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This is going to be very different [from Giles’ presentation] because it feels a bit like putting 
together my holiday snaps!  But I hope to offer you something to engage you about what it 
means to act on climate change in ever changing circumstances.  There is a balance to be 
kept between the imminent danger being face by the people in Ukraine from war and the 
imminent danger being faced by the people of the global south from climate breakdown. 
 
I think I was invited to this meeting because of my activism, so I want to talk about that, but 
I need to begin by saying that the work people are doing in Extinction Rebellion and 
Christian Climate Action is as nothing compared with the action being taken by people in 
other parts of the world where, in Columbia, for example, people are losing their lives 
because of the activism.  People are risking their lives to stand up for our beautiful planet. 
 
I am not a climate expert though I have read the IPCC report.  Nor am I a theologian.  
What I can do is share with you my journey through grief into action via hope.  It can be an 
ongoing cycle, from grief through hope to action and back again.  It is not a linear 
movement.  So I shall share with you some of my own history and how I hope to go 
forward. 
 
This picture on the next page sums up my recent life.  You can see a younger me going with 
a youth group to a fracking site in Dorking, very close to where I live, at Leif Hill where they 
were try to extract oil, and we won!  But I ended up on Lambeth Bridge in London, and we 
will get to that soon. 
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I have deep roots in education.  I have not always been a priest.  I have not always been a 
mother.  But these three things really do inform my teaching, preaching and ministry who I 
am now.  I am a ‘Cradle Anglican’ and grew up in a house where the Church of England was 
talked about warts and all, and was part of the conversation always.  These conversations 
always returned to the issues of social justice and the ordination of women.  I followed the 
progress of people like your own Sally Barnes [A-LS Committee Member] and stand today 
in the space created by their work over many years.  So I am a product of that kitchen 
table-talk! 
 
Now the campaign for the ordination of women showed me the hard slog and 
determination that was needed, often quite boring, that was needed to bring about change.  
It takes time and it takes effort.  But when it comes to climate we have the effort and 
determination but we do not have the time.  This is a problem we are up against; we have 
the tools in our tool-kit for writing to politicians and all the things people do in campaigns, 
but we haven’t got the same amount of time.  Luckily for the Church of England there were 
women hanging around to be ordained, but the climate isn’t going to hang around waiting to 
be saved. 
 
So, after Giles’ great introduction, I am going to make an assumption, and that is that you 
are all on board with the current climate crisis and that we are agreed that there is a 
problem.  We are reaching a tipping point and that is why groups like Extinction Rebellion 
and Christian Climate Action have said that non-violent direct action has to be part of our 
tool-kit.  It is the urgency that has brought that about. 
 
[At this point Helen paused to ask people what their feelings were about Extinction 
Rebellion – is it a good thing or a bad thing?  Most were ambivalent.] 
 
There are tactics that Extinction Rebellion use that people object to, and there are tactics 
they us that I object to.  It is rather like being part of a church – you like some bits but 
dislike other bits, and it’s the same with Extinction Rebellion.   
 



I live in leafy Surrey which is a place where people go to get away from the harsh reality of 
Life.  So it can be an uphill struggle in my part of the world to uphold a Christian doctrine of 
a God of Justice and a God for the poor.  It is, as Giles pointed out, the poor who are 
suffering most as a result of climate change.  But we find community where we can.  You 
find community in the Anglican-Lutheran Society, and we find community when we find 
ourselves slightly at odds with the people around us. 
 
I was a Woodcraft Folk leader and got involved at Leif Hill with the group I was leading.  
Woodcraft Folk is like Scouts and Guides for Hippies – that’s how I like to describe it!  We 
would talk about peace and justice issues, go on marches, and we had a protest camp on 
our doorstep because they were trying the frack the hill which is a site of special scientific 
interest.  So we went there because we thought we might find some people who shared our 
feelings about how we looked at the world. 
 
I have always joined in protest marches one way and another and as you can see from the 
pictures I love banners.  If I am worried 
and don’t know what to do I make a 
banner!  You will remember Giles 
talking about the Church of England 
target for net zero, and here we are 
outside the Chamber of Church House, 
Westminster, while the discussion was 
taking place inside.  You can see here 
the Christian Climate Action logo, and 
we held another banner saying ‘2045 is 
TOO LATE!’  We actually held a service 
outside and a number of Synod 
members came and joined us.  We had 
music, but we also had some children’s 
coffins because we wanted to raise awareness that this is not a future problem; there are 
children dying now in parts of the world as a result of decisions made by august bodies like 
the Church of England.  So that’s a bit about my banner making. 
 

So that’s where I was at – protest 
marching, lobbying, making banners, 
getting children out on the streets along 
with young people, signing petitions 
outside parliament, and so on.  Then in 
October 2019 I was arrested on 
Millbank, just off Lambeth Bridge.  This 
was during one of the Extinction 
Rebellion actions and I want to explain 
how I ended up on that bit of road and 
deciding I wasn’t going to move.  That 

moment felt like holy ground.  I knew I was not going to move.  I knew that on this bridge, 
which was called the ‘faith bridge’, there was a group of people saying that our government 
is doing too little too late.  We will block a road and call for change in that way.  It was the 
end of a very long and complicated day, I had seen people arrested in the past, but this was 
the moment for me, and I was not the only clergy person arrested.   
 



So why did I do that?  Well, here I am with my lovely 
family on a visit to my son in America in 2018 (the last 
time I travelled by plane).  We went on a road trip that 
took in the Humboldt State Park in California.  We were 
very late arriving and pitched tents in the dark and while 
the others went to sleep I lay on a rock looking up at 
the stars.  Suddenly it came over me that I would never 
know how my children’s stories ended.  That was a 
powerful moment, thinking that because of climate 
change their lives might be very different from what I 
would have wished for them.  It was a heart-breaking 
moment, and I wept a lot and then got myself together 
having realised that it is the future of people younger 
than me that is at stake.  I am going to be OK. 
 
In 2018 two other things happened.  First, I read ‘Deep 
Adaptations’ by Joan Bendell which talks about the fact that we are way beyond the point 
when we can stop things so how we are going to adapt to what is going to happen.  Three 
years before Pope Francis had published ‘Laudato Si’, and these two publications were 
seeping into my bloodstream.  Then, in the October, out came the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) 
report which told us that we 
had 12 years.  The IPCC is not 
known for being a radical 
organisation.  They are very 
conservative as scientists, and 
rightly so.  But it was alarming 
to be told in 2018 that we had 
this window of opportunity of 
just 12 years to do something 
about the climate breakdown 
that we face.  And now we 
have just 8 years!  That struck 
a chord with a lot of people. 

 
Back in Dorking we had seen off the frackers, but that left a group of people that had been 
galvanised.  It’s often the things that happen on your doorstep that galvanise you.  So we had 
a ready-made group.  And I was invited to a meeting, and had failed to make a note of what 
it was about.  But when I got there is was a group called ‘Rising Up’ and they were the 
forerunners of Extinction Rebellion.  We talked about what we might do in the light of the 
IPCC report, given that we were already a little bit practiced in what it means to protest.  
And along came Extinction Rebellion. 
 
At this point I want to read you something.  It is what we called ‘The Solemn Intention’.  It 
is a shortened version of something we wrote before the first rebellion when a group called 
the Visioning Group (or something like that) recognised that in all faith groups there is a 
spiritual element, and the Solemn Intention feels to me like a prayer.  On the hour, every 
hour while we were protesting at Marble Arch, this was said: 
 



Let’s take a moment, this moment, to consider 
why we are here.  Let’s remember our love for this 
beautiful planet that feeds, nourishes and sustains 
us.  Let’s remember our love for the whole of 
humanity in all corners of the world.  Let’s 
recollect our sincere desire to protect all this for 
ourselves, for all living beings and for generations 
to come.  As we act today may we find the 
courage to bring a sense of peace, love and 
appreciation to everyone we encounter, to every 
word we speak and to every action we make.  We 
are here for all of us.  So may it be. 

 
I don’t think that the sentiment expressed in those words is something that the media want 
to come across when they report what Extinction Rebellion does.  But it is at the heart of 
all my encounters with all the activists in Extinction Rebellion, even in the hearts of people 
who are doing things that I disagree with.  I know that is where they are coming from.  You 
may not have known that. 
 
In 2019 there was the Easter Rebellion.  There was a declaration straight to parliament in 
Parliament Square which I attended, and I was about to go to a service in Westminster 
Abbey, carrying all my leaflets about the up-coming rebellion, and went to the Dean, 
Andrew Nunn, and asked if I could put leaflets on the chairs, and he agreed!  The service 
was followed by a funeral procession in which everyone was invited to wear their traditional 
mourning clothes and I put on my black cassock.  I didn’t train for ordination thinking that I 
would be the sort of priest that would go out into the public gaze.  I saw myself as a normal 
Anglican who would go about things being quietly Christian.  But now I found myself 
catapulted into something I hadn’t anticipated, being called more and more to speak because 
there were not many visible Christians.  I was surprised how warmly I was welcomed by the 
activists.  Among them were people hungry for spiritual care and I have far more impact in 
terms of evangelism than I normally do back in my parish.  I am among people who are 
passionately working towards something and are hungry for hope and for guidance. 
 

In Trafalgar Square in London there was a pink 
boat set up, and the organisers, an inter-faith 
group, wanted people from the three 
Abrahamic faiths to explain why rebelling was 
OK in their faith 
tradition.  So I 
was asked to 
speak for the 
Christians.  I was 
terrified, but my 
young people 

came and supported me.  It was the day after Palm Sunday, so I 
had the material – not a procession but a protest – from within 
our scripture, for speaking into this space.  It helped me that 
Rowan Williams, former Archbishop of Canterbury, was there 
and it has been encouraging that right from the beginning he 
has been endorsing what we are doing. 



This is a corner of Marble Arch 
in London and the banner says 
‘Humility – Empathy – 
Frugality’.  Food and toilets 
were available for anybody and 
there was a level of care being 
shown that I had never come 
across before.  For me, that 
was Kingdom.  We were living 
those values.  Everything was 
shared and I took my tent and 
camped there in Holy Week.  
(By the way, in case you think I 
neglect my parish I should tell 

you that I only work part-time!)  I had managed to persuade some of my colleagues to come 
and do Maundy Thursday foot-washing.  If I had just arrived and announced I was going to 
do that it would have been appalling.  It would have been imposing our tradition onto other 
people.  But I had been there for five days by then and I knew everybody, so when I said, “I 
am thinking of doing foot-washing on Maundy Thursday,” everyone thought it was 
wonderful.  It is hard to get people in the parish to have their feet washed, but these people 
really grasped the symbolism.   The story of the Passion was coming to life on the streets.  I 
had carried a basket of Palm Crosses on the train and people had asked if they could have 
one.  I’m not normally that kind of person!  But at Marble Arch I laid them out with candles 
and we did a ‘Stations of Creation’ led by a colleague from Bristol. 
 
I prayed with people who were being arrested and when they were released a couple of 
days later they would come back and thank me.  One of them said, “You were the last 
person I saw as I was taken into the van.”  The relationship with the police is an ambivalent 
one.  Because of the history of the Metropolitan Police and their attitude to black people in 
the past (and in the present) it can be thought by some communities to be offensive to say 
we love the person inside the uniform.  We have to, but for some people that is hard to 
take, so we have to think very hard about that. 
 
I could say a lot more about that Easter Rebellion, about the Eucharist in Trafalgar Square, 
but I must move on.  Certain things were achieved.  The government in the UK did declare 
a climate emergency, as did a number of local authorities.  Citizens’ Assemblies were set up 
but were not given any legislative power.  They are purely advisory and none of the 
recommendations are embedded in law.  So whatever you may think about Extinction 
Rebellion, they certainly managed to push the Climate Emergency, and that word 
‘emergency’, up the agenda.  People began to talk in a new way. 
 
There’s no doubt that we made mistakes, but what attracted me to Extinction Rebellion and 
kept me there was that there was love at the heart of what we were doing, and also prayer 
and contemplation, something that was taken on board by all who were participating 
regardless of faith or none.   
 
On the next page you can see something that was just printed and handed to people.  In the 
noise of protest a bell would ring, there would be silence, and this would be read: 
 
 



 
 
One of the things that came out of the first rebellion was trying to get non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) more involved with the protests that were happening on the streets.  
So we were very excited when a number of speakers came to Lambeth Bridge in October 
2019 and we were able to facilitate their talks to the Extinction Rebellion protesters in spite 
of a police cordon.  We had a small audience there not very far from the Archbishop of 
Canterbury’s residence at Lambeth Palace. 
 
Something else that evolved was a much stronger inter-faith element in what we were 
doing.  We all found ourselves in Trafalgar Square and shared a cycle of prayer during the 
course of the day and we were all able to support one another’s liturgical practices.  We 

had Sufi chants, the Call to Prayer for 
Muslims and so on.  And, as an aside, I 
would say that the Extinction Rebellion 
Buddhists have been a force to be 
reckoned with. 
 
I never thought I would carry one of these 
around with me, but I do.  It is important 
to be aware of our rights.  We have also 
to remember that it is not the aim of 
Extinction Rebellion to get arrested but 
that it is one element in our tool-kit.  It is 
not something that everyone can risk 
happening to them.  I was arrested during 
that rebellion for sitting down and refusing 
to move because I could not simply walk 
away and leave it to others. 



Now we come to 2020 and Christian 
Climate Action decided to hold a ‘Fossil 
Fuel Fast’ during Lent.  I celebrated Ash 
Wednesday service outside 
Westminster Cathedral and outside 
Westminster Abbey, where I was 
permitted to do so.  We ashed with 
ash and with fake oil and we did an act 
of ecological penance.  The plan was 
then to sit in vigil outside parliament 
throughout Lent.  So this is what it 
looked like outside the Houses of 
Parliament at 2 o’clock in the morning! 

 
Christian Climate Action pre-dates Extinction Rebellion.  It is a protest movement believing 
in non-violent direct action as an expression of faith.  At its start its focus was disarmament 
and the arms trade.  Because of COVID-
19 we had to come off the road, so we 
closed down the vigil and went online.  
Going online and on Zoom meant that 
Christian Climate Action grew hugely. 
People could access it so easily and had 
very little else to do!  And what Christian 
Climate Action discovered in their tool-kit 
was pilgrimage – we can walk and pray.  
Pilgrimage and vigil are two things that 
have become very powerful for Christians, 
so there was a pilgrimage to G7 and a final 
service in a little church in Cornwall. 
 
When we heard that COP-26 was going to be in Glasgow I foolishly said that we should 
walk there, and so we did.  We gathered in St James’, Piccadilly, in London and set off.  And 
this is another example of evangelism and Christian teaching opportunities.  I walked with 
young people who would never have come through the doors of a church and we had 
amazing conversations because we are on the same page for our beautiful planet, and they 
were really interested.  Each day we read prayers provided on ribbons by all the 
communities represented and the journey took 56 days to cover 500 miles and because I 
am part-time I walked half of it! 
 
What I have learned is that living together is the key.  Living and sharing together like the 
first Christians.  Shared community is, I think, the most powerful thing any of us had ever 
experienced.  As we walked we talked about the ways in which we were building resilience 
to live through the times that are coming.  We all knew that COP-26 was not going to 
deliver so we were walking in hope and in solidarity but we were not walking with false 
hopes or optimism.  We were walking because what else could we do?  Every step was a 
prayer. 
 
As we met people they often said, “Thank you for walking!”  People feel that something us 
up, that there is a crisis coming but they are so busy because our society keeps us busy so 
that we can get food on the table, so they are grateful that we were taking the time to 



remind them of the reality, to stop and think and pray.  Climate breakdown will bring 
massive changes and we will have to learn to live together and we want love to prevail and 
not hate, because we have all probably begun to think what it might be like when people 
start protecting resources with guns.  Will we be pockets of resistance where love prevails 
and not hate?  For me, walking and pilgrimage are things that we need to focus on. 
 
We had vigils in Glasgow, and talks.  Coffee at COP was a great success.  Meanwhile, back 
in Surrey they are still trying to extract shale gas and oil just three miles or so from where I 
live so we are holding something we call ‘Faith at the Gate’.  Already people are arguing that 
if we ban imports of gas and oil from Russia we should start extracting our own.  Our 
message is that we should stop extracting gas and oil altogether. 

The pandemic gave us an opportunity to stitch a new garment, to mend a broken garment, 
to discover a resurrection moment.  Now the question must be; what does it mean to be a 
resurrection people in a climate breakdown? 
 
Where I live we have a weekly public pause for the climate where we pray silently in the 
street.  I commend to you starting a vigil in your community.  It is just an amazing thing. 

  
Helen was asked how Helen’s bishop reacted when she was arrested.  She replied that he 
was wonderful!  She had warned him in advance that it might happen and he promised to 
support her. 


