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Climate Emergency: Connecting Faith 

and Community 
 
Canon Giles Goddard is Vicar of St John’s, Waterloo in London.  He 
previously worked in social housing and at the John Lewis 
Partnership.  He is the chair of ‘Inclusive Church’ and of ‘Faith for 
the Climate’ which supports inter-faith work on climate change. 

 
I am going to talk a little about the background to faith engagement in climate change – 
some of the things the Church of England has been doing, somethings that ‘Faith for the 
Climate’ has been doing, and then make some suggestions about things that you might want 
to be involved in.   
 
Faith and the Climate 
A little bit of Biblical background that will be familiar to you.  It’s a good idea always to 
revisit the foundations from which we get our thinking.  There’s a great deal in scripture 
about creation, starting with Genesis.  I have chosen this verse from Genesis 2: 
 

God formed humans, dirt from the ground, and breathed into them the breath of life 
(Genesis 2:4-8) 

 
This reminds us that we are all inter-connected; we are all stardust, taken from the dust of 
the earth.  If the earth doesn’t flourish then we don’t flourish.  If we are to flourish then the 
earth has to flourish – that’s at the heart of everything that holds us together.  We are 
reminded of that in the book of Job: 
 

But ask the animals, and they will teach you; the birds of the air, and they will tell you; ask 
the plants of the earth, and they will teach you; and the fish of the sea will declare to 
you. Who among all these does not know that the hand of the Lord has done this? In his 
hand is the life of every living thing and the breath of every human being. (Job 12.7-10) 
 

For me, God is the life-force; he gives us life and breathes life into us and into the whole 
cosmos.  The more we are connected to God the more we are connected to the cosmos, 
and especially to the little tiny bit for which we have responsibility. 
 
This is from the prophet Isaiah, and in these days [when Russia has invaded Ukraine and the 
war there has implications for the whole world – Ed] his words seem extraordinarily 
prophetic: 
 

The earth shall be utterly laid waste and utterly despoiled; for the Lord has spoken this 
word. The earth dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers; the heavens 
languish together with the earth. The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for they have 
transgressed laws, violated the statutes, broken the everlasting covenant.  Therefore a curse 
devours the earth, and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt; therefore the inhabitants of the 
earth dwindled, and few people are left.  The wine dries up, the vine languishes, all the 
merry-hearted sigh. (Isaiah 24.3 – 7)  



That was written in the fifth century before the Christian era and yet it could be speaking to 
us right now about the way in which we have abused the world in our commitment to 
consumption.  And we know the news; we hear the stories day after day after day. 
 

The IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change) report that came out a 
couple of weeks ago urges us to take action 
because the consequences of climate change 
are already amongst us, not just in terms of 
the land but also in terms of flooding, and of 
people not being able to grow enough food 
and crops failing.  It is a crisis. 

 
So what do we do about it and why is it 
part of our responsibility.  Well, here we 
are, right at the heart of Jesus’ ministry: 

 
When he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, he went to the synagogue on 
the Sabbath day, as was his custom. He stood up to read, and the scroll of the prophet 
Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: 
“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the 
poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.” (Luke 4.16 – 19) 
 

That, I suspect, is at the heart of many of our ministries as Anglicans and as Lutherans.  
Climate justice is at the heart of our work on climate change.  The people who are suffering 
most disproportionately and the poor who have contributed less to climate change.  They 
are people in countries where the carbon footprint is very, very low.  They are the poor 
and the oppressed and it is up to us in the rich West to do whatever we can to reverse the 
effects of climate change as soon as we possibly can. 
 
I am part of the Church of England.  I’ve been involved in climate issues since 2009 and the 
reason I became involved is that, when I arrived at St John’s, Waterloo, I started a festival 
and wrote to various local businesses asking them to support it, and one of the companies 
that did support the festival was Shell Oil – you may have heard of it!  Their headquarters is 
in our parish, so I said “Thank you very much!”  However, a few weeks later a young 
member of the congregation, a climate activist, came to see me and asked, “Why are we 



taking money from Shell?”  She showed me some graphs, which are now familiar but which I 
had not seen at the time, showing the amount of carbon trapped in the ground.  She said, “If 
we go on releasing it into the atmosphere as we are now we shall end up with a crisis.” 
 
So it was as a result of that visit by a 19 year old climate activist that I became much more 
involved in climate change and, in 2014, I put a motion through the Deanery Synod and then 
through the Diocesan Synod, and then through the General Synod, that helped to raise 
awareness of climate change in the Church of England.  Something called the Environment 
Working Group was set up which reported directly to the Archbishops’ Council, and 
through that and through the work of the then Bishop of Salisbury, awareness has been 
raised within the Church of England in all sorts of different ways. 
 
This headline is from 2016 when the Church disinvested from tar and coal: 

 
There has been a lot of disinvestment since then.  Some people think we should go further, 
while others think we have gone far enough.  But the Church has tried to raise awareness 
both within congregations, parishes and dioceses, and we have set ourselves a target of 
being carbon neutral by 2030.  That was a surprise to thee working group because they had 
put forward a date of 2045, but Synod said that was not good enough.  I am very pleased 
they did that because it has focused our minds on how we might be able to achieve that.  It 
is a big challenge when you remember that the Church has 20,000 old buildings that require 
heating! 
 
We are working to encourage lifestyle changes, to encourage people to think and to take 
action and to protest, and there is very active protest in all kinds of different areas.  We are 
encouraging parishes to become members of Ecochurch, to engage with their politicians and 
parliamentarians who have the power at the moment.  We are also encouraging 
congregations to connect with their local communities, both to protest and to make their 
voices clear in these matters. 
 
In the latest round of elections to the General Synod a significant number of people 
mentioned climate and the environment in their election addresses.  The House of Bishops 



is very active now, especially those Bishops in the House of Lords.  And there is a great deal 
of work being done on investments, either how they can be aligned towards net-zero by 
2030 or we divest. 
 
Faith for the Climate 
I am chairman of something called “Faith for the Climate” which works across the world 
with an organisation called “Green Faith International”.  We had a day of action in October 
of last year where around 160 countries saw faith-based protests.  Here we are at St John’s, 
Waterloo unfurling our banner: “No more fossil fuels. Amen” 

 
This is almost the same banner as this one 
unfurled here in the Pacific on an island where 
the land is being inundated at this very 
moment and where the people stood on the 
land which they used to be able to farm: “For 
the sake of all beings, No More Fossil Fuels!” 

 
That drives home the importance of what 
we are doing for the whole world and that 
what we do here can make a difference 
thousands of miles away across the planet. 
Our vision for Faith for the Climate is this:  
We envisage a world where people across 
all faiths work together to tackle climate 
change. 
 
I set this up in 2014 because it seemed to me a no-brainer that people of all faiths could 
come together, put our differences to one side and work for climate change.  We have 
managed to avoid most of the arguments that can happen in inter-faith work, and include 
people from many faiths. 
  
We are trying to build bridges and encourage people of different faiths to work together to 
protect our shared environment because we want to bring about greater impact in tackling 
climate change and we want to model good 
interfaith working. 
 
We were very involved in COP-26 and 
chaired something called “Make COP Count” 
which was a gathering of all kinds of faith-
based bodies and England working towards 
COP with colleagues in Scotland.  They 
organised a great event on the first Sunday 
and here are some of the speakers who 
were present: We were all able to pray and 
work together for climate action.   



This was a panel that we had 
in the Green Zone of COP-
26 which brought together 
young planet engaged 
activists from around the 
country, who we have 
enabled to set up 
organisations such as 
“EcoSikh”, ‘Ecodharma”, 
“Eco Climate Action”, and 
who talked about their 
experiences and why they 
are so committed to making 
a difference on climate.  And 
we also went on marches.   

 
Climate Justice 
So why climate justice?  As I 
have said already, the poorest 
people in the world are the 
ones who suffer the most 
from the impacts of climate 
change, but they’ve done the 
least to cause it. Tackling 
climate change is about justice 
and putting pressure on 
governments, the financial 
sector and individuals to help 
the poorest people survive 
climate chaos.  Climate justice 
means those who are more 
responsible for causing climate 
change doing more to tackle it.   
It means those have contributed taking responsibility for our actions: including churches in 
the Global North.  COP 27 is in Egypt in November. Our main asks for that will be the 
same as we asked in Glasgow:  In terms of climate finance, to bring an end public subsidy 
and private investment in new fossil fuels – and recent events in Ukraine point up to us how 
important fossil fuels are to our global economy.  I often think that if we had taken action 
more quickly we wouldn’t be as dependent on them as we are today; if people had taken 
action 20 years ago we could have been in a very different situation today.   
 
The other really important thing, that doesn’t always get to the top of the agenda, is Loss 
and Damage.  This is about recompensing poorer nations for the loss and damage they are 
already experiencing.  It’s not the same as Mitigation and Adaptation – these are technical 
terms – which is about taking action NOW; Loss and Damage is about recompensing them 
for the things that have already happened and are happening.  Poorer countries simply do 
not have the resources to adapt or adjust or push back the effects of climate change now.  
So it is up to us to support that and we have been able to bring loss and damage into the 
heart of the discussions, and we are told that governments are now taking it more seriously 
and it got into the agreement partly because of the actions of faith groups in the UK. 



 
Lament  
There is a place for lament, and it is right to lament for what has happened, and it is 
important.  Climate grief is a real thing.  There is grief about all sorts of things in the world 
at the moment, but climate grief is real and it is important to acknowledge the tragedy 
which is happening and that could get much worse.  But if we stop at lament then we give 
up.  So it is also important to hold onto hope. 
 
Hope 

There are reasons for hoping 
because there is a great deal of 
work going on around the world.  
I was very encouraged by the 
Green Faith International events 
last year, and by what happened 
at COP-26 in terms of the 
number of people who were 
engaged and the number who 
were talking and trying to make a 
difference. 
 

And the other reason I hold onto hope is because we are backed up by the word of God.  I 
am going to read the parable of the sower: 
 

Again Jesus began to teach beside the lake. Such a very large crowd gathered around him 
that he got into a boat on the lake and sat there, while the whole crowd was beside the 
lake on the land. He began to teach them many things in parables, and in his teaching he 
said to them: ‘Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he sowed, some seed fell on the 
path, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not 
have much soil, and it sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. And when the sun 
rose, it was scorched; and since it had no root, it withered away. Other seed fell among 
thorns, and the thorns grew up and choked it, and it yielded no grain. Other seed fell into 
good soil and brought forth grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty 
and a hundredfold.’ And he said, ‘Let anyone with ears to hear listen!  (Mark 4.1-9) 
 

The thing that gives me comfort is the last bit: ‘Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth 
grain, growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.’  It seems to me 
that if we do the right actions and they fall in the right spot they can make disproportionate 
amounts of difference.  And that is why I think that every individual action, whatever it is 
and however small, can make a difference.  You never quite know which one is going to be 
the right one.  Sometimes you have to do lots of things and some might fall on bad soil.  But 
the one that doesn’t will make a difference. 
 
What can we do? 
Now I want to come to some possibilities as to how we might become involved.  I have 
mentioned EcoChurch.  This is a very good scheme which churches can sign up to having 
gone through a series of questionnaires which enable you to look at all of your different 
activities so that you can gain a series of awards leading up to the gold award.  You can 
become an environmental church, not just because of the buildings but because of preaching 
and teaching to encourage individual members to take action themselves.  You can find the 



information about the A Rocha UK’s award scheme for churches in England and Wales who 
want to demonstrate that the gospel is good news for God’s earth here: 
https://ecochurch.arocha.org.uk/  
  
Christian Aid is very much majoring on climate justice and loss and damage.  They have 
various campaigns but this is the one I have chosen to bring to your attention: 
https://www.christianaid.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/our-prophetic-journey-towards-
climate-justice  As highlighted in Christian Aid’s landmark Black Lives Matter Everywhere 
report, black and brown people in Africa, the Caribbean, India and other parts of the global 
south are facing the brunt of the impacts of the climate emergency.  Here in the UK, 50% of 
Black Christians don’t think that the environmental movement is racially diverse enough, 
and are keen for their churches to stand up for justice. 
 
Hope for the Future - https://www.hftf.org.uk/ - provides training and resources to help 
people engage with parliamentarians and to equip communities, groups and individuals 
across the country to communicate the urgency of climate change with their local 
politicians.  Our vision is to see communities and their elected representatives across the 
UK come together to take decisive action on climate change. 
 
Tearfund - https://www.tearfund.org/campaigns/climate-campaign - is doing excellent work 
drawing attention to how the climate crisis is hitting the poorest people the hardest and 
threatens to push millions more into poverty.  This is not God's plan, and our climate 
campaigning focuses on tackling this injustice. 
 
Faith for the Climate - https://faithfortheclimate.org.uk/ - I have mentioned already.  If you 
want to become part of that you can sign up for our newsletter and join our network 
meetings and so on.   
 
Christian Climate Action - https://christianclimateaction.org/ - is something Helen Burnett 
may talk about this afternoon.  They take direct action in the face of imminent and 
catastrophic anthropogenic climate breakdown.  They are inspired by Jesus Christ and 
guided by the Holy Spirit. 
 
I mention local initiatives as well, things like Transition Towns - 
https://transitionnetwork.org/ - which is very creative and imaginative, and there are lots and 
lots of others too. 
 
Hope is about saving our forests, protecting our environment, averting climate disaster and 
saving ourselves.  I want to encourage you to hope, to pray and to work for a better future.  



There was a brief space for questions: 
 
The Bishop of the Lutheran Church in Great Britain, Tor B Jørgensen, said that in Norway, his home 
country, there was great interest in climate change.  He had intended to be at COP-26 but 
circumstances had prevented it.  He asked about the Church of England’s involvement in the petro-
chemical industries. Did Giles feel that things might change? 
 
That is a very good question, Giles responded.  It is also a very live question within the 
Church of England (CofE).  He explained that the CofE consists of a number of 
organisations, one of which is the Church Commissioners.  He thought that they might have 
around £11billion in investments of which quite a small percentage is in oil and fossil fuel 
companies.  It may be as low as £100million, which in terms of the total investment is not 
very much.  The Commissioners had taken the view that they should engage with the fossil 
fuel companies and they set up the “Transition Pathway Initiative” which looks at their 
whole portfolio and assesses whether the companies they invest in are working towards 
net-zero by 2045.  Where they feel that companies are not doing so, they are disinvesting.  
Giles had the impression that they had recently come out of BP but they have 
controversially stayed in Shell and in Exon.  The Commissioners believe that, by staying in 
Exon, they are making a difference.  Four new people have joined the Exon Board who are 
active in climate concerns and the Commissioners are waiting to see what happens.  They 
believe that Shell is moving in the right direction.  But they are being very clear that if, by 
the end of this year, if there is no evidence of movement they will divest.  Their argument is 
that if you come out you no longer have any influence, and the shares get sold to hedge 
funds and the like that have no interest at all in climate issues.  On the other hand, there are 
people who feel that the Church should not be involved at all because of the ethics of fossil 
fuels.  Giles was involved in getting the Transition Pathway into being and can see both sides 
of the argument.  His view is that these companies are intrinsic to our economy and if they 
can reinvent themselves that will be good; but if not, the Church should disinvest. 
 
The next questioner asked if Giles has a view on nuclear power. 
 
I think that, in view of the urgency [of the climate situation] we should go with the nuclear 
because to make the kind of transition that is need [away from fossil fuels] is very big, to 
switch to entirely renewable is going to take a long time and, whilst I would not want to 
invest in a number of new nuclear plants, I think we need to keep the ones we have got 
going until we are ready to transition.  Technology is moving very fast, batteries are getting 
much better, but I think for now, though nuclear is not perfect, we have to use it.  The IPPC 
report tells us how urgent this is and we simply have not done enough over the past few 
years. 
 
Bishop David Hamid made the point that many people in this country [UK] are moving into poverty 
because of the rising fuel costs.  Is this a moment the Churches need to grab in pressing for greener 
alternatives? 
 
I certainly think it is, Giles responded.  I’m very excited because we have just put solar 
panels on our church roof.  Any voices that can be raised to promote the transition should 
make themselves heard.  Churches are in a better position than they were a few years ago 
because they are beginning to take action themselves.  We cannot speak unless we back our 
statements by our actions. 
 



Bishop Jana Jeruma-Grinberga asked if the view on nuclear energy might be influenced by the recent 
attack [by the Russians in the current war] on the nuclear facility in Ukraine. 
 
Giles replied that these issues are very complex.  We simply must move quickly. 
 
Sally Barnes made a plea that people use information produced by the organisations Giles had 
recommended and then keep writing to their parliamentarians who just hate it! 
 
Helen Burnett asked about Loss and Damage and the global impact of climate change.  How can 
the local churches act to make links with that global community? 
 
Giles recommended supporting Christian Aid because they are majoring on this aspect.  It is 
at the top of their agenda.  They are connecting it with social justice.  So that would be a 
very immediate way.  But, Giles continued, raise it with parliamentarians because it is a 
crucial issue that they need to know about.  They don’t like hearing about Loss and Damage 
but it is very important to the people ‘over there’. 


