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“Changing the conversations that change the world” 

 

The quotation used above in the headline to report on Paris and beyond, came 

from the Kirby Laing Institute for Christian Ethics. Last year their website carried an 

article, ahead of the UN Conference COP2, by ecologist researcher, Richard Gunton:   

   

“Can we hope and pray that, in faithful communion with the Lord of the Cosmos that 

Christians may be found less often on the wrong side of history, and instead take a lead in 

new and exciting developments in all disciplines? For Our Redeemer is the one in ‘whom all 

things hold together’ (Col 1:17) and ‘in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 

knowledge’ (Col 2:3).” Gunton acknowledges that the discipline of ecology says every 

organism in the environment affects every other organism. ” We need to work together to 

shape and enrich our society and pray that we may be helped to contribute insights that 

contribute to the common good.”  

 

In fact, the prayers and pilgrimages of millions of people of faith and faith-led NGOs 

in the run up to Paris did make a difference last December. The leading Anglican 

Bishop on the Environment, Nicholas Holtam, described an astonishing ecumenical 

convergence about climate change. He said that the pilgrims who met in Paris from 

across the world gave credibility to all the faith communities present at the edge of 

the summit. He added that their witness and extraordinary stories moved the 

Conference Organiser, Christiana Figueres, to tears when she met them. 

 

Bishop Holtam added “COP 21 has been hard won and now needs to be hard 

wired.”He urged every church to work towards becoming an eco-church, reducing 

heating and electricity bills, finding sources of renewable energy and being more 

efficient about resources. 

 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, welcomed the courageous progress 

made by the Paris Agreement to hold the increase in global temperature to ‘well 

below’ 2oC. He said the global church, extraordinarily led by Pope Francis and the 

Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, must now be a key partner in tackling climate 

change. “As the Body of Christ, the Church is called to be incarnational. Each of us 

has a role to play if we are to help achieve what has been agreed in Paris.”   

 

So, what was it like for those who were involved?  I am very grateful to Rachel 

Johnston of St Stephen and St Julian in St Albans, who wrote this moving 

reflection on the road to Paris for Update. 

 

 
“Pouring rain and muddy paths greeted Neil and I when we joined the Pilgrimage2Paris for 

part of the 200 mile trek organized by Christian Aid, Cafod, Tearfund and the C of E. 

We walked in hope that the prayers and petitions of millions of Christians and many other 

faiths would be heard for those most affected by climate change, the world’s poorest and 

vulnerable people in the global south. 
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We joined a group of remarkable people, enduring the physical hardship of walking twenty 

miles a day and sleeping on hard church floors in penitence for the destruction and 

suffering of God’s creation. 

 

Many of us travel between the places in our lives inside the sealed environment of cars or 

trains and we never experience the landscape through which we pass as earlier generations 

did. Walking brings us directly into contact with the earth, its contours and scents. We have 

time to notice the places we pass and through the movement of our bodies we measure the 

distance and scale of the landscape. Walking with others brings a shared experience and as 

we trudged along we heard the stories of other pilgrims, some of whom had walked the 

ancient pilgrim routes of Europe and understood a thing or two about the difference 

between a pilgrimage and a mere long-distance walk. 

 

We became cold and wet and the reality of the physical challenge of walking such long 

distances began to sink in. Just as I was beginning to think wistfully of hot soup and a pub 

lunch, one of the pilgrims appeared by my side, obviously aware that I was flagging. He told 

me that pilgrims often describe their walk as having three stages. The first is physical, the 

discomfort of aching muscles and joints. This eventually recedes with the regular pace of 

walking. The rhythm of our own movements then becomes a mean of meditation and 

release from distraction. Having achieved a level of self-examination and a greater 

understanding of our own personal faith journey, finally the pilgrim is ready and able to 

listen to God. 

 

Before I had chance to ponder on how long the physical discomfort stage was going to last 

in my own case, we stopped for lunch.The amazing hospitality of the churches where we 

stayed or stopped for refreshment was one of the unexpected blessings of this pilgrimage. 

Sometimes it felt that whole sections of southern England were joining with us on our way. 

 

The planning for the pilgrimage included time for spiritual reflection. We were to discover 

how valuable these times of fellowship were, when news of the Paris atrocities came through 

early on Saturday. That day’s walk began in somber mood echoed in the driving rain and 

gale force winds. Plans for separate services on Sunday were abandoned and we came 

together, united by a determination to stand against such evil. It forged a powerful bond. 

 

Leaving the pilgrimage to return to work floored us with feelings of loss. But at least we 

could follow our fellow pilgrims’ progress. Back in our home city of St Albans, the first ever 

Sustainable St Albans Week was underway. We were able to support our parish event, 

planned for the week, and join some of the impressive range of sustainable activities by 

other churches, local schools, voluntary organizations and businesses, concluding with our 

Diocesan climate march from the Abbey. 

 

It was a huge joy when the historic agreement in Paris was announced - the first ever 

significant turning point towards a low carbon future. But, politicians beware, thanks to 

social media, governments will be held to account as never before. And for people of faith, 

the message is clear. We must all become ‘climate pilgrims’ working together step by step 

towards a better future in which our relationship with the Earth is restored and all God’s 

creation is protected for the generations to come.”  

 

 

Coming shortly: lists of contacts for eco- grants for church projects, plus 

information about switching energy supplies.  

 

 


