
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
One Saturday at the beginning of March Keith and I went to Derby for a day. Not to look round the shops or to 
see Derby County play .... but to the Riverside Centre where a conference was being held under the title of 
Renewal and Rebellion: Faith, Economy and Climate. It was hosted by the Joint Public Issues Team (JPIT), a 
union of the Church of Scotland, the Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church and the Baptist Union. 
Their mission policy is to: 
 

 equip Christians to act and pray on issues of injustice, 

 resource churches to reflect and campaign effectively, 

 help Churches to speak out with a distinctively Christian voice on injustice. 
 
Renewal and Rebellion featured keynote speakers from the world of politics, an economist, a theologian and 
a poet in residence, to mention just a few. In 2019, as Extinction Rebellion hit the news with its protests, as 
Greta Thunberg became a household name, and as schools went on climate strike, the problem of climate 
change fought for air space with Brexit and other news. Now, with Covid-19, the voice of climate change 
activists has been less evident in our news bulletins, but there is recognition that the environmental crisis is 
still of prime importance. 
 
Where does the Church stand on all this? That is what the conference in March was about: to help us engage 
with the Bible, with current theology, economics and politics at a level we could understand, and to explore 
how the Church “speaks out with a distinctively Christian voice” on the future of our planet. 
 
During the conference we took part in worship, listened to expert speakers, heard what a panel of young 
people from our churches had to say, and broke into groups for our chosen workshops. There is so much I 
could write about, and if you want to experience the day for yourself there are recordings of most sessions on 
the JPIT website http://www.jointpublicissues.org.uk. To whet your appetite I want to give you a taste of the 
day through a few snapshots of the day’s highlights for me. 
 

************ 
 

My first snapshot is of the power of the written and spoken word. We were reminded, in the songs and 
readings of our opening worship, of the wonder of God’s creation and our place in it. A poem written and read 
by Rev Lucy Berry highlighted the need to work to preserve our planet, and that to remain on the sidelines is 
not enough. 
 
Following the format of the Beatitudes in Matthew’s gospel, the poem Congratulations to Those Who are Nice 
makes us feel increasingly uneasy as we recognise where we stand.  
 
Here is an extract from Lucy’s poem. It begins: 
 
Congratulations to those who are nice 
for they never offend ... 
 
Congratulations to those who are inert 
for they are harmless ... 
 
Congratulations to those who are meek 
for they shall inherit what is left of the Earth. 
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The second half of the poem turns the screw as it makes its point: 
 
Blessed are you who look to the sky, 
for you will see the clouds coming ... 
 
Blessed are you who blow whistles, 
for you have embraced danger ... 
 
Blessed are you whose anger is pure 
for you will get things done. 
 
These words are a reminder of God’s love of justice, indeed his anger at injustice, and how he requires his 
people to work for a just society. If we are to stem the damage of rising seawater, the ruination of people’s 
livelihoods - if not their lives, the dying out of plants and animals, we have no choice but to consider our part 
in it all and take what action we can. And we must remember too God’s love of the poor and underprivileged, 
who are bearing the brunt of climate change. 
 

************ 
 
The second snapshot is a visual one. In the workshop I went to on Preaching and Praying on Climate Justice 
we were shown a picture. Let me describe it to you. Imagine you are on the London Underground, sitting 
opposite three people. The man in the centre is studying his phone intently. Either side of him is a woman, 
one trying to read a book, the other merely looking uncomfortable. Physically uncomfortable, because the 
man is taking up far more than his fair share of space. He is “manspreading”, as it is called, oblivious of the 
effect he is having on the two passengers next to him. 
 
The photo gave a memorable illustration that we, in the Western world, are like the man. We are the biggest 
consumers of the world’s resources, and have been oblivious to the effect that this has had on the poorest, 
the weakest on our planet. We have to have a change of mindset and stop burying our heads in the sand. 
 

************ 
 
 My final snapshot is a practical one. Barry Gardiner MP, Shadow Secretary of State for International Trade, 
and a Christian, spoke about how we can help “get things done”. He highlighted two actions we can take to 
raise the profile of climate change and make a difference: 
 

 when we vote in elections, we should do so with “generosity of spirit” – in other words, vote with the 
public interest at heart, not our own private interest. 

 we should lobby our MP and insist on transparency and accountability for those we have elected. This 
might involve: writing to our MP or meeting with them at a surgery; following parliamentary debates 
and votes on environmental issues; finding out how our MP voted and challenging them if they go 
against their word. 

 

************ 
 
During this time of lockdown due to coronavirus, so many people I have spoken to have talked about how 
they have appreciated the beauty of the world around us: gardens, flowers, birdsong, new life in the 
countryside. We have heard reports of cleaner air as travel is restricted. The nation is being encouraged to 
walk or cycle as it returns to work. There is a chance to turn things round, as the world realises in a new way 
its interdependence, that countries cannot operate in isolation.  
 
Renewal and Rebellion – a chance for a better world as we emerge from this crisis.  
 
We can but hope – and pray – and act.  



 
I’ll leave you with this prayer from the opening worship of the conference: 
 
Creator God when we think of the beauty of all that you have made  
our adoring hearts are scared and sad; 
So much already lost…  
And how bad will it get?  
Through your Spirit save us from the futility of despair.  
Lead us to true repentance, the hope of renewal and the energy of rebellion.  
Show us what is ours to do and help us work together to do your will. Amen 
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