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The Seed of an Idea    
In 2016, as a Curate exploring the parish, offered to me for 
my first post, I found myself standing in a beautiful 11th 
century church, a place that had been prayed in for over 900 
years. A sacred space almost certainly based on a pre-
Christian plot where our ancestors had stopped to wonder, to 
praise and to plead. 
 
St Peter and St Paul’s Chaldon was to be my new home, and 
as I stood in the place that I was to come to know intimately, 
I carried with me the memory of someone I had never met, 
someone committed to the role of creativity and the arts in 
social and ecological regeneration: Persephone Pearl of the 
ONCA co-operative. She had designated November 30th 

every year as a special day, a day of “Remembrance for Lost 
Species” and invited people to discover new rituals for 
remembering and mourning. 
 
I was fascinated by the idea that during centuries of worship 
the complex web of life in this place had diminished as a 
direct result of human activity – so human activity had 
provided a sacred space whilst at the same time desecrating 
that space. How could this discrepancy between the beauty of 
human creativity, and the human capacity to destroy, be 
marked and mourned? 
  

Requiem for Lost Species       
 
Helen Burnett describes new rituals for remembering 
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Church path with tributes to lost species  Photo Credit: H. Burnett

Church interior with hanging lists of extinct species Photo Credit: H. Burnett



form, and uses verse, meditation, silence, music, procession, 
bells and candles. 
 
The small church at Chaldon lends itself well to folk music, a 
genre with roots in protest and in mourning and I was fortunate 
in having a local group, “Blarneystone” willing to play.  
 
The Cairn had to be pre-prepared and the base was built 
beforehand with a core of bricks and mortar covered in local 
flints and then completed on the day by the adding of 
individual stones; at the event every single person laid a 
stone. The local infant school, the cub scouts and Junior 
Church were all invited to participate and I ran workshops for 
them to prepare their stones and talk about the species lost 
most recently in our area with help from The Species 
Recovery Trust website speciesrecoverytrust.org.uk 
 
Full lists of lost species were hung around the church, images 
from Rob Macfarlane’s Lost Words were placed in pews for 
the time of reflection. Literature and magazines about climate 
change were widely available. 
 
Hospitality felt important so that anyone who had made the 
journey to visit us could stay on afterwards and share in their 
reactions, their motivations for coming, their hopes and fears, 
and all with a bowl of soup to sustain them! 
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In November 2019 we finally held a Requiem at Chaldon, 
acknowledging the reality that we are facing the sixth mass 
extinction. In the time between June 2016 and November 
2019 the catastrophic implications of the climate breakdown 
had been catapulted into the public square, along with an 
increasing awareness of the emotional impact of facing the 
truth about the climate emergency.   
 
Preparing the Ground 
As a result of my involvement with Extinction Rebellion (XR), a 
few Church members expressed concern that the Church 
community was being aligned too closely with XR. Returning 
to the origins of the idea I pointed out that this was a separate 
initiative, although members of XR might attend. Some also 
felt that instead of gloomy stuff, we should focus on the 
positive things people could do to mitigate against the effects 
of climate change. 
 
Fortunately I was able to do a lot towards educating and 
reassuring the Church congregation; I gave three separate 
talks on climate change, as well as using the opportunities 
afforded by the lectionary for preaching on lament, and the 
journey from lament and loss, to hope. 
 
The Nuts and Bolts 
Though described as a Requiem, the event bore little 
resemblance to a traditional requiem but the title worked as a 
descriptor. 
  
The cairn-building was inspired by the work of Azul Valerie 
Thome who had led an event near Totnes in Devon, in which 
lost species were named and honoured in the building of a 
cairn. I had ideas around poetry and music, and I wanted to 
use both inside and outside spaces but I needed others to 
work with me on the content and the shape of the requiem. 
  
Stephen Canning and Jenny Morgans had helped me with an 
alternative liturgy for the Maundy Thursday Foot-washing, for 
the Easter 2019 Rebellion in London and so I turned to them 
again for help! Both have a strong sense of the shape of 
liturgy and a love of words. I was very clear that this event 
should use language that embraced people of all faiths and 
none – in particular the “none” who had been so welcoming of 
the funeral processions, foot washing and similar rituals used 
by XR. Here was a large group of activists hungry for a means 
to express loss and lament: how could we do this without 
alienating people by using overly religious language? 
  
How could we invite people into a traditional church space so 
that they could feel the peace, not the peril, of stepping 
across the threshold? The service that resulted has shape and 

©2020 Green Christian

Adding to the cairn Photo Credit: H. Burnett
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On the day several people from the Church supported the 
Requiem, helped set up, cooked, and welcomed visitors and 
were very positive about the experience. The first candle was 
lit by the Eco Council Leader (aged 7) from the local school 
and subsequent candles were extinguished and relit by a 
member of XR, a Green Party member and a representative 
from Operation Noah.   
 
Responses and Reactions 
● An atheist Green Party councillor was worried they were 

going to be asked to intone and incant! They were 
pleasantly surprised! 

● A Churchwarden declared that the Saturday Requiem 
and the Sunday Advent Antiphons had been the most 
peaceful, accessible, contemplative weekend ever! 

● Visitors from London declared they had come because 
they had seen it advertised in the Southwark Rural 
Churches Leaflet and didn’t normally go to church 
because of all the patriarchy stuff 

● Local XR members were hugely grateful for the 
regenerative nature of the time and space offered after 
the exhaustion of the October rebellion. 

● An elderly member of the congregation recognised in 
the names read out, the flowers and butterflies she had 
known in her youth. 

 
A number of people have asked will I repeat the service, 
others want to try it in their own churches, some want to 
devise a more overtly Christian service. As a foil to the lament 
I hope to devise a Summer Solstice event to celebrate our 
capacity for repair and restoration with another “Cairn for the 
Journey”; whatever that journey may become we will surely 
need to be equipped for unpredictable events and difficult 
pathways. ■ 
 
The Requiem for Extinct Species liturgy can be found on the 
Green Christian website greenchristian.org.uk/requiem-for-
extinct-species/ 
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