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40 Years: Looking Back, Looking Forwards

Making all things new

Deborah Tomkins calls us to become co-workers with God

Our place is within Creation

hen | joined Green Christian nearly 30 years ago, few
Win the Church were taking environmental issues (as

they were called back then) seriously. It was mainly
organisations like Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace, and
individuals others considered rather eccentric — our patron
Jonathon Porritt among them! | was certainly considered
eccentric when | sought out bottle banks rather than chucking
glass jars and bottles in the bin. There were so few bottle
banks that | saved my glass and drove several miles to get to
one.

Things have changed a good deal over Green Christian’s 40
years, for good and ill. We have domestic recycling
collections (but not everyone recycles). Children are taught in
school about climate change and plastics (with a concomitant
rise in eco-anxiety). There have been school strikes for the
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climate, and eco-protests, and arrests (yet many are very far
from understanding just how much has to change).

As Jonathon points out in his challenging article for our 40th
anniversary issue, “the gap between what needs to be
happening and what actually is happening is as great as ever.”

Humans, like all animals, are notoriously bad at assessing
danger, particularly when it's more than a few days away, or
separated from us by distance. Because we're bad at
assessing danger, we often get it wrong. We prefer to believe
our own senses rather than solid evidence accumulated by
others, or scientific projections of likelihood. People look out
of their windows and see that everything looks fine, and
honestly can't imagine that in a few short years things could
be very different.
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Neither can they imagine that their own actions could affect
weather — or climate — or wildlife — or biodiversity — or
people’s livelihoods - or flooding — or drought — or famines —
or disease — on the other side of the world, or for that matter,
in the place where they live. They can't imagine the world
changing dramatically in less than a generation. This of
course is very different in parts of the world already visibly
and irreversibly affected by climate change.

We need to link this lack of understanding with the worldwide
growing distrust of “experts”, and the rapidly increasing
political and religious polarisation. Such polarisation always
occurs when people perceive threats to their wellbeing,
whether real or imagined. The threat is usually to their way of
life or to their finances. This is the kind of immediate threat
people understand at a visceral level, and leads to “othering”,
the denigration of others who are different from us, and often
to violence, whether against property or people.

Many people in the privileged West or Global North don't have
the needed visceral response to the linked crises of climate,
ecosystems and biodiversity. They may accept intellectually
that these issues exist, but, as Jonathon says, there is also a
huge level of denialism.

The established world religions are not immune to denialism,
including Christianity. In some Christian circles people believe
that climate change isn't really a problem, or even that it's
some kind of scam enacted by mysteriously-funded climate
scientists. Of course the opposite is true — fossil fuel
companies spend millions of dollars every year on denial and
greenwash.

Within Christianity, denialism can also be couched as hope, a
kind of pious wish that God will step in at the last minute and
save us, or that our human ingenuity (inspired by God) will
somehow dig us out of this mess by inventing new tech — just
in time to avert disaster. Or even that it's the End Times
(theologically we have been in the end times for the past
2,000 years); so, some say, “Bring on the end of the world,
do everything we can to end it, because that's when Jesus
comes again and everything is made new.”

Nowhere in the Bible does it say that humans must
deliberately bring about the end of the world. Not even Jesus
knew when it would be. The ending, however it happens, is
within God's gift and power. That is not to say that we don't
have the power to destroy the world. We do have that power,
whether with nuclear bombs or global warming or simply
stripping the planet bare, like locusts. In contrast, Scripture is
clear that we are tenants on God's property; the Earth is the

©2022 Green Christian

Lord’s, and everything in it; our place is within Creation, not
apart or somehow set aside; and we are to be co-workers
with God, not just among our fellow humans, but also within
Creation. | would even say that our God-given task, as God's
co-workers, is to heal.

As Jonathon has said, not enough has changed, either fast
enough, or deeply enough, over the past 40 years, and
religion, instead of using its spiritual insights to achieve great
good, can be so self-protective and frankly, misguided, that it
becomes entrenched in evil.

We need to look closely at the heart of our faith, rather than
the forms of religion, however beautiful, venerable or
meaningful. Jesus shared food with and worked alongside all
the “wrong” people. This was uncomfortable, and eventually
dangerous. When we listen to the Spirit and step outside our
usual practices and comfortable places, when we allow those
we are ministering to to minister to us, when we accept that
our privilege does not mean that we know all the answers, and
become humble, then, | believe, we are beginning to reach the
heart of our faith.

We should be wary of following the crowd — humans are herd
animals! We need to seek always to find the essence of what
we, our unique selves, are called to be and do, in this place,
at this time, and not be afraid to speak it out. Then we can
create small communities of love, grace and truth, and much
can be done. And, as Green Christian has always done, we
work alongside those of all faiths and no faith.

We have achieved much in Green Christian over 40 years: our
many campaigns, the founding of Operation Noah, our
amazing resources, conferences, retreats and workshops,
our community of faith, Joy in Enough, the Way of Life
Community, our Borrowed Time project, our spirituality, which
recognises our place in Creation, and above all our prophetic
witness. Let's not lose that prophetic edge, but keep praying
and working with grace, love and compassion, that in Jesus
all things may be made new. The opportunities are there. Let's
seek them out. W

Deborah Tomkins lives in Bristol with her family
and two lively young dogs, and is passionate
about local food, books and music. She is
currently Co-Chair of Green Christian.

Deborah founded the Bristol Climate Writers
network in 2017. She is a prize-winning author of
short stories and climate-themed novels.
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