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Winning Student Essay 2015

by Mark Gilbert, DPhil Mathematics student, University of
Oxford

How should Christians respond to climate change?
Around the globe, the weather is constantly changing.
Temperatures fall and rise, winds change and carry clouds which
form and expire in rain, hail or snow. These irregular and
unpredictable movements harmonise with the regular rhythms of
day and night, of tides and of seasons in a seamless whole, the
climate. Over longer periods, this tireless progression of regular
and irregular changes is altered by changes in factors such as the
chemistry of our atmosphere, the shape of continents, ocean
circulation and solar output [1]. Throughout the Earth’s history,
these climatic changes have led to the migration, extinction and
adaption of species. Conversely, in the past few hundred years,
our own species' unprecedented use of fossil Continued on page 2
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fuels for energy generation has caused changes in
the chemical composition of the atmosphere at
much faster rates than before, which is driving
changes to the Earth's climate.
For Christians, the world is not just a system of
chemical and physical processes, but is created by
God, “maker of Heaven and Earth” (Ps 146:6).
The natural world has intrinsic value to God.
After creating it, He “saw all that he had made,
and it was very good” (Gen 1:31). Creation’s
intrinsic value and dependence on its creator and
sustainer is seen elsewhere in scripture. God
created the natural world in wisdom (Ps 104:24)
and He cares for it and enriches it abundantly (Ps
65:9). Nature responds, and the land itself is
“satisfied by the fruits of His work” (Ps 104:13)
with the meadows and valleys shouting for joy
and singing (Ps 65:13), even revealing His glory
(Ps 8:1). Climate change threatens to destroy this
richness by increasing many species’ extinction
risk, reducing biodiversity and causing the
destruction of fragile habitats.
This destruction has an additional sting in its
effects on our brothers and sisters and on our
neighbours. Jesus makes all other human beings
our neighbours (Luke 10:30-37) and members of
His family (Matt 25:40). He requires that we love
all others as ourselves (Luke 10:29) and that
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whatever we’ve failed to do for the least of God’s
family, we’ve failed to do for Him (Matt 25:45).
Since climate change is expected to
disproportionally affect the world’s poor (both
alive and yet to be born) through food shortages,
extreme weather and conflict [4], then through
failure to act on the knowledge of our destructive
behaviour is a sin. This can be thought of as social
sin, “a sin against love of neighbour, [which] in the
law of Christ it is all the more serious in that it
involves the Second Commandment, which is 'like
unto the first'” (Pope John Paul II, [2]).
How then should we respond? First, we need to
identify the problem. This isn’t just that the
climate is changing, but that humans continue to
choose to act in ways that treat our relationship
with the planet as a secondary concern.
Sometimes this may be complicated by conflict
between ecological imperatives and other social
goods [5], but in general this means that climate
change isn’t just an ecological, economic, scientific
or technological problem but a moral one, caused
and worsened by millions of individual choices to
value comfort and convenience over the good of
our neighbours and common home. It is a
problem of collective human sin, of seeing
ourselves as the Earth’s lords and masters rather
than God (Pope Francis, Laudato Si [3]).
The good news is that by dying on the cross, God
forgives our sins (Eph 1:7). The gravity of all our
sins, has been lifted and “while we were still
sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom 5). In order to
be followers of Christ, we must address this
problem of sin (Rom 6:21). Here the conception
of social sin as being the global consequence of
individual sin [2] is particularly important and leads
us away from seeing climate change as too big for
us to solve and back towards individual
responsibility. We must address first our own part

in the problem and then the problems of wider
society (Matt 7:3-5).
Individually, it is important that we turn away
from sin (Rom 6) and towards God. We are called
to be disciples of Christ and to obey His teaching.
If this sounds difficult, then we can consider Jesus’
response to His disciples’ reaction to the difficulty
of entering the Kingdom of Heaven, that “With
man this is impossible, but with God all things are
possible” (Matt 19:26). In this case, our individual
responsibility can only be addressed with God’s
help through prayer and through returning to Him
and acknowledging our sin in repentance. As well
as repentance, we are able to hold the infinitely
tricky moral, social, technological and economic
problems of climate change to God in
intercessory and contemplative prayer, by praying
for our own part in the problem, those who are
and will be affected by the consequences and for
the natural world itself. Repentance and prayer
don’t happen alone. We should be prepared to

make practical changes to the way we live, to use
less and live more efficiently and to be properly
informed about the scientific and political/
economic dimensions of climate change. As
members of congregations and of our wider
communities, we must discuss and raise
awareness of our relationship with the climate in
our churches and communities and support and
lobby for campaigns to effect change at a national
or global level.
In summary, although climate change is complex
and has ecological, economic, technological and
social aspects, it also has a moral dimension.
Climate change has been driven via governments
and corporations by our individual choices. Since
these choices worsen God’s world and the lives
of His people, they are grave sins and, in so far as
they are our choices, totally our responsibility.
God responds to our failings through forgiveness
through Jesus Christ and we are called to draw
closer to Him in prayer and repentance. This
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drawing closer leads us back to individual and
collective action.
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/earth/cause -iceage.html
[2]
John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Reconciliatio et
Paenitentia (December 2, 1984), n. 16
[3]
Pope Francis, "Laudato Si: On Care for Our Common
Home." Encylical Letter. (August 10 2015)
[4]
The Guardian, http://www.theguardian.com/
environment/2014/mar/31/climate-change-poor-suffermost-un-report
[5]
Cliamte Change Working Group III: Mitigation of
Climate Change 2.1.3 https://www.ipcc.ch/
publications_and_data/ar4/wg3/en/ch2s2-1-3.html
[1]

2016 Spring PreCiS Interview –
Prof John Wood (CBE) Chairman
of the CiS Trustees
When and how did you become a Christian?
I came from a non-Christian background.
Although I went to a Christian prep school and
public school, I never felt a part of the Christian
community and I struggled as a youngster. I asked
more and more questions about Christianity, but
felt that I was often given very shallow answers.
I actually became a Christian on a summer camp
after hearing the biography of John Newton (of
Amazing Grace fame) which really spoke to me. I
identified with John Newton.
While at university I attended various churches
and I worked with some of the “down and outs”
in the Sheffield area.
One dramatic day, I didn’t know if I should just
give up academic work, or what to do. I fell on
my knees and said, “I give up, God.” In a
remarkable way God said, “I have given you these
talents. You should use them for my glory.” I had
talents in the science engineering area and I then
knew that these talents had been given to me for
a purpose.
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I was invited to go to L’Abri Switzerland for two
weeks. I found myself amongst people of whom I
could safely ask difficult questions, so I did.
Whilst doing my PhD at Cambridge my church
asked me to lead a youth group. Some of the
children’s fathers were in prison and some boys
were already in trouble with the law. It was an
opportunity to put my faith into action.

What Christian books have you found
particularly significant?
One book which really changed things for me was
“The Cost of Discipleship” by Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. He talks about cheap grace vs costly
grace. He compares cheap grace to things handed
out from a market stall. Bonhoeffer was writing
this from the context of Nazi Germany where the
churches had given up on challenging the Nazi
regime. While I was an undergrad, I went on to
lead several studies on this book. I still come back
to this book.
Other books that I have also re-read many times
are two by David Ford, “Christian Wisdom” and
“Self and Salvation”; as well as another two by Os
Guinness, “Fit Bodies, Fat Minds: Why
Evangelicals Don't Think, and What to Do About
it” and “Dust of Death: Exploring Society and
how Christians should respond to it”.
Where would you like to see CiS in 5 to 10
years’ time?
I hope for three things. I would like CiS to give
scientists real confidence to speak about their
Christian faith, in the public square, or in any
public setting. (I have found this a personal
challenge in the past.)
I would like to see CiS engage local churches to
integrate scientists who are Christians into their
communities. Young scientists often feel very
isolated. We need to break down that isolation.
This applies particularly to research scientists,

who will question the status quo.
I would like to see CiS clearly proclaiming that
this world is a wonderful place – to stir people to
look up and ask, “what is all this about?”, “where
have we come from?”, “where are we going?”,
“what is our purpose in life?” Those are easy
questions to ask, but it can be difficult for
individuals to reach a conclusion unless there is a
revelation by the Holy Spirit in their own lives.
We live in an unsustainable world at the moment.
We need to engage with the real issues that
society is ignoring.

What advice would you give to a Christian
who is starting out on their scientific career?
Enjoy your science. It can be very frustrating.
Remember that most experiments don’t work learn from them. Have the courage of your
convictions and integrate your science with your
faith - don’t hold them in separate compartments.
Find fellow Christians you can talk with. They
may not be in your fellowship, or even in your
place of work. One of the things that I hope CiS
will do, is help you to find mentors – people who
you can sound off against. It can be very lonely
otherwise.
How do you envisage mentoring working
within CiS?
The new Templeton grant will enable us to
encourage Christian university students by
establishing mentoring relationships. The key to
this working will be in getting the pairing right, so
that a suitable mentoring relationship can be
established and can grow. Mentoring isn’t about
telling people what to do. It is far more about
asking questions, enabling different trains of
thought to develop and to be tested. Typically
asking the person, “Have you thought of this - or
- have you thought of that?”
One of the things I have learnt is that it is vital to

not disarm someone’s faith by asking the wrong
type of questions. You have to know a bit about
the person and where they are coming from.
Each student needs to gain confidence.
I did a two day course on “Inspiring Leadership”
run by Trinity Forum. One of the key points was
that leadership is far more about character than
about management style.
Each person needs to know that they are not
alone, that they are part of the church as a whole,
that God wants them to be here.
You were recently in Switzerland at the
Cern Hadron Collider - how did that come
about?

(John was previously Chief Executive of the
Council for the Central Laboratories of the
Research Councils - CCLRC)
I managed a research council for 7 years. I had a
group of particle physicists who did a lot of work
at Cern and elsewhere around the world. I was
very involved in international science policy and
large facilities. I
chaired
the
international
s t e e r i n g
committee that
brought together
several countries
to build the next
Prof John Wood in
X-ray source for
Cern, Switzerland
Europe - the Xray Free Electron Laser. It will cost 1.2 billion
Euros to build and it will be located in Hamburg,
Germany.
I was involved in bringing countries together to
collaborate on large facilities, one of which is
Cern. I visit Cern regularly.
What do you see as the major challenges
currently for Christians working in the field
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of science?
Are we using a language that is too restrictive to
express our faith? I believe that at times, we are.
We can hide behind the metadata. The Bible is
there, but it is metadata for the real relationship
with the Jesus Christ himself. Some people don’t
get that far. They get hooked on words, rather
than discovering the personal relationship that
Jesus offers. I am a great believer in Biblical
authority and Biblical studies, but these things are
a means to an end. That end being a real,
personal, relationship with our saviour. Everything
else will follow from that.
What are your interests outside of work?
Over 30 years ago my wife and I had a vision to
set up a charity - Stables Christian Centre. It is
based at our home, an old rambling house with 6
acres of grounds, mostly woodland. It is run by
my wife, friends and volunteers. I try and help out
when I am at home. On weekends I can be a
chainsaw operator or a tractor driver. I’m hardly
ever there, but I love it when I am.
We take in people who have learning or mental
disabilities, as well as ex-offenders. We give them
practical skills, for the work place and for life in
general. They undertake craft activities, such as
making jams or candles, which are supplied to
local outlets. They also work in the herb nursery
and other outdoor activities. We also have a
Christian thought for the day which they discuss.
Gaining confidence and developing these skills
enables them to become a functioning member of
society.
Over the years the Lord has always provided just
enough money. The Interdenominational trustees
can approve a budget each year, but we have no
idea where the money will come from. We meet
together with a buzz of wanting to make this
work. God faithfully provides the funds each
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year. My other interests are reading, walking and
chamber music. I’m also very excited about
Gravity waves, but that’s a story in itself.

LOCAL
GROUP

NEWS

If you wish to start a Local Group in your area,
please get in touch with the Development
Officer, (do@cis.org.uk).
Details of events are available on the new CiS
App and at www.cis.org.uk/events.
ABERDEEN
A discussion group runs in Aberdeen. If you
would like any more information on meetings,
please
contact
David
Ely
at
aberdeenlocalgroup@yahoo.co.uk.
ABERGAVENNY
The Abergavenny CiS group meet monthly in the
chairman’s home. Contact Dr Huw Morgan at
jhcmorgan@gmail.com, for more details.
BIRMINGHAM
If you would like details of future events in
Birmingham please e-mail cis@guild.bham.ac.uk
or join the Birmingham CiS Facebook group at
www. facebook.com/groups/ciscbirmingham.
BRISTOL
Friday 10th June, Dr Lisa Goddard will speak on
“The cognitive science of religion – are we born
to believe?” Starting at 7:30pm, Alma Church
Hall, 29 Alma Road, Clifton, Bristol, BS8 2ES

For details on the remaining talks in the Mind
series please see http://www.cis.org.uk/groups/
bristol/ or for more information please contact
Tina Biggs (cmbbiggs@googlemail.com)

CAMBRIDGE
For details of events in Cambridge please go to
http://www.faraday.st-edmunds.cam.ac.uk/
CENTRAL SOUTH
Tuesday 26th April, Prof Sir Colin Humphreys
will speak on “Can a Scientist believe in
Miracles?” Starting at 7:30pm Lecture Theatre A,
Building 46 (Physics A) University of
Southampton, SO17 1BJ
For more information please contact Peter May
on petergeorgemay@gmail.com
DUNDEE
Monday 18th April, Dr Jennifer Wiseman, Senior
Physicist, NASA Goddard Space Flight Centre will
speak on “Universe of Wonder, Universe of Life”.
Starting at 5:15pm in the Physics Department,
Lecture Theatre A, St Andrews, KY16 9SS.
For more information please contact
christiansinsciencedundee@gmail.com.
DURHAM
For more information please contact Alan
Roberts (a.w.roberts@durham.ac.uk)
EDINBURGH
For more details about the group, please email
Gavin Merrifield (g.d.merrifield@gmail.com)
GLASGOW
For details of future events in Glasgow please
contact
Prof
Paul
Younger
on
paul.younger@glasgow.ac.uk
HARROW
For details of future events in Harrow please
contact Revd Lyndon North (revlnorth@aol.com)
IPSWICH
For information about future events in Ipswich
please
contact
Dr
John
Ling
(jjling@btopenworld.com).

IRELAND
Tuesday 19th April, Prof. Stephen Williams
(Union Theological College, Belfast) will speak on
"Theistic Evolution and the Fall". Starting at
7:30pm in The Hub, 22 Elmwood Avenue,
Belfast, BT9 6AY
Tuesday 24th May, Graham Veale (City of
Armagh High School, and author of "New
Atheism, A Survival Guide") Starting at 7:30pm in
The Hub, 22 Elmwood Avenue, Belfast, BT9 6AY
Details about the upcoming events in Ireland can
be found at www.cis.org.uk/ireland
LEEDS
Further details of meetings please contact John
Lockwood at jglockwood1@me.com
LIVERPOOL
The Liverpool group meet regularly at Saint Philip
Neri, Catherine Street. For more information
p l e ase c on t ac t N e v i l l e C ob b e at
(Neville.cobbe@liverpool.ac.uk).
LONDON
For more details about the group contact
Benjamin Chang on cins.london@gmail.com,
and visit the website http://cislondon.org/
MANCHESTER
Thursday 12th May, Prof Peter Budd, Polymer
Chemistry, University of Manchester will speak
on “Evolution and Creation What’s all the fuss
about?” Starting at 6:00pm.
The group meet in the Common Room, St.
Peter’s House, Oxford Road, Manchester, M13
9GH.
For more information, please contact the
Secretary on ec.cismanchester@yahoo.co.uk.

We’re looking for a volunteer to help
with CiS mailings: Please see the
monthly CiS Update for details
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NORWICH
Monday 16th May, Professor Russell FRS
Cavendish Laboratory, Cambridge will speak on
“Nanoscience: a new aspect of God's creation”.
Starting at 7:30pm Trinity Meeting Place, Holy
Trinity Church, Essex St, Norwich NR2 2BJ.
Monday 18th July, Daniel De Haan, Cambridge
Neuroscience/Theology Dept, will speak on
Neuroscience and Freewill: studying an illusion?
Starting at 7:30pm at Trinity Meeting Place, Holy
Trinity Church, Essex St, Norwich NR2 2BJ.
Please contact info@cis.norwich.org.uk for
details about upcoming events in the Norwich
area.
NOTTINGHAM
For further information, please contact Geoff
Bagley at geoffbagley@me.com.
OXFORD
For further information, please contact Diana
Briggs at diana.briggs@wolfson.oxon.org.
READING
The Reading group meet bimonthly in central
Reading. Please contact Dave Law for details at
dave@readingatwork.org.
ROYAL HOLLOWAY
For more information please contact Oliver Edy
at oliver.edy.2012@live.rhul.ac.uk.

ST ANDREWS
Monday 18th April, Dr Jennifer Wiseman, Senior
Physicist, NASA Goddard Space Flight Centre will
speak on “Universe of Wonder, Universe of Life”.
Starting at 5:15 pm in the Physics Department,
Lecture Theatre A, St Andrews.
For more info about the undergraduate group
please contact Dr Andrew Torrance
(abt3@stinformation andrews.ac.uk), Joshua
Sharp (jas29@st-andrews.ac.uk) or Laura
McCullagh (lsm4@st-andrews.ac.uk). For the
postgraduate group, please contact Dr Rebecca
Goss (rjmg@st-andrews.ac.uk).

SHEFFIELD
The Sheffield CiS group meet every fortnight at
the University of Sheffield in the Hicks Building
Lecture Theatre 11, for prayer and discussion
during the university term. For details please email shefuni.cisc@gmail.com or join their
Facebook group www.facebook.com/groups/
shefuni.cisc/

TYNESIDE & NORTHUMBERLAND
For information from the group in the Newcastle
area, please contact Bill Clegg at
bill.clegg@ncl.ac.uk.

SOUTH WEST
For more info on events in the South West,
please contact Prof David Huntley (dhuntley@
plymouth.ac.uk).

SURREY
Tuesday, April 12th, Professor Andrew Sims will
be speaking on - 'Is Faith Delusion? Why Religion
is good for your Health.’ Doors open at
6pm Christ Church, 861-863 Brighton Road,
Purley, CR8 2BN.
For more details please contact Joy Perkins at
joyeperkins@googlemail.com.
THREE COUNTIES BORDERS
The Three Counties Borders group is based in
Camberley on the border between Surrey,
Hampshire and Berkshire.
For more information please contact John Russell
at chynoweth.jw@ gmail.com.

WEST MIDLANDS
For information on The West Midlands Group
please contact Godfrey Armitage at
g.n.armitage@warwick.ac.uk.
WORCESTER
For more info on Worcester events please
contact Jim Smith on jgsmith29@aol.com.
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