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IN February, I taught an on-
line short course at Wesley
House on the topic of “Pre -
aching Good News into the
Climate Crisis”. We covered
the preaching task, climate
change science, ecological
ways of reading the Bible and
how to deploy these eleme -
nts in preparing sermons. For
the final session, I took up the
challenge of teaching on hope
in this age of anthropogenic
climate change. This was by
far the most difficult topic I
taught – in a time of clima-
te breakdown, where can we
find hope? And how can we
preach hope into this climate
crisis whose outcome is all
but determined by the emis-
sions made over many dec a -
des and our way of life into
which we were born and can
barely imagine altering as
much as we must?

Hopelessness

The issue of hope is a life
and death matter. More peo-
ple than we may realise are
suffering from eco-anxiety or
eco-nihilism. Given the state
of the planet and the current
and projected effects of cli-
mate change some people
have lost hope in our shared
future. Some people have de-
cided not to have children –
with echoes of the hopeless-
ness found in the dystopian
film “Children of Men” (2006),
where women can no longer
get pregnant. Why bring chil-
dren into this world without a
future? To some people, say,
this may seem like a fair ques-
tion, but children can be bea-

cons of hope and a new gen-
eration may find better ways
of living with other creatures
than current generations have.

Tragically, others have co -
mmitted suicide based on th -
eir assessment of the clima-
te crisis, which is, in the worst
case, a doomsday scenario
with not enough being done
to avoid catastrophic effects
for human civilisation. With
people making such decis-
i ons about their own lives
based on their beliefs about
future climatic scenarios it
should be beyond doubt that
we are facing an important
pastoral issue related to the
central doctrines and prac-
tices of our faith in Jesus Chr -
ist. 

The young are the most aff -
ected, probably because they
are most powerless in society
and have the most at stake.
The Church fails them unless
it shows that congregations
and denominations are ac-
tive in treating their concerns
with the utmost seriousne-
ss.

Last year “The Lancet” pu -
blished the results of a study
that surveyed 10,000 young
people from 10 countries ab -
out their attitudes to clima-
te change. More than half of
those surveyed reported feel-
ing afraid, sad, anxious, an-
gry, powerless, helpless and
guilty. Asked to rate govern-

mental responses to climate
change, in general they were
negative about prospects for
positive government action.
Young people feel betrayed
and dismissed when they try
to talk about their feelings.
The study says that protect-
ing the mental health and
well-being of young people
against climate anxiety is po -
ssible, requiring those in po-
sitions of power to recognise,
understand, and validate the
feelings of young people. The
overall impression of the stu -
dy is that adults and their in-
stitutions around the world
are failing young people by
not doing enough about cli-
mate change.

Having read this study, the
question that occurred to me
was whether our churches are
taking the climate anxiety of
children and adults seriously.
To do so would require noth-
ing less than acknowledging
that the world has changed,

we have changed and are of-
ten in denial of these basic
facts. Young people need to
be heard in church and their
concerns treated with the ut-
most importance, otherwise
the Church will condemn it-
self to irrelevance once again
and could be legitimately ac-
cused of irresponsibility on
this most important challe -
nge.

Voice

One positive step in this
direction was the Climate Ju -
stice for All initiative of the
World Methodist Council that
involved young Methodists
from around the world giving
voice to their climate conce -
rns at COP26 in Glasgow. Im-
portant as this is, it is just as
important to give voice to yo -
ung people on climate issues
in local settings. Faced with
exclusion from many spaces,
it is my hope that our chur -
ches can be incubators of the
next generation of hope-filled
climate activists and policy
makers that do what it takes
to look after God’s creation.

Our people, young and old,
need hope in the face of cli-

mate breakdown. Part of the
cause of our ecological break-
down is our materialistic, ca -
pitalistic, individualist soci-
ety. In such a society, where
people are increasingly iso-
lated from one another, es-
pecially with Covid-19, it is
difficult to sustain hope for
the future. Hope is best sus-
tained in the collective ac-
tions of many to overcome
threats to society. In other
words, it is practically impos-
sible to maintain hope as an
individual virtue, but is it eas-
ier to maintain a hopeful per-
spective when acting to im-
prove things together with
others in groups, collectives
and even mass movemen-
ts? Hope for causes that one
cares about is much easier to
maintain if thousands or mil-
lions of others join in action
around that cause.

This perspective on hope
poses a challenge for the Ch -
urch and its theology – which
has cast hope as one of the
theological virtues based on
1 Corinthians 13. 13: “And now
faith, hope and love abide,
these three; and the greatest
of these is love.” This hope has
traditionally been for hope in

one’s salvation in Christ. Un-
fortunately, this ultimate hope
can lead to a lack of concern
about the state of the planet –
after all, some Christians say,
aren’t we to escape this wor-
ld and go to heaven? Such an
approach, however, shows
contempt for those who are
currently suffering the con-
sequences of climate change
and those who will in the fu-
ture.

While our hope in Christ’s
salvation remains what we
might call our ultimate hope,
in an era of climate change
we need more than this hope
to drive responsible action.
Hope must be extended be-
yond our ultimate hope in
God restoring this world and
reconciling all things. That is
not to make something other
than Christ our ultimate con-
cern, but to allow for penulti-
mate hopes in this world. This
is not simply about our well-
being and survival, but about
concern for God’s other crea-
tures and our neighbours,
whom we love alongside our
primary love of God.
Dr Richard Davis is director of the
Centre for Faith in Public Life at
Wesley House.
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denominations are active in treating their concerns with the
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The Church and the climate crisis
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