards. 

The reality, of course, is that if in our compassion with others we want the best for people, for 

them to live fulfilled, happy, healthy lives, free from disease, conflict, terror, abuse and 

material need, then we must do what we can to maintain and improve the environment that 

sustains them. That means clean water to drink and irrigate crops, decent sanitation to 

safeguard health and prevent disease, fertile soil to grow sufficient food, unpolluted air to 

breathe, a fair share of the world’s natural resources to develop economies, jobs and futures, 

and, ideally, the ability to do it all without destroying every last remaining refuge of the natural 

world, with its accompanying diversity of life. 

I believe environmental justice and social justice are inexorably linked, and we cannot 

remedy, nor sustain, one without the other. 

 

Personal Responses and an Eco-missional Strategy 

So what should we do? 

There is clearly great need for help and support in impoverished communities throughout the 

globe, not only in the developing world, but also, in all likelihood, within 10 minutes’ walk from 

where you’re sitting right now. There are facilities to be built, systems to be put in place, 

training and education to be delivered, money, food and resources to be given, and most of 

all compassion, friendship, solidarity and love to be shared. 

We’ve learned the lessons of the past; we know we shouldn’t think of it as us and them; that 

we can’t simply arrive as arrogant outsiders from the rich world professing to have all the 

answers. We know it’s important to work with local people if they are to feel a sense of 

‘ownership’, in order for ‘solutions’ to be sustainable. We know we must be culturally-

sensitive, and take care to learn as much from them, as they learn from us. 

I believe that when done well, mission of this kind, working closely with the poor, whether in 

the developing world, or struggling communities closer to home, is immensely valuable. 

But I also believe there is another, equally important, type of mission we are also called to 

engage in; being an advocate for change in the lives of those of us fortunate enough to live in 

the rich world. After all, the main reason many are so poor, is that a few of us are so rich. 

When it comes to the world’s wealth, it is undeniably a case of us and them. 

It’s also a sad fact that most of us will affect the world far more through how we spend our 

money, than by what we personally do. One way of looking at the ‘footprint’ of our lives is to 

consider how much land, energy and water is needed to grow the food we eat (and waste) 

and to make the stuff we buy.   

Technology and cheap energy have shrunk the world. We can drive to our ‘local’ 

supermarket 20 miles away and stock-up on apples from South Africa, sweetcorn from Chile 

and wine from New Zealand. While we’re there we can buy some prawns, originally caught 
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off Scotland, flown to Thailand for hand-shelling using cheap labour, before being flown back 

to the UK. [9] We can also buy a new mobile phone handset, containing rare earth metals 

hand-dug from an unsafe mine in the Democratic Republic of Congo by workers with very 

few protections. [10] We can also pick up a few cheap white T-shirts to replace the old ones 

we’ve just thrown out, made by Bangladeshi women earning 3p per hour. [11] Finally, we can 

treat ourselves to a bar of chocolate at the till, made using cocoa grown and harvested with 

child slave-labour in the Ivory Coast. [12] 

Even without the presence of direct exploitation, our purchases have significant impacts, 

affecting the lives of millions far away – every bunch of Kenyan flowers we buy has been 

sprayed with pesticides, grown in soils bolstered by fertilizers, watered in heavily-irrigated 

fields, wrapped in plastic cellophane and transported by air freight and truck direct to a 

bucket of water in your local store; all for sale at £3. The chemical inputs, the energy 

requirement, the use of fertile land, the use of clean water, the carbon footprint, the waste 

dumped – do we really want tropical flowers that much ? Ironically, as many of ours are now 

endangered, perhaps we do! 

It’s true that many of us donate generously in order to develop drinking water boreholes and 

local irrigation schemes in water-stressed parts of the world, important work, but it’s 

interesting to think we might at the same time be buying back the water from many of these 

same places. It takes over 800 litres of water to produce a disposable nappy, over 10,000 

litres of water to grow the cotton in a pair of denim jeans, and over 15,000 litres of water to 

produce a kilo of beef. [13] This so-called ‘virtual water’ is being effectively used at our 

behest by producers of these commodities, often with the result of local insufficient water 

supply elsewhere. 

We teach our children to turn off the tap when brushing their teeth in order to save water 

(and so we should), but the reality is that we live in a relatively wet country, with a well-

developed infrastructure and, ultimately, the ability to invest whatever money it takes to 

ensure the taps don’t run dry! As many others around the world are not so fortunate, should 

we, perhaps, also encourage our children to eat a little less meat and imported agricultural 

produce, buy fewer new pairs of jeans, and consume less in general, in order to create a far 

more significant reduction in global water demand? 

The complex nature of these various interconnections can seem baffling and overwhelming, 

seemingly reducing every decision to a moral conundrum. Is it even possible to live a fully 

ethical life in our modern globalised society? 

 

Conclusion; Stark Biblical Choices 

I personally believe awareness of these issues is tremendously important, as it opens up 

meaningful choices for us, but it’s also important to feel a sense of connection with the 

people our choices are affecting. However, none of us can be fully aware of all the 

unintended consequences of our decisions, and keeping in mind a couple of well-used 

maxims might also serve us well as we wrestle with our ethical dilemmas: think global, act 

local and live simply so that others might simply live.  
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As I near the end of this personal perspective piece, I suspect there is something you’ve 

noticed - that I’ve hardly mentioned God so far at all. This is of course deliberate. 

Perhaps strangely for a scientist, I do enjoy debating theology and philosophy, no doubt 

much to many of my friends’ and colleagues’ bemusement. But I just don’t think any kind of 

complex or scholarly discourse on God and man’s relationship with creation, or the 

imperative of good stewardship, is necessary, or important, in understanding and engaging 

with issues of environmental justice. 

The Bible and the words of Jesus, in particular, are filled with more than 2,000 verses 

expressing concern and compassion for the poor; 

‘He who is gracious to a poor man lends to the Lord’ (Prov.19:17),  

‘Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you’ 

(Mat. 5:42), 

 And John the Baptist would answer and say to them ‘Let the man with two tunics share with 

him who has none, and let him with food do likewise’’ (Luk. 3:11), 

‘Is this not the fast which I choose, to loosen the bonds of wickedness, to undo the bands of 

the yoke, and to let the oppressed go free, and break every yoke? Is it not to divide your 

bread with the hungry, and bring the poor into the house; when you see him naked, to cover 

him and not hide yourself from your own flesh?’ (Isa. 58:66). 

Jesus’ commands to ‘love our neighbour as ourselves’ and ‘do to others as we would have 

them do to us’, are surely two of the clearest and most unambiguous commands to be found 

in the Bible. It seems obvious, at least to me, that they apply as much to not messing-up the 

house and not drinking all the milk from the fridge, as to anything else. 

This is a message I think those of us with a heart for environmental justice should take more 

to our own churches, as well as to the wider world. 
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Notes 

[1] World Bank Population Data, via Google Data, viewable at http://bit.ly/RYTPo8  

[2] United Nations News Centre, viewable at http://bit.ly/RYUciD 

[3] United Nations Economic & Social Affairs Division, World Population Until 2300, viewable at 
(http://bit.ly/V36ieG 

[4] BBC News Reporting: Resource Depletion, Opportunity or Looming Catastrophe (2012), viewable at 
http://bbc.in/QjvM7b  

[5] Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive, Jared Diamond (2005) 

[6] Wikipedia Article: Dodo, viewable at http://bit.ly/Nyixzo  

[7] United Nations: Turning the Tide on Falling Fish Stocks, viewable at http://bit.ly/QjvDRl 

[8] BBC News Reporting: China Warns Rare Earth Reserves are Declining (2012), viewable at 
(http://bbc.in/QjvSf0 

[9] BBC News Reporting: Seafood Company to Shed 120 Jobs (2006), viewable at http://bbc.in/OU0ykh 

[10] Blood in the Mobile Documentary (2010), viewable at http://bit.ly/nXelrI 

[11] The Independent News Reporting: The Real Price of Cheap Clothes (2006), viewable at http://ind.pn/OU1Z21  

[12] CNN News Reporting: Child Slavery and Chocolate (2012), viewable at (http://bit.ly/OU2NDW  

[13] Wikipedia Article: Virtual Water, viewable at http://bit.ly/Nya4fq 
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