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a rite of passage
When we are born
we learn to live, and live to learn

Grown up -  we’re pressed hard
to set aside what seems peevish.

Mature, rediscover
what’s childlike and creative

Whilst out in the mighty seas, flesh frolics
life’s ancient greatness plays

=====================================
1) One more step  Verse 1

==============================
Prayer, from the 4th Century

O God, enlarge within us the sense 
of fellowship with all living things, 
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our siblings the animals to whom you gve 
the Earth as their home in common with us.
We remember with shame that in the past
We have exercised the high dominion of humanity 
with ruthless cruelty
So that the voice of the Earth,
Which should have gone up to you in song,
Has been a groan of pain.
May we realise that they live not for us alone
But for themselves and for you,
And that they love the sweetness of life. Amen

Basil the Great c.330-370 AD
===============================================

1) One more step  Verse 2

==============================

Reading John 21:15-20a, 24-25
(After the miraculous catch of fish)

When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter, “Simon son of John, 
do you love me more than these?”
“Yes, Lord,” he said, “you know that I love you.”
Jesus said, “Feed my lambs.”  Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you love 
me?” He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love you.”
Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”  The third time he said to him, “Simon 
son of John, do you love me?” Peter was hurt because Jesus asked him the 
third time, “Do you love me?” He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know 
that I love you.” Jesus said, “Feed my sheep. 

Very truly I tell you, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went 
where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and 
someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.” Jesus 
said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would glorify God. 
Then he said to him, “Follow me!” Peter turned and saw that the disciple 
whom Jesus loved was following them. [....]This is the disciple who testifies to 
these things and wrote them down. We know that his testimony is true.
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 Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written down, I 
suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the books that 
would be written.

================
1) One more step  Verse 3

==============================

Reflection
To what shall we liken these generations? [Matt 11:16, Luke 7:31]

Growing up is gradual, but marked by burdens of responsibility.  
By rites of passage, from which there’s no going back.  After which 
we’re different, whether we like it or not, because whether or not 
we’ve chosen to change,  our our habitat, certainly has.

21 years is a time, marked by the evolution of human awareness;  of 
the urgent and extreme danger to the balance of life and climate on 
which human cultures have relied during  the ten thousand years or 
so of the Holocene,  when, with a few hiccups now and then  
seedtime and harvest summer and winter, cold and heat have not 
ceased.  

Although those seemingly endless certainties are  endangered,  the 
stories of the planet that have been told by those, like the beloved 
disciple,  whom we ought to trust, whose peer-reviewed testimony we’d 
otherwise accept as true.... these stories have been treated not unlike 
the news from the women at Easter - as an “idle tale”.   

In our lifetimes, we’ve had many rites of passage.  Rio, Paris, and now, 
like Lazarus on the rich man’s doorstep, Glasgow, and the alarm-bells of 
the UN,  who, obscured by the wave of urgent news from Ukraine, in 
February reminded us that in respect of all fossil fuels, “delay is 
death”.   
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Death, and its awareness, is something we grow into as we grow 
up.  Jesus never pretended otherwise, and certainly not to Peter, or 
the writer of John.  

Meantime, If you love Christ,  attend to all the generations as best 
you can:  feed the lambs, tend the sheep, not as the “steward’, the 
hired hand who runs away when the wolf is at hand, but as the good 
shepherd, who puts their life on the line. Not to exterminate wolves, 
nor to snap their fingers and fix the climate, but to do whatever you 
can.  For  the UN also say, and frequently, every small step really, truly 
helps.

It is deeply shocking - and I hope the UK Climate Change Committee 
will have the courage to endorse this,  that the Cumbrian coalmine - 
whose prospect, alongside the Cambo oilfield so tarnished the 
credibility of the UK presidency of COP - that his is back on the 
table, along with the further oil and gas round, in the current energy 
strategy, as if the rite of passage and responsibility of Glasgow 
had no meaning.  
Using a war caused by addiction to fossil fuels to fuel this same 
addiction:  the hair of the dog,  rather than rehab.

As if CO2 emissions for a given year were simply zeroed, rather than 
hanging around for centuries.  As if our coastal communities were not 
about to face rising seas within a lifetime. Still playing the game of the 
children in the market-place, rather than the game of mature 
partnership, where even when you sing a dirge, you don’t expect 
weeping in sympathy  unless first you’ve made friends.

Returning  last year from a filming up a mountain  for Season of 
Creation reflections, I heard on the radio the ‘Code Red’ 
announcement from the United Nations.  It’s the sort of message our 
Gospels are full of:  ultimatum, given not by the messenger, but by the 
change of circumstance.  
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As a movement, and as followers of Christ, we should be schooled in 
acting on calls to repent. 

My first thought was ‘Oh no: after all that effort, I’m going to have to 
put it differently after all”.  So I did.  And it took me where I didn’t 
want to go.  As COP takes me where I don’t want to go,  but we 
go, to the glory of God, as we make visible the truth that helps us 
change, and if we change, so does Creation.

After Code Red  I got home to find my daughter had suffered an 
anxiety episode when she heard it too, though she does live in a 
household where we get through each day with an awareness of 
climate crisis;  and where faith and that awareness belong strongly 
together.

In the churches, at least until the enormously welcome and 
enormously problematic  challenges of Net Zero began to be the 
thing to do,  we have continued to be obsessed with numerical 
decline,  to the extent that marginal, icing on the cake ministries like 
my own are always vulnerable to being shut down simply due to 
stewardship,  but some of us - and I hope I’m in that company today -  
have dared to think the Church might be here for something other 
than themselves. 

I’d better  pause just there so we don’t slip into the awful, arrogant 
disconnected  privileged narrative of the Church as an institution 
which exists primarily for the benefit of those who are not 
its members.”

For me, that smacks of the undue eagerness to appear grown-up 
which we see in our children, exploring playfully their life’s road 
ahead, and the responsibilities that go with the inexorable march of 
the ages of human life.  
==============================================

1) One more step  Verse 4
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==============================
I spent  my training placement  in the poorest housing scheme in 
South Wales.  Deprived spiritually as well as materially, however 
condescending that may sound.  But that’s why it was so terrifying.  

There, even the little children lacked the endearing megalomania of 
toddlers who look to rule the world and sort it out  when they grow 
up.  
Growing up, we ought to discover how, and to what extent we can 
realistically fulfil that ambition.   Never mind the butterfly in chaos 
theory.    What a miracle and privilege it would be simply to flutter 
my own wings now and then,  rewarded with a glimpse of what God 
has done with the gift of my life.   

But Absolute Solutions rather than transformation, mitigation, 
negotiation... Absolute solutions, unless we set them aside with 
childhood, hang on, in the toxic immaturity of the dictator,  and of an 
economic system which denies that death and endings are part of 
the Goodness of Creation, looking instead to the fantasy of endless 
single-use growth in an unbiblical “eternity” 

The housing scheme toddlers  didn’t want to be queen or king, or 
take a position of responsibility, “because someone would have 
a go at you”.  Hmm.

Detachment is not wisdom, but a counsel of despair.  Which is not 
confined to those of mature years. It pervades the banners of the 
climate strikers:  “you’re going to die of old age, we’re going to die of 
climate change.” 

It sneaks into the devotions of many of our environmentally 
committed friends in the churches - though apparently not in other 
faiths - to the extent that lament as the only permitted  response to  
this crisis which, like the poor, will be with us  on all occasions -  
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lament has become almost as obligatory and stereotyped as making sure 
you mention “stewardship” in the same breath as creation.  

One of those tendencies, we should have grown out of:  
that care for Creation can with integrity be presented as  looking 
after property, as if fellow creatures were without rights, feelings, 
language, habitat  and everything  else they;’re given as surely as we’re 
God-given them too.  After Laudato Si and Paris, but definitely 
after COP,  we need to grow out of stewardship Christianity.

The other confuses -perhaps hopefully - a response to acute and 
chronic challenges.  Like when, way back, we planted a tree to the 
victims of AIDS, then looked round and found there were folks living 
a lifetime with it.  
If I disregarded Christ and worried about tomorrow, I’d never stop 
weeping at the dirges that play, like muzak in a cafe, with every new 
report or insight into the sickness of the planet.

With tears I recall those toddlers in South Wales who didn’t want to 
heal the world.  But for those with a more confident background,  the 
assurance  that you could be endlessly outgoingly  self-sufficiently 
generous might seem romantically heroic.

The truth is much more realistic, and I believe, more wholesome  
than that.

The church exists for Good News for every creature, including us. 
Who are not in charge. Not even our species is in charge, let alone 
the church. But, profoundly,  Good News is for all, if we think about 
it.

That’s the liberating, playful, mature message craftily slipped into the 
pomp and circumstance of the Grand Ecumenical service in Glasgow 
Cathedral thanks to  the mischief of  Jimmy Bhagwan,  Secretary of 
the Pacific Council of churches,  who, not by his own ambition or 
choosing, has become something of a celebrity, to the extent that my 
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friends in the Iona Community quoted him alongside that notoriously  
immature prophet Greta Thunberg,  in the Iona  vigil during COP.

Called upon to speak,  the mature ordained churchman from Fiji 
handed the microphone instead at the last minute  to a young 
Samoan indigenous  lay woman.  

And in so doing, took the whole  very grand event just that little bit 
further,  when otherwise  it could have been merely  a church 
reflection of COP itself:   much potential,  much actually achieved, but  
not quite far enough to let the truth out and give us permission to 
change;    without which, like the grand Old Duke of York we will have 
marched our moderators, bishops, generals and even our papal 
nuncios up to the altar of God and down again, without actually 
getting much further.   

 Maimava Ai gave me  something which on the face of it sounds 
nonsense,  but actually pulls up sharp the adolescent  halfheartedness 
with which we’ve expressed ourselves in our relationship with 
Creation.  And some beauty as well:

First: that the spirits of her ancestors direct her people towards the 
paths of sustainability.  And every part of creation:  the earth, the sky, 
the sea, fluid and unpredictable as the sea may be, both gives and 
takes from the life of her people. 

Some of her speech,  wonderful as it was,  was almost as conventional 
as everyone else’s  and I’ve  checked the video record: it must have 
been later when I spoke to her face to face and she put it this way: 

 “We are not just  part of Creation, we are Creation.”

That makes us proud, it makes us humble.
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At a stroke taking away all the barriers, the protection, the reasons 
not to be fully engaged, the self-defeating human priority, the 
compartmentalisation of green things.

God’s rainbow covenant is with the Earth. 
With us as much as others;
with others as much as us. Just one family, though.

We cannot praise God unless through the praise of life as a whole.  
And we won’t express our love for Christ except through the 
nurture of the sheep.  Who aren’t just sheep, and aren’t just people.

for God so loves the World that God gives their only child that those 
who trust might not be lost.

As we give thanks for these twenty-one years, and look with courage 
hope and cheerfulness to however many we’re given, let’s pray with  a 
prayer written, just  after COP.

Prayer after COP 
Dear God of before and during and after; 
God, Sustainer, Christ the Servant 
from the beginning choosing  
partnership with Earth, whom you made; 

We thank you for the togetherness;  
for the joy of protestors and prophets 
the persistence of those who prayed. 

We thank you as those who have found new answers 
to the question of who, or what 
might be my neighbour. 

We thank you, with eyes wide open 
to the unabated urgency of change 
-repentance-  
in all those ways of rich and powerful people 
and the exploitative philosophies  
that upstage and pull rank 
over mere  faith and hope and love. 
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We thank you for  
the green and ancient wisdom 
of Bible, people, Earth and Spirit 
which still cares as for family 
for fellow creatures... 
because they are! 
(And worshippers as well!) 

We thank you for all the missing pieces 
coming to light  
of our interwovenness and dependence  
on what we thought was merely beautiful  
and therefore expendable 
though beauty should have been enough. 

Yet remembering the last laugh of the Cross 
echoing through the empty tomb 
We set aside the stifling worry of tomorrow 
to deal with what we’re up to eyes in today. 

And since the problems are not simply solved. 
by nations and by leaders, 
we find, refreshed, our place and purpose valued; 
our small commitment blessed. 
And paths of justice bright for all to see 
with this new day of many. 
AMEN 

==================================================== 

1) One more step  Verse 5

==============================

May our old folk dream dreams
And our young folk see visions 

As we feed the sheep, may the whales shape the seas
May the birds make Sky Heaven, 
The Earth, wildlife’s home. 

May we live by the treasures of faith in Christ Jesus
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As light for the World 
and as salt for the Earth

By the Blessing of God, and of Christ, and the Wild Wind that blows 
where they will!
AMEN


