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Introduction

Sir John Houghton, a Christian and eminent scientist who was director general of the UK Meteorological Office and a member of the British government panel on sustainable development, has described climate change as a “weapon of mass destruction”.  David King, the British Government’s Chief Scientist, has argued that the catastrophic effects of climate change pose a much greater threat to world order than global terrorism.  In a speech in September 2004 former British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, gave this stark warning: “I believe (climate change) to be the world’s greatest environmental challenge, a challenge so far-reaching in its impact and irreversible in its destructive power, that it alters radically human existence.”  Former American Vice President Al Gore has produced an Oscar-winning documentary, “An Inconvenient Truth”, which is shocking in its portrayal of the future of our planet and apocalyptic in scope.
We can have various reactions to such statements.  We can regard them as headline grabbing, political hype or totally alarmist.  After all, changes to the earth’s temperature have occurred before and there is a strand of Biblical thought in which God promises as long as the earth endures to maintain seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night (Genesis 8:22).  Many of the statistics concerning climate change may still be regarded as hypothetical or conjectural, although we need to take into account the mounting weight of increasingly irrefutable scientific evidence.  For example, in June 2005 the National Academies of Science of the USA, UK, France, Germany, Italy, Russia, Canada, Japan, India, Brazil and China issued a statement saying, “The threat of climate change is clear and increasing.” 
The fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was published in February 2007 and noted many different observations confirming climate warming.  The rate of warming has increased to 0.13 degree Centigrade per decade.  Eleven of the twelve years between 1995 and 2006 have recorded the highest temperatures since records began in 1850.  Widespread decreases in glaciers and ice caps have contributed to sea level rises.  The annual average Arctic sea extent is shrinking at the rate of 2.7% per decade, a figure that rises to 7.4% during the summer.  The temperature of the top layer of the Arctic permafrost has increased by 3% since the 1980s.  Elsewhere in the world there is ample evidence of prolonged, severe droughts and more violent hurricanes.
For us living in Ireland there has been a tendency over the past fifty years towards milder but wetter winters particularly in the North and West as well as warmer and drier summers in the South and East.  This may lead to increased flooding in the winter and longer periods of drought in the summer.  We are also at the mercy of the sudden, severe storms which seem to be becoming more marked.  A warmer climate may lead to a greater influx of tourists, and generally be favourable for us.  On the other hand, we need to take into account threats to the Gulf Stream which has traditionally moderated our weather patterns.
Alternatively we can be defeatist as we conclude that since we are so locked into the world’s economic systems there is nothing we can do to bring about any meaningful changes.  Any environmentally friendly alterations to our personal lifestyle, for example, would have less effect than the tiniest pebble on an already windswept lake.  On the contrary, it was Edmund Burke who argued that “Nobody made a greater mistake than he who did nothing because he could only do a little”.  
Another response might be that we should not make any sacrifices since we have a right to higher living standards, greater material ease and increased personal comfort.  Surely our ongoing consumption of goods will in turn increase the prosperity of the emerging economies in the Far East.  The arguments are difficult and complex, but we ought to be wary of any teaching that even begins to suggest that a man’s wealth consists in the abundance of his possessions. 
We must also note that in a selfish, greedy world the flow of money tends to be from the poor to the rich.  As the rich become richer, the poor become poorer.  How do we respond?  This report in itself has arisen out of the meeting of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) in Accra, Ghana (2004) and, in particular, the cry of our materially poorer brothers and sisters in Christ mainly from the southern hemisphere against economic injustice and their exploitation by the rich countries of the West.  The resultant Accra Confession is part of a process by which the Churches can learn to respond to issues of economic justice and ecological degradation. 
There are above all those who will see the primary mission of the Church as preaching the Gospel and winning souls for Jesus Christ.  As we look forward to His return, the argument might be that we should not have to worry about any secondary issues like the environment.  There will be some who will say that the latter is the preserve of New Age philosophy or some kind of nature worship.  Again, there is the sense that the Church may be jumping on the bandwagon of current political thought, trying to catch up with something valid to say.
Our response is twofold.  Firstly, Jesus Christ is either Lord of all or not Lord at all.  That statement has profound implications for us as we lead our lives in relation to Him and to our neighbour, as we care for the poor and as we use the resources God has given us.  Secondly, we note from earliest times and the creation of Adam and Eve that one of their primary God-given responsibilities was stewardship of God’s creation.  Christians, from the Church Fathers to the Celts and monks, have always had a legitimate concern for looking after their environment, and preserving it for the next generation.  In recent years Christians have given much thought and prayer as to how we live in the global village of the early twenty-first century.  One of the buzz concepts at the meeting of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches in Seoul almost twenty years ago, in 1989, was “Justice, Peace and The Integrity of Creation.”  A few centuries earlier in his commentary on Genesis written in 1563 John Calvin was one of the first people to highlight the importance of using the earth’s resources in a sustainable manner:
“Let him who possesses a field, so partake of its yearly fruits, that he may not suffer the ground to be injured by his negligence: but let him endeavour to hand it down to posterity as he received it, or even better cultivated...  Moreover, that this economy, and this diligence, with respect to those good things which God has given us to enjoy, may flourish among us; let everyone regard himself as the steward of God in all things which he possesses.”
Leaving the earth in better order for succeeding generations is Calvin’s very noble ideal.  The cumulative effects of the Industrial Revolution mean that we are likely to bequeath our descendants with the deleterious effects of global warming including the flooding of delta areas where many of the world’s poor are currently located.  We have selfishly exploited and abused God’s creation in a manner similar to teenagers trashing their parental home or a vandal destroying a priceless painting.  How are we to live responsibly and use resources sensibly?  What changes do we have to make?  How can we speak prophetically and give leadership as a Church?
Last year a resolution was passed by our General Assembly asking the Committee on Global Concerns to write a comprehensive report on Lifestyle.  The issues are much wider than what might appear from the preamble to be ticking the box of a few green issues.  While we can celebrate living standards in the Western World that have never been higher, it is also true to say that we are part of an age of gratuitous consumption and seemingly insatiable greed.  We build bigger barns and then have to work harder to pay off increased mortgages.  Debt and borrowing have spiralled to crisis proportions.  At the beginning of 2006 personal debt in Britain stood at £1.13 trillion.  UK consumers account for two-thirds of EU credit debt.  Levels of obesity are suggesting that for the first time in generations average life expectancy looks likely to be reduced.  As Nick Spencer and Robert White suggest in an excellent recent publication, “Christianity, Climate Change and Sustainable Living”: “(The) fact that national levels of obesity, alcohol and drug abuse, depression, sexually transmitted infection, teenage pregnancy, recorded crime and the prison population have risen significantly over recent decades does not suggest a population at ease with itself”.  In spite of our material prosperity we have become victims of endless stress, ever lengthening working hours, deep personal malaise and yearning after meaning, purpose and community.  Family life and relationships in general have often been overstretched to the point of breakdown.  
The economist and Labour peer, Richard Layard, delivered a series of lectures on economics and happiness at the London School of Economics in 2002, and noted that “People in the West have got no happier in the last fifty years.  They have become much richer, they work much less, they have longer holidays, they travel more, they live longer, and they are healthier.  But they are no happier.”  
There are many strands that are interwoven here.  Just as we cannot afford to exhaust the earth’s resources, we cannot continue the pace and sheer intensity of life at present levels.  Central to this report is the concept of “sustainable development” or “sustainable lifestyle”.  Its most widely quoted definition occurs in the Brundtland Report (1987): “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  Sir John Houghton describes sustainability in this way: “‘not cheating on our children’; to that may be added ‘not cheating on our neighbours’ and ‘not cheating on the rest of creation.’” 
The Christian message is one of radical transformation as we discover the eternal joy of life in all its fullness in Jesus Christ.  At a conference in West Church, Bangor, last year Dr Setri Nyomi, General Secretary of WARC, commented on Romans 12:2, “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God –what is good and acceptable and perfect.” He said: “We live in a world in which conformity to the world and the world’s standards is the norm.  Christians are afraid to do the will of God.  If the world says talking about “sin” is not politically correct, we refrain from talking about sin.  If the world’s economic systems value greed and neglect the cries of the poor, many Christians uncritically follow suit.  We live in these kinds of challenging times.  Yet Paul’s words still ring in our ears today – Do not be conformed to this world – but be transformed.  It is a call for examining our lifestyles in the light of the Word of God.  Such an examination is done by Reformed Christians in the light of the word of God and how we read the times we are in.” 
Finally, we confess that we have been given an impossibly broad remit by the General Assembly and that the following paragraphs will be frustratingly brief.  This report will attempt to outline some Biblical principles, give some pointers to what might be described as a Christian lifestyle and some practical examples.  It does not purport to be in any way definitive, prescriptive or exhaustive.  Hopefully it will engender discussion and produce some action in the wider Church and in the lives of individuals.
Biblical Principles
There are many basic Biblical principles governing our life and lifestyle, many of which emerge from the opening chapters of Genesis.  For too long we have been consumed by the creationist debate rather than seeing these verses as a blueprint for life. 
Creator God
The Bible opens with the words: “In the beginning God”.  He is the transcendent and pre-existent God, holy, infinite and eternal.  As Creator He made the world and as Sovereign holds everything together in His hands.  He has revealed Himself uniquely and fully to us in and through His Son Jesus Christ who died on the Cross and rose again from the dead for our salvation.  The Message paraphrase of Colossians 1 puts it like this: “We look at this son and see the God who cannot be seen.  We look at this Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created.  For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible, rank after rank of angels – everything got started in him and finds its purpose in him...  He was supreme in the beginning and –leading the resurrection parade- he is supreme in the end.  From beginning to end he’s there, towering far above everything, everyone.  So spacious is he, so roomy, that everything of God finds its proper place in him without crowding.  Not only that, but all the broken and dislocated pieces of the universe –people and things, animals and atoms – get properly fixed and fit together in vibrant harmonies, all because of his death, his blood that poured down from the cross.”
These statements are important for a number of reasons.  Primarily we ascribe to the Lord greatness, power, majesty and authority.  He is pre-eminent and worthy of all praise.  It is His world and not ours.  Such a theocentric view reminds us that we are responsible and accountable to a higher authority and cannot selfishly lord it over the earth.  Secondly, we acknowledge that there is a spiritual vacuum in the heart of sinful man that can only be met in and through coming to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord.  Thirdly, the Lordship of Christ for those who believe extends to every area of life.  As Christians we can sometimes run the risk of nodding our assent to Christ but still being governed and driven by the demands of work, acquiring wealth, material comfort and prosperity.
The Accra Confession of the World Alliance of Reformed Churches is perhaps a little too quick to lay the blame of all the world’s problems at the door of what it commonly describes as “global neoliberal capitalism”.  Its very striking, penetrating language ought to make us aware, however, of the ways in which we in the West have casually assumed that the economy is the great god of everything.  Unquestionably we see it as our right to become richer and can so easily be dictated to by the rules of profit and loss, Mammon rather than God.
It is worth quoting several paragraphs from the Accra Confession so that by God’s Spirit we can be brought to that place of acknowledging or recognising that God is indeed Lord of all, including the euro or pound in our pocket.  The confession makes several statements of belief or positive affirmation while concurrently rejecting all that is not of God.  For example, it quotes Psalm 24 as it acknowledges that “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof.”  It celebrates life and all its fullness to be found in Christ alone, but also rejects the way that so many in the West are driven by their desire to accumulate wealth that has already cost the lives of millions and destroyed much of God’s creation.  It states: “We believe that God has made a covenant with all of creation (Genesis 9:8-12).  God has brought into being an earth community based on the vision of justice and peace.  The covenant is a gift of grace that is not for sale in the market place (Isaiah 55:1)...  Jesus shows that this is an inclusive covenant in which the poor and marginalised are preferential partners, and calls us to put justice for the “least of these” (Matthew 25:40) at the centre of the community of life.  All creation is blessed and included in this covenant (Hosea 2:18ff).  Therefore we reject the culture of rampant consumerism and the competitive greed and selfishness of the neoliberal global market system, or any other system, which claims there is no alternative.  We believe that God is a God of justice.  In a world of corruption, exploitation and greed, God is in a special way the God of the destitute, the poor, the exploited, the wronged, and the abused (Psalm 146:7-9).  God calls for just relationships with all creation.  Therefore we reject any ideology or economic regime that puts profits before people, does not care for creation, and privatises those gifts of God meant for all.” 
Or again while standing for the principles of Micah 6:8 which include justice, kindness and walking humbly in God’s way, the Confession makes this very striking statement: “Therefore we reject any theology that claims that God is only with the rich and that poverty is the fault of the poor.  We reject any form of injustice which destroys right relations –gender, race, class, disability, or caste.  We reject any theology which affirms that human interests dominate nature.”
The difficulty with such statements is that they are inclined to be verbose and far beyond our personal reach as they speak of world economic orders.  They leave us asking the question what kind of influence we can possibly have.  Nevertheless there is the real challenge of recognising the Lordship of Christ over all our riches, acquisitions, possessions and treasures.  Or are we free to acquire and spend as we choose without any reference to the Lord of all?
Celebration of Creation
“And God saw that it was good,” is the repeated refrain during the creation narrative.  Far from it being some mechanistic process we gain the very clear impression of a God absolutely delighting and revelling in everything that He made, lavishing His goodness and favour on the newly created order.  What is created reflects something of His character as the Psalmist reminds us: “The heavens declare the glory of the God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands” (19:1).  Paul writes these words to the Romans: “For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities –his eternal power and divine nature- have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse” (1:21).  Psalm 148 has all of creation singing the praise of Almighty God – the sun, moon, stars, waters, mountains, hills, vegetation, animals, birds and sea creatures.  The God who created such beauty does not divorce Himself from the world but continues to sustain and care for it: “You care for the land and water it; you enrich it abundantly.  The streams of God are filled with water to provide the people with grain, for so you have ordained it...  You crown the year with your bounty, and your carts overflow with abundance” (Psalm 65:9-13).
To borrow Calvin’s phrase, as we survey “the theatre of God’s glory” all around us we ought to be totally amazed, captivated and overwhelmed by such breathtaking and awesome beauty.  “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him” (Psalm 8:3-4)?  The God who flung stars into space also gives His undivided attention to the tiniest flower of the field! Jesus said: “See how the lilies of the field grow.  They do not labour or spin.  Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendour was dressed like one of these” (Matthew 6:28-29).  In creation we begin to catch a glimpse of God’s wonderful grace which, of course, is fully seen in the revelation of His Son Jesus Christ: “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word.  After he provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven” (Hebrews 1:3).
As we celebrate the beauty of creation and come to the Son who is full of grace and truth, again there are many implications for our lives and lifestyles.  Totally surrendered to Jesus Christ and filled to the measure of all His fullness by the power of His life-giving Spirit, we need also to respond with the worship and service of our lives.  His free but costly grace challenges us to respond with generosity and gratitude.  We have an attitude to life full of thanksgiving, peace and contentment rather than being unsettled by the seemingly insatiable desire for more material gain.  Also as we have been given much treasure by God, so there is the need to give away as much as possible for the benefit of those who are less well off: “From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded, and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked (Luke 12:48).  “Remember this: Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows generously will also reap generously.  Each man should give what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.  And God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that you need, you will abound in every good work” (2 Corinthians 9:6-8).
Of course, there is much more to grace than how we handle our finances, but to what extent does our giving reflect the level of God’s blessing in our lives?  Do we bring the whole tithe into the storehouse as God requires us? “‘Test me in this,’ says the Lord Almighty, ‘and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room for it’” (Malachi 3:10-12).  There are huge implications here as we respond to the generosity of our God who has literally given us everything in sending His Son into the world. 
In terms of our giving we have responsibilities towards the poor.  Imagine a restaurant where our plates are overflowing and we throw away all we cannot eat, while at our feet people are scrambling around for a few grains of rice.  As Dave Bookless, national director of the Christian environmental mission A Rocha UK reminds us, “That is the reality of today’s world.  Jesus tells us that if we love God, we must love our neighbour –not just our neighbour next door, but the one in Kolkata (formerly Calcutta), Buenos Aires or Darfur.  As a matter of justice, we need to live more lightly.” 
In the UK estimates vary between 3.3 million and 6.7 million tonnes of food being thrown away annually.  Some of the waste is made up of peelings, cores and bones, but the vast weight is good food that has been discarded from our plates or gone past its sell-by date in our fridges.  The conclusion is invariably the same – about a third of all our food ends up in landfill.  We live in a careless, cast off and indifferent throwaway society.  Greed, selfishness and thoughtlessness are endemic.  Attitudes towards giving need to be fundamentally changed.
Stewardship of Creation
As we marvel at God’s total delight and intimate involvement in every detail of His creation, we need to be reminded that if it matters this much to Him, it should also matter to Christians as they care for the world.  Although humans are part of the created order, the Bible asserts that there is something special about us: “we are made in God’s image” (Genesis 1:27).  Professor Bob White comments: “We are more than animals, even though we share our material make-up with animals.  Being made in God’s image includes the ability to relate to God in a personal way, and to exhibit and experience, albeit in a greatly attenuated way, some of his characteristics such as love, justice, creativity and care.  At the beginning of human history, God gave humans the command to rule over and take care of both the living and non-living creation.  We are not to be passive spectators, but are to work at ruling and ordering creation without asking the earth for our own selfish ends.  Our care for creation should be consistent with God’s care for it, enabling it to be fruitful in providing food and resources and allowing it to play its intended part in giving glory to God.”
This is a very helpful statement because quite often Genesis 1:28 has been interpreted in terms of our complete domination of the earth, giving us absolute freedom to act as we choose.  Genesis 2:15 states that God placed Adam in the Garden of Eden with the instruction to work it and take care of it.  Again, according to Bob White, “The word translated ‘work’ is abad, which carries the sense of ‘to serve,’ and the word translated ‘take care of’ is shamar, which means ‘to keep, guard, protect’.  The dominion that humanity is given over nature is not to be one of exploitative and selfish rule, but rather one of careful and just service.  And within that service, which should be part of the worship of God, there is blessing.” 
The mandate to care for God’s creation must carry with it implications for our current lifestyle.  Conceptually we do not need to find ourselves on the higher plane grappling with complex issues such as “neoliberal capitalism”, as defined in the Accra Confession.  Instead the collective wisdom seems to be that we should apply changes to our way of life which, although minuscule in themselves, undoubtedly would have cumulative significance.  Examples might include switching to energy saving light bulbs, reducing the thermostat by one degree, running our washing machines at thirty rather than forty degrees, no longer keeping electrical equipment on stand-by, increasing recycling, cutting our air miles and buying fairtrade or local produce.  Initiatives similar to Tearfund’s Lenten Carbon Fast are informative and inspiring as they encourage mindset changes.  There are many websites, including the UK Government’s environment and greener living page at www.direct.gov.uk, which enable us to check our carbon footprint and suggest savings and alternatives.  Even if carbon dioxide emissions are maintained at present levels, there will be potentially catastrophic consequences to the world environment.  We cannot continue to expect constantly rising living standards while running the risk of irreparably damaging the planet for future generations.
In relation to lifestyle issues we can adopt the Pauline approach that everything is permissible, but not everything is beneficial.  We can argue that in Christ we have freedom to make our own choices about the size of house we build, where we spend our holidays or the number of conference trips we make.  Richard Chartres, Anglican Bishop of London, has taken a much more robust, controversial and challenging stand.  His remarks have been widely quoted in the press: “There is now an overriding imperative to walk more lightly upon the earth and we need to make our lifestyle choices in that light.  Making selfish choices such as flying on holiday or buying a large car are a symptom of sin.  Sin is not just a restricted list of moral mistakes.  It is living a life turned in on itself where people ignore the consequences of their actions.”  The Anglican Bishop of Liverpool, James Jones, has drawn similarities between climate change and the abolition of slavery.  He argues that future generations of Christians will look back and be amazed that we were so complacent about global warming, just as we find it difficult to believe that two hundred years ago many Christians failed to oppose slavery.
These are difficult issues but if we are to take our stewardship responsibilities seriously then we are compelled to make significant adjustments to our lifestyle expectations, choices and actions. 
Worship and Rest
“Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.  By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work.  And God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done” (Genesis 2:1-2).  Sabbath rest is an integral part of the creation narrative.  The Reformed theologian Jurgen Moltmann has argued that humankind should not be regarded as the pinnacle of creation, but rather this seventh day of rest which completes the creation process.  Such a refreshing view helps diminish an otherwise anthropocentric approach with all its tendencies towards self-centredness and sinful exploitation.
The Sabbath is outlined in detail in Exodus 20:8-11 and Deuteronomy 5:12-15.  It is a day to be kept holy for every member of the household as well as working livestock.  Even the land was to be guaranteed by Sabbath legislation from being overly cultivated.  The Sabbath served as a reminder to everyone of the rhythms and cycles of life, including work and rest.  There is the opportunity to return to the Lord as the source of life, to worship and glorify Him.  The Sabbath had the advantage as well of guaranteeing leisure time for relationships including family.  It had economic consequences because otherwise there would have been unrestricted trade.  Sabbath desecration was one of the sins for which Israel came under God’s judgment, with Ezekiel stating in particular: “I gave them my Sabbaths as a sign between us, so they would know that I the Lord made them holy. Yet the people of Israel rebelled against me” (Ezekiel 20:12-13).
Jesus had several bruising encounters with contemporary religious leaders as he dared to heal people on the Sabbath.  Bob White comments: “In reality, however, his apparent subversion of the Sabbath was more of a rescue mission than an abandonment of the principle.  Rather than being a time of rest, reorientation and a symbol of redemption, the Sabbath had been turned into a burden, a day in which those who were hungry or sick were held captive by their misfortune.  Jesus’ multiple healings and his corn-eating debate were rescuing the original intent of the law...”
The Sabbath can be set against the wider background of making time for God and for one another.  It is part of a pattern stressing simpler living and joyous festivals (Ecclesiastes 5:18, 19; Leviticus 23).  Israel is urged to be content with the ordinariness of life.  Luxury is never commended and sometimes condemned.  The festivals in the Pentateuch punctuate the year with God-centred celebrations, often involving feasting.  The rites of passage are also joyful occasions.
The Western world is suffering from ever increasing levels of stress because it has failed to take seriously God’s provisions for rest. In an article entitled “A Vision of Sustainable Living” Nick Spencer looks forward to the time when there will be greater recognition of the principle of rest.  He imagines a grass-roots movement growing significantly to ‘give us a break’ and protect workers’ family time.  He envisages Sunday trading accordingly becoming less efficient, resulting in tightening pressure for renewed regulations limiting the opening times of larger departmental stores. 
It is wishful thinking but all part of a consideration of improved work ethics and trading practices.  Living in a global economy we need to become much more focused on issues of fair trade, treatment of overseas workers and sustainable agricultural practices.
In the same futuristic article Spencer also writes: “Corporate Social Responsibility is now taken seriously, with widespread recognition that companies that pay serious attention to stakeholder concerns rather than just shareholder concerns actually perform better, securing better quarterly results, more robust brand reputation, and attracting some of the most able young recruits to work for them.”
Our debate on the importance of Sabbath rest has widened beyond principles of worship, rest and renewal to highlight social concerns for workers, and ethical standards of trade and investment.  All we are doing is stressing the importance of caring for the whole person by obeying God’s ordinances for personal well being.  We should not regard ourselves as pawns or machines in any economic system but as human beings made in the image of God.
While on the subject of rest it is also worth noting that Church can often be a place which in itself is a mirror of a busy world, perpetuating so many activities and organisations.  We need to create a sense of sacred space, an oasis of Christian calm and peace.  
Relationship
“The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone.  I will make a helper suitable for him’” (Genesis 2:18).  Adam and Eve remind us of the importance of cultivating friendship and companionship.  There is the security, affirmation and joy of lasting relationships.
Writing in the March 2008 issue of Christianity Mark Greene of the London Institute of Contemporary Christianity draws examples from Oliver James’ latest book “The Selfish Capitalist” in which the author tackles what has become known as “affluenza”, an analysis of contemporary materialism which suggests a decline in general levels of well-being in spite of increased prosperity.  Emotional distress is apparently twice as marked in English-speaking nations compared with Western Europe.  James explores the phenomenon of what he describes as “selfish capitalism”, a more aggressive form of the market economy experienced in Britain and America than anywhere else.
In terms of policy ‘selfish capitalism’ is characterised by measures which were originally designed to facilitate globalisation, including increasing labour market flexibility and reducing public sector spending by allowing more privatisation.  Results, for example, in the UK have included decreasing job security and longer working hours than any other EU nation.  One of the spin-offs of “selfish capitalism” has been soaring property prices with mortgages being serviced over four times the size of our annual income as compared to two to three times in the late 1970s.  Savings have radically declined and levels of debt soared.  A survey carried out by UNICEF in 2007 discovered that British children were the worst off, the unhappiest and unhealthiest in Europe.
Mark Greene writes: “No wonder we’re unhappier: we’re working longer for the same money in real terms, have less time for our children, our spouses, our friends or our hobbies.  To put it another way, we have less time for relationships and the things that feed our souls.  Of course, people need food and clothes and shelter and medicine but the materialism that we have in the affluent West is ‘relative materialism’, the materialism that impels us to judge our self-worth and success by money, possessions, appearances and fame and sadly, how it compares with other people”.
If we are to speak of a distinctively Christian lifestyle, then we need to guard the priority of relationships.  Jesus was once asked to outline the greatest commandment in the Law.  This was his response: “’Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’  This is the first and greatest commandment.  And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’  All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matthew 22:36-40).
Love is not the language of finance or economics; it is the language of relationships.  Love has been described as the heartbeat of New Testament spirituality.  Here we speak of “agape” love that is holy, unconditional and selfless.  The primary requirement of a relational lifestyle is the need for long-term, deep, committed relationships.  These will be generally focused within strong families, but how vital also it is to see Church as an expression of vibrant Christian community where people find meaning for life, purpose, affirmation, support and encouragement.  Bringing harmonious relationships to the fore is decidedly counter cultural in an age where the personal agenda of human rights has displaced the twin concepts of duty and responsibility towards our neighbour. 
Dr Michael Shlutter is the founder and director of the Jubilee Centre, a Christian research and campaigning organisation based in Cambridge.  He is also director of the Keep Sunday Special Campaign and the Relationships Foundation.  For over twenty years he has searched to discover an alternative social paradigm which is closer to Biblical norms than democratic capitalism or market socialism.  He has concluded that the principles of Biblical law, interpreted in relational terms, provide a coherent basis for public policy and personal lifestyle decisions.  The Relationships Foundation is founded on the ethical values of the Judaeo-Christian tradition and seeks to stress the importance of building community and neighbourhoods.
He writes: “Time is the currency of relationships.  In society today, technology facilitates contact with greater numbers than ever before, but such wider contact is generally characterised by greater superficiality.  To have a few close and deep friends, inside and outside the extended family, it is essential to prioritise relationships.  Jesus sets relational priorities in his ministry after much prayer (e.g. Mark 3:13-17, 5:37).  His relationship with his father in heaven always takes priority over all other relationships (e.g. Mark 1:35-37).”  To counter the loneliness, heartache, brokenness and worthlessness of today’s society we need to build, cultivate, nurture and sustain genuine community and lasting relationships in Christ.
On the subject of relationships there is a strong thread throughout the Scriptures advocating care not only of the neighbour we know but also the stranger and the outcast, the poor and the vulnerable.  When Jesus was dining with a Pharisee he instructed him when hosting a banquet to “invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind, and you will be blessed” (Luke 14:12, 14).  The poor always remained close to His heart.  In the Old Testament there are specific laws protecting the vulnerable (Exodus 22) and securing justice for the poor (Psalm 140:12).
Prophetic denunciations of injustice directed towards the poor are too many to quote.  This is how Zechariah proclaims the word of the Lord: “Administer true justice; show mercy and compassion to one another.  Do not oppress the widow or the fatherless, the alien or the poor.  In your hearts do not think evil of each other” (7:10).  Amos laments the vile practices of the rich towards the poor: “You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain.  Therefore, though you have built stone mansions, you will not live in them; though you have planted lush vineyards, you will not drink their wine” (5:11).  Those who profess with their lips or maintain outward religious observances but whose hearts are far from the Lord are frequently condemned: “...on the day of your fasting, you do as you please and exploit all your workers...  Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter –when you see the naked to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?” (Isaiah 58, 3, 7)
In our generally affluent lifestyle we need to take the Gospel warnings seriously as we care for those less fortunate than ourselves.  Otherwise we stand the risk of heavy judgment.  More generally, in such a driven age we need somehow to be proactive in safeguarding and nurturing friendship.  Again this is a distinctive advantage of the Christian life in that we belong together to the Church, the body of believers and the family of God’s people.
Fall and Redemption
Adam and Eve ate the fruit from the tree in the middle of the Garden of Eden they were expressly forbidden to touch.  If the two opening chapters of Genesis concentrate on the beauty of creation, the third chapter is about what might be described as “decreation”- the marring, spoiling, or pollution of the world through the sinfulness of man and woman.  The selfish agendas of Adam and Eve now come to the fore.  Here is the reality of The Fall from grace and its manifold manifestations include, as we have seen, selfishness, greed and the over exploitation of earth’s resources. 
God’s redemptive plan comes to fruition in Jesus Christ, His life, death, resurrection, and ascension, the outpouring of His Spirit and the promise of His return.  As Christians we rejoice in the fullness of life we enjoy in Jesus Christ. 
It is worth pausing for a moment to consider three aspects of Jesus’ lifestyle while on earth.  Firstly, He challenged the rich young man to lay his considerable wealth on the altar since it was binding him from complete loyalty to Him, and concluded: “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God” (Mark 10:17-23).  The fact is that whatever we fix as our treasure will dominate our entire life: “For where your treasure is there will your heart be also” (Matthew 6:21).  It is impossible to serve two masters.  We are not to lay up treasures for ourselves here on earth but in heaven.  Secondly, Jesus displays beautifully compelling simplicity in how He lived.  We find Him sharing meals on the hillsides and in various homes, enjoying company and even being prepared to turn water into wine.  In His teaching He constantly drew richly from natural illustrations all around Him, delighting in creation, rejoicing at God’s rich provision and marvelling at the potential of the tiny mustard seed, for example.  Most of his life was spent in close proximity to Galilee, living, working and subsequently ministering locally.  He commented that “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Luke 9:58).  Not for Jesus the endless accumulation and clutter of possessions, gadgets and gizmos.  Thirdly, there was nothing about His life and ministry that was stinting or lacking generosity.  He appreciated His anointing by a sinful woman and her outpouring of costly, sacrificial love appealed to His heart. He was not concerned about economic systems and always invested totally in people. His manifesto is summarised at the beginning of His ministry: “The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord” (Luke 4:18-19).  In summary, Jesus lived simply and identified fully with the needs of others while walking closely with His heavenly Father.
Hope
As we have contemplated lifestyle issues and set them against the backdrop of so many global concerns, it is important that we should not despair.  Hope is a recurrent Biblical motif and a vital contribution we can make to today’s world as Christians.  We recall that God made the world and saw that it was very good.  He promised also to maintain seedtime and harvest as long as the earth endures.  So committed to the world was He that He sent His one and only Son: “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.  We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14).  Central to our hope is the Resurrection and the life of our Lord Jesus Christ.  In his letter to the Romans Paul speaks of the whole creation anticipating its redemption (Romans 8:22).  The Book of Revelation presents a vision of a new heaven and a new earth and of all things being made new.
As early as the Old Testament there are powerful glimpses of a new order established on the peaceful reign of Almighty God.  The Lord says: “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth.  The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.  But be glad and rejoice forever in what I will create, for I will create Jerusalem to be a delight and its people a joy.  I will rejoice over Jerusalem and take delight in my people; the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more.  Never again will there be in it an infant who lives but a few days, or an old man who does not live out his years...  They will build houses and dwell in them; they will plant vineyards and eat their fruit” (Isaiah 65:17-25).
We give God thanks for those Christians throughout the ages who have campaigned against injustice and for a new social order.  In this generation there are those who are willing to engage in issues that threaten the long term well being of our planet and who urge us to make lifestyle changes.  One of these activists is Sir John Houghton who remains positive and hopeful because of the degree of consensus already reached among scientists, the technology that is available to make the necessary changes which would be at a cost less than the present Iraq war and can have a much greater impact on the world.  Above all, he believes that God is there to help us.
Altogether we need to hold before us a vision of a society that is transformed by God’s grace and power.  It was CS Lewis who said: “Aim at heaven and you will get earth thrown in.  Aim at earth and you get neither.”
Practical Pointers
By concentrating on the opening chapters of Genesis we have emphasized the beauty of creation and the importance of enjoying all that God has given us.  We have stressed the need to care for creation and to be wise stewards of this treasure the Lord has entrusted to us.  We have highlighted the need for meaningful relationships.  We have reaffirmed the need for work as well as rest, being able to learn and follow the unforced rhythms of life and grace.  We have asserted the Lordship of Christ over every aspect of our lives, including the choices we make about spending our money.  What follows is a series of practical pointers towards what we might describe as sustainable living or sustainable lifestyle.  We want to focus on denominational initiatives, congregational suggestions as well as topics for individuals to consider.
Denomination
There are opportunities to lobby local councillors, MLAs, MPs and political parties on the distinctive contributions we can make to lifestyle in the hope that these issues are taken more seriously than they have been in the past.  Housing development, for example, could be encouraged along stricter energy standards.  We applaud the banning of plastic supermarket bags from supermarkets in the Irish Republic and hope that similar measures will soon be implemented in Northern Ireland.  Some thirteen billion plastic bags are given free to UK shoppers every year, and they take an estimated 1 000 years to decay!  Government needs to legislate to improve public transport infrastructure in our two major cities, Dublin and Belfast.  Measures need to go much further to tax cars according to fuel consumption.  Consideration needs to be given to increasing air travel tax or developing carbon-offset schemes.  We would urge our national governments to play their part in securing internationally binding agreements to reduce the level of carbon emissions.
Congregations

Christmas celebrations:
As a denomination a major focus of our Christmas celebrations is the very well supported World Development Appeal with its emphasis on the true spirit of giving to those in need.  Many Congregations also have their own toys’ appeal or grocery collections to help others.  Recently there has been the emergence of alternative gifts which can be purchased through Tearfund, Christian Aid and World Vision, for example.  These are all laudable attempts to witness to selfless giving and concern for other parts of the world.
On the other hand, we have all written, preached or heard sermons lambasting the commercialism of the season, but perhaps have not heard too many practical ideas as to how we can effect change.  As Congregations do we need actively to consider ways in which we can develop a less stressful and materialistic celebration of Christmas?  Do we need to send so many cards and give as many unwanted presents?!
Harvest Thanksgiving:
This is an ideal opportunity in our church calendar to thank God for the fruit of the harvest as well as to focus on lifestyle or Two thirds World issues.
Weddings:
According to one website the average cost of a wedding in Ireland is 20 – 25,000 Euros.  The average cost of a wedding reception meal is in the region of 60 to 80 Euros per guest.  Photographers are in the region of 1,000 to 4,000 Euros.  While appreciating the generous hospitality of receptions, do we need to be much more proactive at suggesting simpler, less extravagant weddings that bring the service and the exchange of the vows to the fore?
Eco-Congregation Ireland
Eco-Congregation is an environmental programme for Churches, available to all Christian denominations throughout Britain and Ireland.  It developed through a partnership between the Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI) and the environmental awareness charity “Going for Green” (now ENCAMS).
Eco-Congregation Ireland has been developed in co-operation with four Churches – the Church of Ireland, the Methodist Church in Ireland, the Presbyterian Church in Ireland and the Roman Catholic Church – whose ecological representatives are in touch with the many groups operating in Britain and Europe.  The programme is available to all parishes with a keen interest in environmental issues and offers resources and support to help them to take practical action in the context of their Christian faith.
A simple environmental audit is provided to help Congregations assess what they are already doing and to determine future priorities.  They are then encouraged to download the appropriate resource modules which aim to integrate environmental care into different areas of Church life.  Each Church will normally choose three modules on which to concentrate for the year from a list including: Worship and Teaching, Children’s and Youth Work, Property and Grounds Management, Finance – Purchasing and Waste, Personal Lifestyles, Working with the Local Community and Thinking Globally.
Eco-Congregation Ireland is an internet initiative and therefore all resources are free and can be downloaded from this website.  The modules are designed to enable congregations to become self-sufficient and monitor their own progress.
Tearfund Carbon Fast
This is a suggested initiative not only for Congregations but also for individuals.  It is estimated that in the UK we emit 9.5 tons of carbon dioxide per person per year; in Ethiopia the average is 0.067 tons and in Bangladesh 0.24.  Apparently the earth can sustain 0.8 per person.  Although Lent has not been an observance that has been particularly marked in the Presbyterian Church, traditionally people have given up things for Lent.  Last year in the Anglican Diocese of Liverpool, for example, many parishioners tried to reduce their carbon footprint.
Building Community
Our Churches need to be at the heart of their local areas and pray with vision for ministries that will develop a deepening sense of community and belonging. 
Individual Responses
In his book “A Good Life” Leo Hickman seeks to define the concept of “ethical living”.  He states that it is promoting a mindset which takes responsibility for our actions, thinking long-term rather than short-term, and putting the needs of others before our own.  We have already commented on some of these issues elsewhere in this report.  Here we shall limit our responses to two areas: how we live in relation to our environment and our neighbour.
Environment
There are a number of initiatives we can positively take as individuals.  Many of these issues are conscious decisions to try and save energy.  We can implement energy-saving measures, such as wall and roof insulation and more efficient appliances, which significantly reduce wastage.  Governments should encourage those living in “fuel poverty” by giving them substantial grants to improve their homes.  Turning our washing machines to 30 rather than 40 degrees centigrade would save forty per cent in electricity compared to washing at higher temperatures.  Recycling and reusing are other ways in which we can help save our planet’s resources. 
On the level of transport we should seek to reduce the number of flights perhaps by videoconferencing or having more holidays at home.  We need to decrease our dependence on cars by using public transport, sharing lifts, and walking short distances rather than simply getting behind the wheel.  If everyone in the UK shared their daily car trip to work, in a year we would save three billion litres of petrol, twenty four billion miles of driving and stop the release of six million tons of carbon dioxide –the equivalent of planting 5.4 million trees (Source: Radio Times: “Seventy Ways You Can Save the Planet”).
In our shopping we should attempt to source and buy fairly traded goods and local produce.  In 2003 “The Guardian” bought a basket of fresh food containing twenty items.  It included pears from Argentina, garden peas from South Africa, tomatoes from Saudi Arabia and lettuce from Spain.  Cumulative distance travelled by twenty items of fresh food in a shopping basket was a staggering 100, 943 miles –just under half the distance to the moon.  We can also reduce our reliance on plastic bags and encourage our supermarkets not to use as much packaging.  It is important that we learn not to waste so much food!
Neighbour
We have already stressed the importance of much greater giving towards the needs of others, particularly the poor.
Above all, we want to encourage one another to rediscover the importance of nurturing friendships and building family life.  Earning money should never be at the expense of relationships.  “Too much “stuff” is making us sick!  If the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil (1 Timothy 6:10), then our lifestyles contain the worst kind of spiritual cholesterol, clogging and choking the arteries of our relationship with God and each other” (David Bookless).
Concluding Remarks
In some ways this report may be interpreted as pushing a Christian agenda that is decidedly green!  We would want to see our Christian faith as much more multi-coloured than that, applying to every area of our life and witness as we acknowledge Christ as Lord of all.  We have attempted in these few paragraphs to combine theology and praxis.
We do not want to run the risk of being legalistic, by creating an onerous set of lifestyle rules and regulations.  There must be room for variety and diversity as we celebrate God’s creation.  However, while acknowledging the freedom we have in Christ, we need to be much more conscious of the decisions we take economically, financially and individually.  Our choices need to be much more consonant with the idea of sustainable lifestyle which will preserve our planet intact for succeeding generations.  We renounce waste and oppose extravagance.  We must not be driven and consumed by selfish economic gain, but be prepared to lay our wallets on God’s altar.  The desire to be rich can destroy us and we need to learn to be more content with what we have.  In the Christian life there is a staggering call for joyful simplicity and radical generosity.
A Christian lifestyle is one in which there will always be the priority of relationship – to God and to one another.  In the 1880s Mahatma Gandhi arrived in London to study law.  He was inspired by Jesus’ words in the Sermon on the Mount and even considered becoming a Christian.  When asked later what put him off, Gandhi responded, “So many of you Christians are so unlike your Christ.”  Reflecting on his time in England, Gandhi talked of “Western nations groaning under the heel of the monster god of materialism”.  Another Indian of the same period, the poet and Nobel Laureate Rabindranath Tagore said, “On that day when we see Jesus Christ living out his life in you, on that day we Hindus will flock to your Christ even as doves flock to their feeding ground.”  Dave Bookless comments, “If Jesus is our Lord, we need to live more lightly.  I have a dream that as Western Christians we can live simply so that others can simply live.  We can model to our society that you can live more with less.  We can demonstrate a sustainable relationship with the planet and our neighbours.  Maybe, just maybe, we can rediscover the lifestyle Jesus is calling us to: one where we receive the gifts of time, creation and possessions with simple gratitude; one where we live in community –sharing rather than forever comparing.  Maybe we can foresee a day where we Christians live out the teachings of Jesus and others come flocking to Him, as doves to a feeding ground.”
There are many Christians who are increasingly aware of the issues presented in this report.  It is our hope that at least some will be prompted to take prayerful action in order to make a difference.  Altogether it is the cumulative effect of small changes that will make that difference.  There is the familiar story of the little boy who was rescuing stranded starfish by throwing them back into the sea.  He refused to be discouraged by his father who, given the overwhelming numbers involved, asked him how he possibly could achieve anything worthwhile.  The little boy looked down at the starfish in his hand, and then threw it out to sea: “I’ve made a difference to that one,” he said.
Above all in this report, we acknowledge that the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, as we give Him the praise and the glory.  Let us place ourselves entirely at God’s disposal in the words of the Methodist Covenant prayer: “I am no longer my own but yours.  Put me to what you will, rank me with whom you will; put me to doing, put me to suffering; let me be employed for you or laid aside for you, exalted for you or brought low for you; let me be full, let me be empty, let me have all things, let me have nothing; I freely and wholeheartedly yield all things to your pleasure and disposal.  And now, glorious and blessed God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, you are mine and I am yours.  So be it.  And the covenant made on earth, let it be ratified in heaven.  Amen.”
Sources
We are indebted to a number of websites, including those of the Church of Scotland, Church of England, Tearfund, Christian Aid, the BBC and the environment pages of Directgov, the official UK Government site.
Various pamphlets have been helpful, including a briefing paper written by Sir John Houghton for the John Ray Initiative entitled “Global Warming, Climate Change and Sustainability”.  Various Cambridge Papers offer excellent discussion and deep theological insight and are accessible on line at www.jubilee-centre.org  The London Institute for Contemporary Christianity has also been an invaluable resource as well as various articles in “Christianity” magazine.
Some books have been particularly helpful: 

“Planetwise” by Dave Bookless (IVP, 2008)

“Living Simply” by Fiona Castle  (Kingsway, 2006) 

“Freedom of Simplicity” by Richard Foster (SPCK, 1981)

“A Good Life. The guide to ethical living” by Leo Hickman (Eden Project Books, 2005)
Above all, we are deeply indebted to “Christianity, Climate Change and Sustainable Living” by Nick Spencer and Robert White (SPCK, 2007)
CJC  McMULLEN,  Convener
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