
 

 

  
Report on the West of England Churches’ Eco Conference 

Southdown Methodist Church, Bath, June 16th, 2018 
 

This is a partial report of an enlightening, disturbing and inspiring day.  I have dug deeper in 
some cases to follow up some references that were touched on in passing, to satisfy 
curiosity.  

A full room of church people came from all over the west of England, and were welcomed 

by Mary Colwell,  Natural History Broadcaster and Reverend Ian Souter, Bath Methodist 

minister.  

Ian quoted Aldo Leopold, one of the first conservationists who said,   “One of the penalties 
of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds. Much of the damage 
inflicted on land is quite invisible to laymen. An ecologist must either harden his shell and 
make believe that the consequences of science are none of his business, or he must be the 
doctor who sees the marks of death in a community that believes itself well and does not 
want to be told otherwise.”  

Biodiversity  

He went on to say that churches have been active about climate change initially out of 
concern for equality, that it impacts poorer people and countries first, but there was 

 



 

 

another reason for concern now, that of eco collapse of biodiversity .  This was still to do 

with faith, and we need diversity, but it is less tangible.  Without it we are not fully human.  

“What are we worrying about?”  

This double entendre topic was the title of Dr Simon Stuart’s presentation.   (See a 2011 clip 

where he expresses a mix of urgency and hope: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a5bgqbYFeU0 and an interview from last February: 

http://www.synchronicityearth.org/meet-our-new-conservation-director-dr-simon-stuart/  
He is Director of Strategic Conservation at Synchronicity Earth, former chair of Species 
Survival Commission of the IUCN, (which is the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature which compiles the Red List of threatened species.) But today he was representing 
‘A Rocha UK’, part of an international organisation in some 22 countries.  The name means 
the Rock in Portugese, where it was born out of a field study centre there in 1983.  It is a 
charity devoted to helping Christians in the UK to care for the natural world.  

His talk was erudite, with many graphs showing the “perfect storm” conjunction of crises. 
That phrase, ‘perfect storm’ to describe this, comes from a study published by Sir John 
Beddington, UK Government Chief Scientific Adviser from 2008 until 2013, predicting a 
perfect storm of food shortages, scarce water and insufficient energy resources, causing 
“major upheavals coming to a head in 2030”.  

Dr Stuart showed how we are exceeding the safe parameters depicted in 2009 in A Safe 
Operating Space for Humanity”, by Johan Rockström and colleagues, predicting that crossing 
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certain biophysical thresholds could have disastrous consequences for humanity. The 
Rockström study concluded that three of nine 
interlinked planetary boundaries have already 
been overstepped: biodiversity loss, the 
nitrogen cycle and climate crisis, with 

biodiversity appearing as the greatest affected. 
That was 2009. 

Dr Stuart said biodiversity loss levelled off in 
2010, but may have increased by now.  He said 
there was high threat on fresh water fish, 
corals, amphibians and cycads, (a 
subtropical/tropical tree). 

BUT  targeted conservation works! Sixteen bird 
species have been saved from extinction, so over a 12 year period there’s been a big 
difference due to conservation.  We need to do more, he said.  There are problems, 
however.  Climate change brings novel diseases such as fungal infections of amphibians 
which have no cure in the wild and globalised spread.  And he listed other problems with 
acidification in sea and on land and the decline of some migratory birds, such as the turtle 

dove, (95% down), and the willow warbler.  

We suffer from “povertitis and affluenza”, he said, 
quoting a phrase apparently first used by Indian 
environmentalist, Professor Ashok Khosla in 2011, 
causing big impacts at both ends. Also indicted were 
energy, urbanisation, food production, population and 
governments.  This was a sobering backdrop for offerings to follow.  Finally, he mentioned 

 



 

 

the book, “A Future Beyond Growth: Towards a Steady State Economy, ”(2016, edited by 
Haydn Washington and Paul Twomy.) 

Why the environment is a gospel issue was the theme addressed by Reverend Kevin 
Durrant, Pastor of Keynsham Baptist Church.  He began by showing us a large sized book 

called “The Lost Words”, by Robert MacFarlane and Jackie 
Morris, which could be a children’s book or a book for all 
ages.  In it are words which have been dropped from the 
2007 Oxford Junior Dictionary, like conker, acorn, blackberry, 
kingfisher, bluebell.  He told us that three quarters of 
children spend less time outdoors than prisoners.  

My notes on his Biblical references are somewhat patchy. 
The Bible names 37 trees and 125 animals, dove, bush, 
storm, star, donkey…But we relegate nature as a backdrop. 
Genesis says naming the earth’s creatures was the first task 
for Adam, learning about ecosystems, and placed at the 
beginning of the Scriptures by Jews looking back with longing 
from their turbulent time in exile.  It looks forward to a 
messiah and harmony. 

Romans 8:22 encompasses the whole of nature: “We know that the whole of creation has 
been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time.”  It ends with a 
vision of a city watered by rivers. 

He referred to Chronicles: 21 “The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its desolation 
it rested, until the seventy years were completed in fulfillment of the word of 
the LORD spoken by Jeremiah.” 

When Jesus went into the desert at the beginning of his ministry, he found three things: 
God’s intention for humankind, Genesis said “rule over Creation” but through Jesus we are 

 



 

 

in God’s image. In Genesis 2, God declared when He created things, that they were good, 
and humans were made of the same stuff, soil, like other animals, which made the soil good 
too. 

Reverend Durrant then showed a slide of a Stanley Spencer painting of 
Jesus in the desert holding a scorpion gently, in humility and gratitude. 
If the insects die, we die, God’s intention is for us to delight in Creation. 
Jesus was a desert wanderer, determined to travel light, choosing not 
to use his power for himself.  But there is a reference elsewhere where 
Jesus asks, “Which of you will give the hungry a scorpion rather than an 
egg?”(Luke 11:12) 

What is God’s purpose for Creation? Jesus came to save the world, the 
whole order.  Cosmos and chaos are opposite.  Its goal was forgiveness 
and peace, shalom.  Humanity needs to be forgiven, but we anticipate the sharing with 
other creatures and nature. 

Q&A with Wera Hobhouse, Simon Stuart and Kevin Durrant 

I offered the first question, asking what environmental political issue would most benefit by 

our response currently?  Wera answered that Brexit was a worry, since she felt the 

EU was a force for good, with the body of law transferring into UK law, but she worried we 
would lose the protections they gave. 

Reverend Durrant said the UK was near the bottom of EU countries for conservation, there 
would be a 3rd Heathrow runway, fracking affects the climate, and we need to keep planes 
on the ground—our own lives are relevant.  

Someone in the audience said hedgerows only need cutting once every 4-5 years, not 
annually, which would help wildlife and bees. 

 



 

 

Technology can’t solve everything!  We need to look at how we live. 

There are food issues with steroids given to animals and GMOs 

Will God fix it?  No, the job was left to us. God moves within us. 

CO2 levels—how do we reverse it?  We’re locked into significant increases, but need more 
forest cover, carbon capture and storage, we need action on all fronts. 

Someone put in a plea for supporting Fair Trade foods and goods in supermarkets.  The Fair 
Trade movement struggled for years to make their products mainstream, and now that they 
are more available there, other outlets have shrivelled.   If we don’t buy them in 
supermarkets, the movement is in jeopardy. 

What is EcoChurch?  

Ian Mackay, who is a Bath resident, is now Chair of A Rocha, UK.  He explained that the UK 
section of A Rocha is based in Southall.  They have a range of projects, regenerating waste 
land and handing it back to the council, doing direct conservation, which is a kind of worship 
in the community.  There is education and multi cultural emphasis.  “Working with others 
is…hope of salvation.” They act in partnership with Leigh Abbey and twenty other 
organisations.  They have a project called Target 10, where ten species are identified to 
focus on, such as swifts, in order to make a difference.  

A Rocha runs EcoChurch, which continues to adapt.  They 
are web based, offering surveys, questions and resources. 
Here is an excerpt from the EcoChurch website: 

Our free online survey and supporting resources are designed to equip your church to 
express your care for God’s world in your worship and teaching; in how you look after 
your buildings and land; in how you engage with your local community and in global 
campaigns, and in the personal lifestyles of your congregation. 
 
The actions you take will count towards a prestigious Eco Church Award at Bronze, 
Silver or Gold level. Complete our Eco Survey to gauge where your church currently is 

 



 

 

in relation to the three different levels; you may find you already qualify for an Eco 
Church Award! 
 
Our vision is for churches of all denominations to care for creation as an integral part of 
loving their neighbours and following God faithfully. 

Ian emphasised that this was not just about awards-it was importantly a framework for 
thinking.  The remit covers 1. Worship and teaching, 2. Management of buildings, 3. Church 
land, 4. Community and global engagement, and 5. Lifestyle. 

A new venture is “Wild Christian”, a monthly email with tips and topics to stimulate 
discussion and culture change.  

Our EcoChurch story 

John Evans, of Romsey Methodist Church, described how they are now 
“going for gold”, the highest award for an EcoChurch.  They removed 
pews in order to change the heating system, which was attached to the 
pews,  warming ankles, but little else. Their Renewal Project brought in 
gas, LEDs, and did a survey as Phase One.  Phase Two looked at worship 
and teaching, which has to be right to succeed.  They had a Wellbeing 
Fair, Green Fair, and address Lifestyle, giving weekly Ecotips about 
reducing carbon and plastic.  They help the local Transition group and 

explored “Drive Electric”. They pray for environmental issues, are 

careful to include vegan and vegetarian options and are registered 
as a Fair Trade church.  

He said the leadership has to make a commitment, and that it has 
to be integrated into what is normal.  

Workshop 

 



 

 

Next were workshops on each of the five categories for becoming an EcoChurch.  We could 
choose two, and for my first, I chose Community and Global Engagement, because I am 
aware Bath Quakers want to become more diverse.  The group shared ideas, among which 
were to create a “Three Bs Garden”, (birds bees and butterflies), as a community garden.  I 
found a short list online about this.  It seems to be an American idea, more geared to 
helping pollinators, but not focussing on birds or other creatures for their own sake, 
nevertheless, a good idea.  Here is what the web turned up:  

● Create habitats for pollinators by supplying necessary water, food, shelter and places to raise 
their young. 

● Plant in clumps as clustering plants makes them easier to find and shortens the need for travel, 
reserving the energy of backyard pollinators. 

● Plant a section of native plants and wildflowers to increase nectar and pollen sources for 
butterflies and bumblebees.  

● Choose a variety of plants that will bloom in rotation 
throughout the growing season. For example, crocus and 
wild lilac in the spring, snapdragons and foxglove in the 
summer and zinnias and asters in the fall.  

● Choose a variety of colours and shapes, as 
different pollinators are attracted to different types. Flat 
petal flowers are a good landing pad for butterflies, who 
like bright colours. Bees can’t see the colour red (blue and 
yellow work, however) and are attracted to sweetly 
aromatic blooms. 

● Build or purchase a “bee condo,” or leave dead 
trees or limbs for nesting habitats. 

● Use bee-safe pesticides and follow the directions 
for use carefully. 

 

In a church garden, include other faiths and the community, since alliances are a key to 
change 

One speaker spoke how they involved the Green Party, as in Bradford on Avon, where there 
have been monthly public talks, now they have “Ideal BoA”, influencing the council.  Even 

 



 

 

the right wing chair is keen on climate change efforts.  Churches are now owning it, aiming 
to be carbon neutral by 2050, and to attain Silver Eco church level. 

Another speaker from Keynsham described how their church achieved Silver status by 
working on the premises, but also campaigning and meeting those outside their sphere 

through a plastic group where they prearranged a visit to a supermarket, 
buying goods but leaving plastic wrapping behind.  They also have have a 
“Wombles” scheme were they each look after a road, keeping it clean.  

In Marksbury, with a population of 80, the elderly Village Hall organisers 
stepped down.  They were replaced by younger volunteers who have 
modernised how it works, setting up a What’s App with section for What can 

Children Do? 

These and other ideas sprang out in this fruitful day.  If another Regional Eco Church Day 
rolls around, I encourage Friends to attend.                  Lin Patterson 

 


