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Climate	  Change:	  is	  there	  a	  place	  for	  the	  church?	  
                25 August 2016 
Betsan Martin and Sophie Paris 
 

 
  Su’a William Sio, Prof James Rensick, Dr Adrian Macey, Koreti Tiamalu, Rod Oram 

 
The Climate for Churches Workshop was held at Nga Tapuwaea in Mangere, 

20th August 2016. Preparations began with Rev. Aso Saleupolu and Public Issues in 
2014 and further were championed by Sinoti Samoa who, with Public Issues and the 
Diocesan Climate Change Action Group (Auckland) hosted the workshop.  

 
The venue at Nga Tapuwaea was filled – 120 participants travelled from North, 

South East and West – with much support from Josh and Mataiva Robertson to ensure 
young people came with 
parishioners from New 
Plymouth, Gisborne and 
Hawkes Bay to Mangere for 
the event. Soana 
Muimuiheata’s catering team 
won applause with wonderful 
food. Along with fine, healthy 
food, ensuring no plastic 
meant transporting, washing 

and packing china cups and 
plates for 120 people.  

 
 
Leaders of Anglican Diocesan Climate Action Dr Matheson Russell and Alex 

Johnson began the Workshop with an important overview of Church action on climate 
change to date. Significantly Diocesan Climate Action employ two field workers which 
gives impetus to action and enables important networking with organizations such as 
350.Org. Anglican, Presbyterian, Methodist, Catholic churches have resources and 
initiatives such as divesting assets from fossil fuels and a carbon offsets scheme for 
travel. Links to access these will be shared more widely.  This group convenes a 

Applause	  for	  the	  catering	  team	  –	  led	  by	  Soana	  Muimuiheata 
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monthly skype meeting with church people working on climate – many of whom were at 
the Workshop such as Jenny  Campbell and Rod Oram.  

 

Keynote speakers at the Climate Workshop were climate scientist Professor 
James Renwick, scientist and Dr Adrian Macey, School of Government, both from 
Victoria University;  Mangere MP Su'a William Sio and Pacific Climate Warriors 
spokesperson Koreti Tiumalu. Methodist Public Issues co-ordinator Rev Dr Betsan 
Martin facilitated the event. 

 
Revd. Sui Te’o welcomed participants, Revd. Goll Manukia spoke of the doubled 

price of kava due to climate impacts on cultivations, and then linked this to Christian 
traditions of stewardship as told in Genesis.   

 
Significant climate organizations participated including: Generation Zero, 350.Org, 

Christian World service, Coal Action Network, A-Rocha, Post Carbon by 2030, Caritas. 
Journalist Rod Oram facilitated a discussion with these groups which are focused on 
practical action – transitions to renewable energy, stopping coal, withdrawing funds from 
banks and companies which invest in fossil fuels, creating jobs in renewable energy and 
low carbon sectors.  

 
Presenters brought a wonderful range of expertise and approaches. Koreti 

Tiamalu, leader of the Pacific Climate Warriors inspired everyone with the prayerful, 
culturally based and courageous actions of venturing to sea near Newcastle Australia in 
vaka to protest against oil drilling, and a prayer vigil at the Vatican during the COP21 
proceedings, where the group of Pacific youth were able to pass the fine mat to Pope 
Francis.   

 
 Hon Su’a William Sio went to see Kirbati and Tuvalu for himself in march this year. 

He had videos of king tides and of the terrible problem of plastic and other non 
decomposable waste in Pacific Islands. He can see all the problems intensified in these 
small Islands, and solutions for them are solutions for the world.    ‘If we Save Tuvalu 
then we Save the World.’  

 

They addressed climate initiatives, and issues facing New Zealand and the Pacific 
Islands. 

Dr Adrian Macey, former Climate Ambassador asked ‘is there a place for the 
church’? and advised churches to move beyond Declarations and into the hard work of 
engaging with business and policy. He spoke about the Paris Convention and read some 
important extracts from Article 2 stating that all countries are supporting actions to 
reduce the rise in temperatures. 

The governments that participated in the Paris Convention agreed upon a number 
of steps to mitigate this very real threat to our earth, 1) All countries agreed to support 
the goal of no more than 2 degrees rise in temperature (above industrial levels in 1990)  
and to reduce emissions in a staged process by 2030 , 2050 and end use of fossil fuels 
by the end the century. An aspirational goal of limiting warming to 1.5 degrees is due in 
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no small part to the advocacy of Pacific Islands.  2) Reduce and end the world’s reliance 
on fossil fuels; 3) Countries to adapt plans to reduce their carbon output; 4) Alternative 
energy options. 

Adrian says the world’s transition away from fossil fuels is the most important thing 
that can be done to reduced the levels of carbon dioxide that industries produce, which 
causes the global rise in temperatures. 

“The Paris Convention was a big shift. This is a long term agreement and it is a 
universal agreement. All countries are now expected to put forth their contributions. This 
is better than the Kyoto Convention, where only a few key countries committed to climate 
change initiatives. The smaller island states also went away feeling they had been 
heard, which is a change from past conventions,” Adrian says. 

Adapting to the effects of climate change and reducing their reliance on fossil fuels 
are the biggest challenges New Zealand and the Pacific Islands face. What will efforts to 
reduce carbon emissions mean to companies like fossil fuel companies like Z Energy 
and the agricultural industry? 

Adrian says churches have been powerful in their collective message that we are 
the keepers of the earth and we have a responsibility to protect our environment. 

The Paris convention included a statement about the need for us all to work 
together to take care of the earth. This is a true win for faith communities involved in 
changing the perception of our global and social responsibility. 

Adrian urged Church leaders and parishioners to move past declarations about 
climate change and into practical involvement in the community. They can speak to local 
and national governments about moving away from fossil fuel reliance, and they can talk 
to companies producing fossil fuel and the companies who rely on it. 

University of Victoria environmental scientist Prof James Renwick told the Climate 
Workshop that churches can divest from companies that are fossil fuel reliant to send a 
clear message that churches are serious about climate responsibility. 

James showed graphs that detailed changes in global surface temperatures and 
carbon dioxide measurements since the 1880s. They reveal an extreme spike since the 
industrial revolution began. In 2015 temperatures were the highest on record. 

He says the time for action is now, rather than waiting a decade or more to 
implement real change. "If we continue at this rate, we could be facing an ice free Arctic 
in a few decades.” 

	  
James	  says	   there	   is	  a	  widely	  held	   theory	   that	   if	   trends	  continue,	   regions	   that	  

already	   get	   lot	   of	   rain	  will	   get	  wetter	   and	   dry	   regions	  will	   become	   drier.	  Moving	  
away	  from	  fossil	  fuel	  use	  is	  key	  to	  reducing	  carbon	  dioxide,	  responsible	  for	  climbing	  
temperature	   rates	   year	   on	   year.	   Professor James set the scene with the science of 
emissions setting us on a trajectory of climate destabilization – intensified floods, 
droughts and uncertainty.  
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After a responsive worship led by Auckland University Chaplain Carolyn Kelly and 
the Anglican Climate Action organizer Alex Johnson we moved into a theological 
session.  

 
Pope Francis published an encyclical, Laudato Si, as a theology for climate and 

ecological integrity for earth our ‘common home’ before the climate talks, COP21, in 
2015. President Elect Revd. Prince Devanandan interviewed Cardinal John Dew  as a 
special presentation for the Workshop, exploring questions of dominion and stewardship, 
links between poverty and environment, business and renewable energy. Cardinal John 
emphasized the gift of Laudato Si for all churches, indeed for all peoples and he 
highlighted Integral ecology and the close connection between poverty and 
environmental degradation.  

 
Cardinal Dew suggests it is time for advocacy from churches, and while working in 

our own organizations and educational programmes,  we can bring an ethical approach 
to press for action to business leaders and government. The questions from Prince on 
power and poverty, and the ecological debt of the ‘global north’ industrialized countries, 
to  the ‘global south’,  these themes led into round table discussions of spirituality and 
action on climate, with everyone discussing the themes and actions that could follow.  

 

One those attending the Climate Conference was University of Waikato doctoral 
student Elisapesi Havea. Elisapesi is from Tonga. She is passionate about climate 
change and is studying for her PhD in climate change education. 

She says high schools in Tonga have started to integrate climate change into their 
education. She says many Tongans still believe God is the reason for climate extremes 
rather than the climate science and extreme weather patterns. 

Events like the cyclone that hit the Ha'apai Island could be made worse by climate 
change, and Elisapesi hopes schools educate their students about the issue and provide 
tools for students and the community to change perceptions and cope with the effects of 
climate change. 

 
Revd. Prince Devanandan proposes that Ministers start preaching on climate, and 

Betsan and Prince emphasized the major role of re-orienting the education programmes 
of the church – theological education, and parish level adult and children’s education.  

 
Revd. Asofiafia Saleupolu and Vaotane attended, and President Tovia gave a 

much appreciated summary of commitments, support for the ecumenical initiative and 
blessing.   
 

As President Tovia said, the Workshop took two years to plan, partly because of 
the ambition of joining all parts of the Connexion – Te Taha Māori, Sinoti Samoa, 
Vahefonua, Wasewase, and the regional Synods, and finding a date  on which all were 
available. As it turned out the date for the 10th Anniversary of Kingi Tuheitea was the 
same weekend at the workshop.  
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Recognition and appreciation is given to the preparatory process with partners 
Sinoti Samoa, Methodist Public Issues, Anglican Diocesan Climate Action who came to 
planning meetings, worked on venue options and shared in identifying speakers, 
designing the programme, seeking funds, communication with Methodist, Anglican, 
Catholic and Presbyterian churches.  Anglican Diocesan Climate Action, with the added 
strength of their field workers, are linking with organizations such as 350. Org and Coal 
Action network and supporting much of the behind the scenes organization.  

 
Thanks for funds from PAC, Sinoti Samoa, Anglican Diocesan Climate Action, Let 

the Children Live.  


