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I want to thank Professor Al Naimi for his generous invitation to speak at this 
conference.  This is my third visit to Doha and I am delighted to be here. 
 
I am going to consider a difficult, complex and urgent problem and in the time 
allotted for my presentation I can do little more than sketch the ‘outline’ which 
demands a more careful and nuanced presentation. 
 
Before considering spiritual values and achieving unity we need to address the issue 
of solidarity, and what it means in the world we live in today. 
 
In the title of this lecture the word ‘solidarity’ caught my attention.  In my dictionary 
‘solidarity’ is allied with ‘integration’, ‘ecosystem’ and ‘partnership’. Who should we 
be in partnership with?  With whom should we seek to be integrated? 
 
The most necessary ‘partnership’ we need to establish is with the planet.  Our 
solidarity has to be with the Earth. 
 
This is not the occasion to describe the threats to our civilization and to the global 
economy.  But note the rapid rise of population of some 7 billion and rising, the 
degradation of the land, the depletion of resources including the resources required to 
feed ourselves and the drying up of energy resources, pollution of every kind, abuses 
of technology and the destruction of bio diversity – together these constitute a unique 
threat to human welfare, unknown to previous generations. 
 
The Earth is a living system (1).  For many years we have been and are seriously 
disabling the planet. The sun’s heat on the Earth is steadily increasing.  Whatever our 
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views on the warming of the Earth, one thing is clear: climate change is happening 
quicker than we imagined. 
 
There are 4 areas of the world that are most vulnerable: small islands like the 
disappearing island of Tivalu, Africa, which contains 33 of the 49 least developed 
countries, mega deltas especially in Asia, Bangladesh for example and the polar 
regions. 
 
In the developed world we have a perception of ourselves as having the right to use 
the earth’s resources for our own use, independent of the needs of others.  We are 
devastating the Earth for short term monetary profit that in the developed world drives 
the engines of consumption and consumerism. 
 
There is a paradox (2).  On the one hand we worry about ‘climate change’.  It is an 
anxiety at the back of our minds.  Meanwhile we have to carry on with the pressures 
of everyday life.  We are not able to bring the anxieties about say climate change into 
the present.  So we wait until the situation is acute.  By then it will be too late.  It is as 
if we are sitting on a branch of the tree, slowly sawing away till the breach is cut and 
we fall. 
 
There are many reactions to what I have described.  ‘Do nothing, what can I do?’ is 
one; another is fatalism and denial.  So it is ‘business as usual’.  Some say leave it to 
governments and international conferences.  Some say it is too late.  We are on the 
way to self destruct.  Others say there can be technological fixes. 
 
I raise this issue in this gathering because the religions of the world have an enormous 
opportunity (I would say responsibility) to ‘tell is as it is’.  World religions have an 
international, regional, national presence all the way down to the local, the street and 
the village. 
 
And if there is one thing that interfaith dialogue and co-operation have achieved over 
many years in many countries is that we have begun slowly but surely to know and 
respect one another.  There is always more to do, more to study, more to say, but I 
guess that the suspicion, ignorance and fear we have of each other is slowly 
dissolving.  Those of us who are passionate about co-operation and collaboration 
between different religious communities are thus particularly ready to ‘tell it as it is’ 
and to ‘walk the talk’.  There is a need for waking the world up to an uncertain, 
unpredictable and risky future.  We together are well placed to do so. 
 
But we need to be clear about what it is we have to say.  And here there is some 
thinking to do.  We are under obligation to confront the following: 
 

1 FALSE TEACHING (3).  Just as an example, in Bangladesh some 
religious leaders encourage inertia and resignation.  In the delta area the 
local Christian priest said that the cyclones were punishing marital 
infidelity in his village.  In a Dhaka mosque the imam’s voice rang out 
through the loudspeakers: ‘Why is it so hot? Why is hell overflowing? 
Because you are sinners.’  These are false prophets, Muslim and Christian 
alike, because this teaching is stopping people from taking measures to 
protect themselves, and not only in Bangladesh. 



2 CLIMATE CHANGE NEED NOT BE RESISTED.  This is because God 
is punishing us and anyhow our self destruction may be part of God’s plan.  
This encourages fatalism and despair. Nothing can be done. 

3 AUTONOMY. We have to resist the notion that human beings are 
autonomous self created, self made and self sufficient, and separate from 
the earth, which thus can be managed for our benefit alone. Autonomy 
(and the individualism and narcissism it promotes) prevents the flourishing 
of a deeper reality, that of our interdependence. 

4 MISUSE OF IMAGE OF GOD (4).  This is a particularly sensitive issue 
because in raising questions about the image of God, as Master, King and 
Lord, they appear to be undermining our traditions.  But these images are 
frequently interpreted as an excuse for exercising punitive power over one 
another and the Earth.  These images have sanctioned Christian and 
Muslim actions of exploitation and violence.   

 
Therefore we need to counter these attitudes and understandings which promote 
violence, apathy, fear, anxiety and denial by an alternative reading of our traditions. 
 

1 The Earth is not ours.  It has its own life.  It is as I said earlier a living 
system.  We are aware, as never before, of the vastness of the universe.  It 
was there before us and will be there after us.  We are in the hands of 
another. 

2 Our lives, our planet, the universe are a gift and are of inestimable value to 
God.  God is our creator and has freely given of everything to us, and that 
includes the sacred, hallowed ground: the Earth.  So we have to recognize 
our debt to the Earth.  The ‘giveness’ of life is the most difficult concept to 
grasp, so dominated are we by the secularism and atheism of Western 
culture.  There is nothing folksy, sentimental or soft about the ‘gift’ of the 
Earth.  I have worked as a consultant to Rio Tinto and Arcelor/Mittal, both 
global mining companies.  Mining is, as has often been said, a rape of the 
earth.  But without mining we would not be here; mines produce the raw 
materials on which our civilization depends.  Yet if the earth as I have said 
is sacred and hallowed: how should mining be done? Is there a way these 
enormous man made holes easily visible from space should be left 
despoiling the earth, or can they be reclaimed and restored?  I leave the 
question there. 

3 The inconvenient truth of the realities of the effects of climate change offer 
the opportunity to consider again certain strands in our religion and 
practice of it which most of the time are ignored.  In contrast to the images 
of God which sanction and legitimate exploitation and violence, there is a 
radical summons to non-violence.  Christ says: ‘Love your enemies and 
pray for those persecuting you.’ (Mathew 5:47/48)  The centrality of 
forgiveness in Christianity is often ignored, not least because 
unconditional forgiveness is so rare and so very difficult.  But imagine for 
a moment communities putting up with each other, respecting each other 
and motivated not by images of power, but of friendship and love.  
Imagine too the ways that the earth may be cherished and not ransacked.  
All this may sound idealistic, unreal, even absurd.  Yes it is, but in the 
working out of reconciliation and in fostering hope, this idealistic vision is 
like a well.  The water quenches thirst and energizes us for new work.  I 



have been working in the Balkans for ten years, in Bosnia and now in 
Kosovo.  Much of my work is inconclusive: memories are raw; there are 
many spoilers and many setbacks, but that radical summons is steadying 
and reassuring. 

4 Turbulent times test fundamental convictions – not least about the nature 
of a human being. If it is believed that we are fundamentally flawed (and 
that as Machiavelli advised, states should always prepare for the next war) 
then such realism draws on the image of God as stern, unforgiving, distant 
where there is no possibility of resolution of conflicts – and strong 
government will do.  If it is believed on the other hand, that peace will 
come, just through education of ‘if only’ then that too will end in disaster.  
Peace/democracy cannot be exported!  Jewish, Christian and Islamic 
traditions hold to a tough sturdy contradiction: that human nature is 
flawed, but that individuals have enormous possibilities for nobility and 
goodness. 

5 In a lecture given at York on March 25th 2009, the Archbishop of 
Canterbury said: ‘Ecological questions are increasingly being defined as 
issues of justice. Climate change has been characterised as a matter of 
justice both to those who have no part in decision making yet bear the 
heaviest burdens as a consequence of the irresponsibility of wealthier 
nations, and to those who will succeed us on this planet – justice to our 
children and grandchildren.’   

 
I have spoken about love in relation to forgiveness.  So here I speak of justice in 
relation to what the Archbishop describes as an issue of ‘how much injustice is let 
loose by any given set of economic or manufacturing practices’. 
 
What however is often forgotten is that when our survival is at stake, the 
command to love our neighbour easily disappears.  A trivial example: the weather 
in the United Kingdom is less predictable that it was say twenty years ago.  When 
a weather warning appears on the television, say of floods in the South West of 
England (where I live), I immediately look to see if my neighbourhood, my home, 
will be effected.  I think of myself, my family and home first of all.  A more 
serious example: religious leaders in Bosnia are frequently criticized for not 
cooperating. The reason is simple: in the Bosnian war, law and order broke down.  
Survival was a matter of life and death, so religious leaders, imams, priests, muftis 
and bishops, naturally looked to ‘their own’; they have discovered that ever since 
it has been difficult to begin to trust one another. 
 
The responses I have proposed to address these difficult and complex problems 
call for obedience.  Not the obedience demanded by a stern, distant, omnipotent 
God, but an obedience which delights in the promises of God.  These promises 
honour respect for the Earth, place forgiveness at the heart of our vocation and the 
hope of justice for all – even if those who predict doomsday seem to be accurate, 
it is just essential to remain faithful, drawing strength and nourishment from that 
well.  Every bone in our bodies has to resist cynicism and despair. 
 
There is something to be said about leadership.  Given the uncertainties, it will be 
necessary to foster a new type of leader: I am talking about public figures, and 
especially politicians and religious leaders. 



 
What is lacking is emotional literacy or spiritual maturity in facing up to effects of 
climate change (5).  It is just too easy to give in to the paralysis, anxiety and fear: 
the threat of doomsday is disabling. 
 
Therefore it becomes essential for leaders to be upbeat, positive and hopeful about 
the future.  To hold together the stark realities of the earth warming with a positive 
attitude calls for a maturity not much in evidence.  Martin Luther King did not 
say: ‘I have a nightmare.’ 
 
So let there be established some sort of ‘global academy’ where leaders can learn 
the art of persuasion, discover the place of imagination as a way of bringing to 
birth a new world, and where our religious traditions can contribute to dispel 
pessimism and generate hope. I am talking about joined up feeling and thinking. 
 
We cannot pass the buck to an all powerful God.  A story from the Sufi tradition 
describes a man going through the world seeing evil, suffering, sickness, death 
and war. Finally he rounds on God, demanding: ‘God, why did you not do 
something about this?’  God replies: ‘I did do something about it.  I made you.’ 
 
So what of God?  If God has given everything of Himself to the universe, to our 
planet the Earth, where is God found? 
 
God is found in the hope that is generated often out of unpromising, bleak and 
apparently hopeless situations: where there is hope so there is energy and vitality, 
so there is a glimpse of that transcendent God leading us on an epic journey 
towards the horizon. 
 
For myself I echo the words of St Paul in one of his more poetic outbursts, words 
often read at Christian funeral services: 
 
For I am convinced there is nothing in death or life, in the realm of spirits or 
superhuman powers, in the world as it is or the world as it shall be, in the forces 
of the universe, in heights or depths – nothing in all creation that can separate us 
from the love of God in Christ, Jesus our Lord. Romans 8 verses 38 and 39. 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
 
 
Donald Reeves would welcome feedback from this presentation. Please contact 
him or email him at donalreeve@aol.com  
 
NOTES 
 
1 See James Lovelock: Gaia, a new look at Life on Earth, and subsequent books 
2 Anthony Giddens: The Politics of Climate Change 
3 Anne Primavesi: Gaia and Climate – a Theology of Gift Events 
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4 As far as I am aware no one has written about the need for spiritual and 
emotional maturity in leaders tackling the risks and uncertainties of climate 
change. 

5 This story is taken form Paula Clifford’s Angels with Trumpets 
 


