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Columban Father Liam O’Callaghan joins a community
in planting a tree in the Sindh, Pakistan.
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“Many people want to return to normality…Today we have an
opportunity to build something different.”

 Pope Francis, General Audience, 19 August 2020
 2020

‘Let’s Create A World Without Racism’
Congratulations to the Columban Schools Competition Winners
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developments. Columbans will be 
there again. A successful COP26 
will be a success for the poor. The 
Church is amplifying the demands of 
the poorest nations where climate 
impacts are most devastating. It is 
our moral duty to do this. Moreover, 
what may first become apparent 
amongst the most vulnerable will, in 
time, impact everyone. 

We launch our next Schools 
Competition with this issue, ‘Anyone 
can make a difference  21st Century 
Changemakers’. See page 11. 
We can all do something. While 
billionaires jostle to leave our 
devastated Earth, we can work for a 
stable climate and protection from 
destruction by industry, military or 
extreme weather events.

Let’s take inspiration from the Young 
Christian Climate Network’s Relay 
to COP which has been making its 
way to Scotland, raising awareness 
along the route. Columbans joined 
in London and Birmingham. The 
Camino to COP has now set off too. 
Let’s support them. The Laudato 
Si’ Action Platform  a decade-long 
journey towards responding to 
the cry of the Earth and the cry 
of the poor - will be launched on 
4 October. Look out for Operation 
Noah announcing the next tranche 
of divestment by religious groups on 
25 October. And we must encourage 
governments to accept that their 
concept of national security, 
sustained by a militaryindustrial 
complex, is anachronistic and 
irrelevant to the current crisis. 

Indigenous people look around 
eight generations ahead. Let us 
be hopeful, look to the long-term, 
act for justice and peace, live more 
sustainably and pray!
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Signs of the Time: Building Bridges of Hope, Not Walls of Despair

Editorial

           Ellen Teague
	

“Ellen, Ellen!”  My mum was calling 
me through the smog as I left my 
nursery school in West London. 
Children were trying to reunite with 
parents at the end of a school day 
in December 1962. Visibility was so 
poor I couldn’t see my outstretched 
hand! No masks, but my scarf was 
up over my mouth and nose. I’m old 
enough to remember the smog of 
that year which killed 700 people. 

The killing of thousands by multiple  
London smogs over decades led 
to the passing of the 1956 Clean 
Air Act. It restricted the burning of 
domestic fuels in urban areas with 
the introduction of smokeless zones. 
We stopped seeing the coalman with 
his horse and cart, delivering to the 
coal bunker under our stairs. And 
we stopped choking on air smelling 
of sulphur. Battersea Power Station 
was eventually closed. 

It was structural change which 
ended the London smogs. And 
nothing less than structural change  
this time on a vaster global scale 
- is needed to address today’s 
environmental crises. We are more 
aware of this after the devastating 9 
August report from scientists of the 
UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. It said warming to 
date has made changes to many of 
our planetary support systems and 
the consequences will continue to 
worsen. The report demonstrates 
that efforts to limit global warming 
to 1.5 degrees, a key target of the 
Paris Agreement, will certainly fail 
unless  drastic action is taken to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

In this year of UK leadership of 
COP26 in Glasgow, the UK must 
take the lead. A huge discussion 
is going on regarding Individual 
Lifestyle Change versus System 
Change. Both are important 
and linked, but I feel we in the 
Justice and Peace Network must 
particularly address System Change. 
It is a popular call at young people’s 
climate strikes. 

But what does ‘System Change’ 
mean?

Structural change is needed to 
drastically transition away from 
fossil fuels this decade. In the 
political world the UK is better on 
aspirational noises than action. 
Many UK government policies are 
taking us in the wrong direction 
- dithering over a new coal mine, 

scrapping over a billion in funding 
for energy efficiency, letting our 
banks fuel climate destruction 
across the world, slashing overseas 
aid. The negative impacts of 
industrial farming  particularly 
animal farming with its production 
of methane  are becoming more 
and more evident and must be 
addressed. Our centrespread shows 
key asks at COP26. Our support 
for the Climate and Ecological 
Emergency Bill is clear on page 8.

Action by the corporate world is 
crucial too. Just 100 companies 
have been the source of more than 
70% of the world’s greenhouse gas 
emissions since 1988, according 
to the Carbon Majors Report of 
2017. Top of the list are fossil 
fuel producers. Despite all their 
“greenwash” they are continuing 
with business as usual. In July, 
Channel 4 revealed that fossil fuel 
companies - including BP, Shell 
and ExxonMobil - have lobbied the 
UK government ahead of COP26 
for “greater recognition of the role 
of fossil gas” so that fossil fuels 
continue to be a “vital part of the 
solution”! Despite its net zero 
‘ambitions’, BP has also lobbied the 
EU to support fossil gas.
Another key issue picked up by 
Global Justice Now is corporate 
courts giving fossil fuel companies 
the power to sue governments for 
taking action on climate. 

The Conference of the Parties 
(COP26) to be held in Glasgow in 
November cannot afford to fail. 
Collective problems need collective 
solutions. Columbans were in 
Paris in 2015 where there was a 
binding agreement to undertake 
ambitious efforts to combat climate 
change and crucially adapt to its 
effects. The Glasgow COP will review 

Columban group at the July 2021 NJPN Annual Conference.
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Sprituality to Save our Common Home Spirituality

Spirituality

Irish Columban Liam O’Callaghan has experienced 
extreme heatwaves in Pakistan where he is on mission. He 
coordinates Justice, Peace and Ecology work there,  along with 
Interreligious Dialogue. 

Liam O’Callaghan SSC

The Sixth Assessment Report of 
the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) was 
released on 8 August 2021 and 
it made for grim reading. The UN 
Secretary General said the report “is 
a code red for humanity…..the alarm 
bells are ringing and the evidence 
is irrefutable: greenhouse gas 
emissions from fossil fuel burning 
and deforestation are choking 
our planet and putting billions of 
people at immediate risk”. It is 
also indesputable that humans are 
responsible for these changes.

Urgent action is required; how can 
this be brought about? For some 
time now, there has been a growing 
awareness that the ecological 
crisis is fundamentally a spiritual 
crisis. The American environmental 
lawyer and activist, James Gustave 
Speth, said: “I used to think that 
top environmental problems were 
biodiversity loss, ecosystem collapse 
and climate change. I thought that 
30 years of good science could 
address these problems.  I was 
wrong. The top environmental 
problems are selfishness, greed 
and apathy, and to deal with these 
we need a cultural and spiritual 
transformation.”

This is echoed in the 2015 encyclical 
from Pope Francis, Laudato Si’: On 
Care for our Common Home, which 
was very influential in the build up to 
COP21 in Paris where 198 countries 
signed the Paris agreement. One 
commentator said, “the common 
wisdom is that, without Laudato 
Si’, it is far from sure that the 
Paris Agreement would have been 
signed”.

A central concept of Laudato Si’ 
is ‘integral ecology,’ which sees 
everything as inter-connected; it is 
situated in an evolutionary context 
and sees the universe as sacred. 
It is inseparable from the notion 
of the common good, highlighting 
that the poor are always worst 
affected by the effects of climate 
change and the centrality of justice: 

social justice, climate justice and 
inter-generational justice. It tries 
to break with the logic of violence, 
selfishness and exploitation and is 
captured succinctly by the challenge 
of “what kind of world do we want 
to leave to those who come after 
us?” (LS 161) It clearly believes 
that issues of ecology, economics, 
politics, ethics and spirituality are 
closely connected.  

Laudato Si’ gives a clarion call for 
“an ecological conversion”; the 
conversion called for is radical 
and nowhere more clearly needed 
than in the economic field. The 
capitalist system, which is now 
normative worldwide and built on 
unlimited economic growth, rampant 
consumption and unrestrained 
globalisation, is on a destructive 
and suicidal path toward planetary 
catastrophe. 

Jason Hickel, in his book ‘Less is 
More’ says that one of the most 
damaging things about capitalism is 
that it is “fundamentally unhinged 
from any conception of human 
need”. It piles its rewards onto the 
wealthiest first. The more dire the 
poverty, the more invisible it is to 
capital. And it takes no account of 
what it destroys in the process of 
turning things into money. A central 
principle of capitalism is to take 
more than you give. Historically, 
that process has driven empire and 
slavery, and today it drives climate 
change and ecological breakdown. 
Wealthier countries take from the 
global atmosphere in yet another 
form of colonialism.

A creation-centered spirituality 
works towards bringing about an 
“ecological conversion” in economic, 
political and social systems. This 
new vision entails that the pursuit 
of happiness is sought not in more 
accumulation and spending but 
in the growth of human solidarity, 
community and inclusion; where 
people achieve their potential and 
where the benefits of economic 
activity are shared equitably. Where 

democracy and civic participation 
flourish at all levels and where the 
environment is sustained for current 
and future generations. Pope 
Francis’ “ecological conversion” is 
deeper and more challenging than 
most realise.

Creation-centered spirituality seeks 
new ways of understanding how 
God reveals Godself. Traditionally, 
‘scripture’ is the means of revelation 
most familiar to us but there is 
another book - creation itself - as 
Laudato Si’ tells us “the magnificent 
book in which God speaks to us and 
grants us a glimpse of his infinite 
beauty and goodness”.  Deeper 
physical, emotional and intellectual 
encounter with creation can spark 
our human thirst for God. However, 
in today’s fast changing world, many 
are becoming more divorced from 
encounter with the earth.
 
But, if we can learn to pay attention 
to nature, we will become aware of 
the degradation all around and in 
particular the loss of species. If we 
want to leave behind a better world 
then there is a need for profound 
changes to political, economic, 
cultural and social systems, as 
well as to our individual lifestyles. 
Action begins here driven by this 
spirituality.

In Columban work in Pakistan, 
this spirituality guides us in 
responding to the environmental 
crisis as we work in parishes, 
school and community groups, 
offering workshops and training 
modules. We also work from an 
interfaith perspective, for many 
school and community events are 
interfaith  Muslim, Hindu, Christian. 
While interfaith work is not easy in 
Pakistan, working together to protect 
“our common home” can bring 
people together and so help break 
down misunderstandings.

Fr Liam O’Callaghan speaks to students in a 
seminar on trees and plants at St Paul’s High 
School in Hyderabad.

	



 A lot will politically depend on how 
pandemic politics play out in the 
coming months. Almost every country 
in the world is now facing huge debts 
as a result of the pandemic. The 
hard financial question of who pays 
for the changes that need to happen 
to tackle climate change are front 
and centre. Where is the $100 billion 
per year that was promised in Paris 
for the poorest countries? 

In the face of all this, how can we do 
our part  however small  to respond 
to Laudato Si’. We must ensure that 
as we emerge from the pandemic, 
we do not go back to our old ways, 
but use this to become a Kairos 
moment for the whole world to tackle 
the climate emergency? 

There are many practical things we 
can do to listen to the cry of the 
Earth and the poor. One element I 
would like to stress is the power of 
community. Pope Francis’ vision of 
ecological conversion is very specific. 
He says we need a community 
conversion. We usually associate 
conversion experience as something 
personal, but conversion is almost 
always something mediated by 
others, something that happens 
through others. So, what does it 
mean for us to convert together? And 
what if that process of community 
ecological conversion was to 
extend to the entire world of faith 
communities that still encompass 
80% of the world’s population? A 
community conversion involves us 
repenting together, agreeing follow 
through in a spirit of synodality, 
changing institutional structures, 
making clear plans, and ritualising 
our changes such as through 
the Season of Creation. It is 
extraordinarily powerful. 

Conversion is about stepping into a 
new reality and inviting others in. We 
have to approach the future in this 
spirit of hope and renewal.  

Climate Action in Times of Covid
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The Chair of Laudato Si’ Movement spoke on 24 July at the 2021 
annual conference of the National Justice and Peace Network of 
England and Wales (NJPN).

International

Dr Lorna Gold 

	

The pandemic is teaching us 
important lessons about ourselves 
and our world which perhaps we 
had ignored for far too long. Pope 
Francis, in his wonderful book ‘Let 
us Dream’, talks about the fact that 
the definition of crisis is change. The 
pandemic is a crisis and therefore 
none of us will come out of it the 
same as we went in. And because 
the crisis is global, it changes all 
of us. It is a shared experience. 
The Pope says that whilst we know 
change is inevitable, we don’t know 
exactly how we will be changed  we 
have choices. We can react with 
anger, fear, selfishness… or we can 
choose to respond with solidarity, 
compassion and love. 

Just think of the outcomes of other 
major global crises in history. The 
Second World War was the most 
awful tragedy with millions of deaths, 
and the holocaust. Out of it came 
the United Nations and major global 
institutions, international law, human 
rights, the welfare state, the NHS. 
Whilst by no means perfect, out 
of crisis came an era defined by 
international cooperation and the 
rallying cry ‘never again’. History, 
like individual human lives, is built 
on cycles of tragedy and rebirth, 
dying and re-imagining society. 
Somehow, the pandemic is teaching 
us about deep connection  we are 
all connected to each other and to 
nature. 

The pandemic has taught us 
other lessons which are critical to 
tackling the climate crisis too. In 
particular, what it means to act 
together to face a common threat. 
Greta Thunberg and the climate 
strikers have called for the world 
to treat the climate crisis like the 
emergency it is. The scientists tell us 
that we are currently on a warming 
path which will render large parts 
of the world uninhabitable by the 
end of the century. Because of 
the time it takes to effect change 
everywhere (you can’t just turn 
off the coal powerplants unless 
there is a clean energy alternative 
built; you can’t magic up green 
alternatives to transport), actions we 
take in the next couple of years will 

determine how this plays out in the 
next decades. Whilst governments 
eventually called climate 
emergencies, very little actually 
changed. 

Before the pandemic, human society 
had forgotten what it means to take 
collective action in a crisis, to act 
together. We had become completely 
sold on the idea that it is enough for 
us all to follow our individual self-
interest, to do what is right for us 
in the short term. We had become 
wrapped up in the false notion that 
market economics and politics 
would save us from ourselves and 
the ravages of climate change. We 
had devalued the potential that we 
have to act together for a greater 
good when we decide to do so. I 
don’t think we really believed we 
could do it. The pandemic, however, 
with all its flawed responses, has 
taught us a huge lesson: we can 
bend curves if we all play our part. 
We can do impossible things like 
invent and roll out vaccines in record 
time, lock down our economies 
to save countless lives, get public 
information out to vast numbers 
of people, put in place safety nets 
for the vulnerable. Responsible 
collective action, guided by solidarity 
and enlightened self-interest is, 
perhaps, the most powerful tool we 
have in a crisis, not blind market 
forces. 

And now, whilst there is a hankering 
to get back to normal, there is an 
equally strong sense that we need to 
create a new normal. We are deeply 
conscious that the old normal was 
unsustainable, in so many ways, 
including from an environmental 
perspective. The challenge now is to 
create a kind of normal which breaks 
with the cycles of environmental 
destruction and points a clear 
pathway to a different future. We 
have many of the building blocks 
for that future but what is lacking 
is the ability to see beyond the 
narrow frame we have drawn for 
ourselves. Shifting this framework is 
no easy task as that future has to be 
guided by different values and how 
these are translated into key policy 
choices.

Christine Allen (CAFOD Director), Bishop 
John Arnold (Environment Bishop) and 
Lorna Gold at the conference.
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