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Introduction


I am sitting on a rock looking out over the sea. The bright sun bathes me in its heat, filling me with its radiance, warming my face and body. Across the smooth shimmering waters I can just make out the Wicklow Mountains of Ireland, hazy in the distance, while at my feet the water gently laps its calming rhythm, pulling my breathing into line with its own. As I look into its clarity I watch the undulating seaweed and the anemone fronds moving back and forth, dancing in unison.


The occasional seabird wheels overhead, looking for the mackerel that swim beneath the waters, and a bark makes me look ahead and smile at the seal, bobbing up and down, watching me with intense curiosity through its big black eyes. Back behind me, past the rocks over which I’ve clambered, sheep graze on the green slopes, their soothing bleats mingling in with the other sounds to produce a gentle choir.


I sit for a good hour or more. I do nothing. Say nothing. Pray nothing. Simply watch, listen, feel, and let the beauty of my surroundings take my thoughts and do with them what they will, working their alchemy on my being.


Peace.


I am on Bardsey Island, a place that has become a favourite holiday destination for my family and me. It is an amazing place. Just one and a half miles long by half a mile wide, it sits two miles off the Llyn Peninsula of north-west Wales. A monastic site from the sixth century (it still holds the ruins of an Augustinian monastery from the thirteenth century), it was known as ‘the island of twenty thousand saints’ as it became the burial ground of choice in medieval times. Three pilgrimages to Bardsey were said to equal one pilgrimage to Rome.


A number of farmhouses are dotted around the island, reflecting the period in the mid-1800s when it became a farming and fishing community (most of them are still without electricity). Now it is farmed by just one family who live here throughout the year, and the other houses are available for holiday rent.


It is outstandingly beautiful, with views across to Ireland from the one side and back to Wales and Snowdonia from the other. With a large colony of seals to swim with, a myriad of moths and birds to admire, a stunning night sky to marvel at, and the adventure of the Manx shearwater to experience, it truly is a place like no other.


This place has been formational to me as I have been thinking through what it means to follow Jesus in today’s culture, which places so many demands on us in terms of our time, our finances and our relationships. This thinking culminated in me focusing my doctoral research on that subject, looking at how the concept and practice of simple living might provide some answers to the question of how we live well as Christians in our consumer society. I remember well spending my afternoons on Bardsey one summer week, perched at the kitchen table of our little farmhouse, with my cup of tea and favourite chocolate to hand, reading Aristotle and Aquinas, looking out over the fields to the sea. But most of the learning I have done on Bardsey has not come from the books I have read, but from the basic experience of being there and letting its rhythms and ways of life – so different from what most of us experience day to day – be my teacher.


Coming from a society that is built on the expectation of continuous growth, it is, quite frankly, a shock to spend time in a place where there are limits. For one, there is the food. Once on the island, other than honey, eggs and vegetables from the farm, or mackerel if you fish, you are entirely dependent on the food you bring with you. As the person responsible for this, I find that quite a worrying prospect. What if I haven’t made enough cakes? What if my alcoholic provisions prove insufficient? What if the weather leaves us stranded here for a few more days? Have I brought enough extra food to see us through? As you can imagine, the phrase ‘that’s enough, this has got to last us all week’ is one that the rest of the family get somewhat accustomed to hearing.


Second, there is the water. The island is entirely self-sufficient in water, and this is supplied from the mountain stream. Each house has one tap in the kitchen that comes from the stream (it kind of dribbles out) and a massive water butt outside. The water from the butt has to be used for everything (cooking, cleaning, washing, etc.) except drinking. If it has been a dry period, then the tap water might be rationed. The regular trips along the side of the house to the water butt to fill a bowl with water make me realise just how hugely precious this resource really is.


And then there’s the energy. It is funny how instinctive it is, when it gets dark, to walk into a room and feel for the light switch. I caught myself doing that a couple of times when we first arrived and it took me a while to get used to there being no electricity and to get into the habit of getting particular things done (like taking out my contact lenses) while it was still light. Although there are lamps and candles supplied, there is a limit to what you can do with the light that they give out. Certainly I can’t read, which is a definite drawback (and don’t even think of bringing a hair dryer with you!).


So in many ways island life is inconvenient (and I haven’t even mentioned the outside toilet and having to take all your rubbish home with you . . .), and there is no doubt that I am a fair-weather island dweller. I couldn’t live here permanently. But it teaches me about limits and reminds me that I live on one huge island floating in the sea of the universe. The limits of Bardsey function for me as a metaphor for the limits of this earth that I inhabit and remind me that I shouldn’t take the earth’s resources for granted and use them as if they are unlimited. This is a theme to which we will return through the course of this book.


The island also changes my perception of time: something that so many of us struggle with in our fast-paced society.


‘Just what do you do all week?’ is the question I’m often asked whenever I tell people excitedly where we’re going for our summer holidays. And it is an understandable question: what on earth do you do all week on a small island that has no electricity? Surely you have explored it by the first afternoon and then what else is there to do, with no televisions or computers?


The odd thing is that time has a funny habit of changing when you step off the boat onto the little beach that marks the start of your stay on the island. And that is just as well, because I have as bad a relationship with time as have most people, often struggling under the feeling of simply having too much to do.


It is amazing how much there is to do on an island where there’s nothing to do. One year I didn’t even make it to the tip of the island at the far end from our house – somehow there just wasn’t the time!


To begin with there are the daily things of life. It takes time to boil the kettle for my morning wash. There is bread to bake and cooked breakfasts to fry. Then there is the daily swim with the seals and the walk to the farmhouse to say hello to Jo, the farmwife, and see if she has any eggs for me. There is the mountain to climb (well, a very big hill, really) and the cliff paths to walk along. Carol, the resident summer artist, holds craft workshops and Christine, whose husband was born and bred on Bardsey, holds a history talk and poetry reading in the old school building one evening a week. Sometimes there is help needed on the farm and we join in moving the sheep from field to field, or rounding up the cows when a careless day visitor has forgotten to close a gate.


We might join in with the Bird Observatory’s activities, ringing Manx shearwater chicks one afternoon on the mountain and storm petrels on the beach at midnight. The children on the island get together regularly to play football and organise ‘Five O’Clock Games’ when they play Seekers (whatever that is . . .) in the fields.


At low tide you can sit out and watch the seals as they bask on the rocks, listening to their grumpy noises and watching their funny antics, and at midnight you can sit in the darkness in the valley where the Manx shearwaters return to the chicks in their burrows. The ghostly white shapes floating overhead and their eerie call is an experience like no other. Stargazing on Bardsey is incredible, with no light pollution for miles around. One year we found ourselves in the middle of a meteor shower and we lay on our backs at midnight and watched shooting stars whizzing through the heavenlies above us, and saw satellites and the International Space Station tracking their courses through the night sky. And of course there is time to spend with friends who sometimes come with us, drinking wine, eating together and talking life.


Foundational to it all is the regular rhythm of prayer that has been a part of the island for centuries. There are morning and evening offices held at 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. in the little Victorian chapel next to our house each day, and at the end of the day a number of us meet for compline, the children and teenagers taking it in turns to say the lines. The most memorable of these was held on our penultimate evening one year, after island football, on the sandy beach as the rain clouds gathered, with twenty or so seals bobbing in the water watching us as we huddled together around a candle.


So you see, there really isn’t that much to do on Bardsey Island.


Undergirding it all is the impact of living so closely to the natural world and experiencing a deeper connection with nature. It is well documented how our lives today are increasingly separated from the wider natural world. Less than a quarter of children nowadays regularly use their local ‘patch of nature’, compared with half of all adults when they were children,1 and a National Trust report said that children are unfamiliar with some of our most common wild creatures because they spend so little time outdoors. While many had trouble identifying a magpie and spotting the difference between a bee and a wasp, nine out of ten could recognise a Dalek!2


The impact of this lack of connection with the outdoors has been memorably summed up by Richard Louv in his phrase ‘nature-deficit disorder’.3 We are the poorer where we are separated from the natural world, and it impacts us on all levels: psychologically, emotionally, physically and spiritually.4 As a report from the University of Essex puts it in a wonderful understatement, ‘This study confirms that the environment provides an important health service.’5


I live a fairly nature-connected life already, albeit quite a domesticated one, with a house and garden full of animals (chickens, guinea-pigs, free-roaming house rabbit, stick insects, python and chameleon), regular time spent in the allotment, and pigs to feed, scratch and chat to through my place in a pig co-operative, but one thing I have learned especially on Bardsey is the impact that nature connection can have on emotional pain.


Some years ago I was struck deeply by Steven Bouma-Prediger’s writing in For the Beauty of the Earth. He comments on God’s words to Job in chapters 38–39, saying, ‘God’s whirlwind speeches forcibly remind Job not only of God’s power but also of the expanse and mystery of the created world – a world not of human making.’ He goes on to say, ‘Such a world, beyond human control or knowledge, is able somehow to absorb the weight of human sorrow. In times of grief and pain there is great solace in fierce landscapes. When God is at the centre, and the human thereby displaced, there is a world wide and wild enough to absorb the pain of human suffering.’6


I am sure that I am not alone in resonating with what Bouma-Prediger writes here and, on Bardsey Island, whether out on the rocks, walking along the craggy coastline or sitting on the mountain with the choughs above and below me, I have begun to experience that for myself. Many of us reading this will also, no doubt, have known something of the beautiful ability of nature to take on our heart’s longings and pains, not to make them disappear, but at least to apply a soothing balm to them, allowing us to experience respite.


Time, ecological limits and nature connection are among the different themes that we will be thinking about in this book. As I write this, however, I am not on Bardsey Island, but sitting at the kitchen table of our terraced house on a social housing estate in Chichester. We have just had dinner and our nearly-and-teenage children are out at a youth group. I’ll need to go out soon in the car and pick them and their friends up.


A week or two on Bardsey Island may teach me some important things, but the challenge is how I live out what I learn in my everyday life. The reality, of course, is that most of us reading this live in fairly ordinary places and we are trying to live our lives as best we can in those places: trying to do our best at work; keep our mortgages/rents and other bills paid while putting aside something for the future; raise children (if we have them) as well as we can; keep our relationships steady, and not get too tired and worn out in the process. While we do that we face a cultural expectation that we should be regularly upgrading and buying new things, moving gradually upwards in our lifestyle, and making sure that we – particularly women – look as beautiful as possible in the process.


At the same time, for those of us reading this who are Christians (I am assuming a predominantly Christian readership, but please feel welcome to continue if that label does not apply to you, and I hope you enjoy what you read here), we know that we want Christ to be at the centre of all that we do and that this should make a difference to how we live and to what we view as our life priorities. My youngest daughter Jemba said to me just yesterday, ‘Mum, if you were arrested for being a Christian, do you think there would be enough evidence to convict you?’ It is a good question, and one I was not entirely sure I wanted to answer.


Added to all this, we know only too well that we live in a world with incredibly complex problems: inequality, injustice, climate change, rising sea levels, energy crises, hunger and lack of access to clean water, species extinction, crashing fish stocks and so on and so on. Most of us have a deep sense that these and other issues cannot be ignored, and a deep desire to try to do something about them. The least we can do, we feel, is give some of our money to charities (and we are often pretty good at that), but we know it is not enough.


We have a vague feeling that there is a connection between how we live our lives, the culture in which we live, our Christian faith and the broader issues of this world, but sometimes it is all too much and, honestly, it is all we can do to make it through to the end of the day and collapse in front of the television with a glass of wine.


I want to suggest that this connection can be made and that it need not always be onerous and burdensome, and it need not always lead to a life of deprivation. What I have discovered is that joining the dots can be a lot of fun and can take you on an adventure you never imagined you would have. Yes, it may lead to a life where you learn to say ‘no’ to some things you have previously enjoyed, but it also leads to a life where you say ‘yes’ to a whole lot more.


Joining the dots between lifestyle, our cultural context, faith and the issues of our world is essentially the focus of this book, and it is something that I have been trying to do for the majority of my adult life. It all began with three things.


First, while I was at university I read a book, written by a friend in my church, called Whose Earth?7 This was the first time I had properly come across a biblical account of environmental care and I can only describe it as being like a second conversion. The penny dropped, and so began my journey of gradually reappraising my theological understanding (I was reading Theology at university at the time) to incorporate the wider creation, taking off my exclusively human glasses and reading the Bible instead through glasses that noticed where and how the whole of the created order fitted into the story of salvation that the Bible tells.


Second, after university, while studying for an MA part time, I also became research assistant to the then director-general of the Evangelical Alliance, a chap called Clive Calver. He was doing a huge amount of media work and public speaking and needed help with the accompanying background research.


One thing he did was a series of debates for the BBC World Service on ethical issues and, alongside the obvious ones of abortion, euthanasia, marriage, and so on, one of the debates was on the arms trade. Neither he nor I knew anything about this, so I set to work, reading all sorts of material around how our arms trade works. Some of this I did while in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, on a trip with my husband Greg, working out in the slums. The combination of being in one of the poorest countries of the world and reading about the horrors of this multi-billion-dollar industry, and the way we are potentially all implicated through our bank accounts and pension schemes, blew my mind and showed me the links between our lives here and the lives and places of other people all around the world in a way that I could not ignore.


The third thing that catalysed my thinking over the last twenty years or so was a ‘lifestyle audit’ we did in our church, put together by the same friend who wrote Whose Earth? It was like a Cosmopolitan, ‘how good is your sex life’ quiz, where you added up your score at the end to find out how ‘good a green Christian’ you were. By this stage, I had become quite evangelistic about my new-found environmental theology and was talking about it a lot and telling people they needed to see the error of their theological ways. But doing this quiz made me realise that I was a hypocrite: I was talking about it but not living it out in any way. I knew that had to change, and so began the adventure of trying to find ways of living that did as little damage as possible to this world and its inhabitants, and maybe might even enhance it in some way.


I discovered something quite early on, though: this was not easy! Why? Because everything around me seemed to be set up to encourage me not to make the kind of choices I was wanting to make. The culture I was in did not want me to ask questions and think about where a product had come from; it wanted me to consume blind. It did not want me to be satisfied with what I already had; it wanted me to buy more. It did not want me to live differently and have my own alternative opinions on things; it wanted me to go along with what everyone else was doing and not worry about it.


It was also not easy, honestly, because very few people I knew really understood the deep change that had occurred in how I understood my faith and the world and, consequently, did not understand how important the changes I was trying to make were to me. Most of my family, friends and church simply thought I was a bit weird and weren’t always backwards in telling me so! Aldo Leopold, one of the founders of the wilderness movement in America, once said, ‘One of the penalties of an ecological education is that one lives alone in a world of wounds’, and when I first read that I burst into tears because it was exactly how I felt.


I am glad to say (thanks particularly to getting to know the folk from A Rocha, the Christian conservation charity with which I now work) that this is not how I feel nowadays. But it is a reminder that the sorts of things we are looking at in this book are not considered ‘normal’ in our society and hence can take considerable energy and commitment to pursue. In one of the interviews I did for my doctoral studies (in the course of which I interviewed Christians who were trying to live more simply), one person said, ‘I’m different in two ways: I’m different from secular environmental . . . groups by being Christian, and different from a lot of Christians in that I focus on simple living and environmental awareness.’


Things have changed hugely since my early adult life. There is now much greater environmental and social awareness both within and without the Church, and many of the things I do are not considered quite as weird as they used to be. Nonetheless, if you are reading Just Living then I know it will be because you are aware that our consumer society and globalised world are doing untold damage – to ourselves and to others – but that it can also be hard to live in a way that begins to address that damage. While I will make no attempt to provide all the answers, my hope is that what you read here will help you think through more deeply what it means to try to live differently: the challenges that presents, the tensions we have to hold together, and the practical ways by which we might actually do that.


But first, a word about where this book has come from. Some years ago I was asked to co-write a course coming out of the Alpha movement, entitled Simplicity, Love and Justice.8 It was the first time I had properly met the word ‘simplicity’, but as I encountered others who were also travelling in this direction – whether virtually, in books or in person – I realised that this was the word they used to describe the way of life they were trying to lead, and I realised that it described what Greg and I were trying to do as well. Simplicity (or simple living) thus became something I began talking and writing about as I travelled the country and abroad on speaking engagements, and I discovered that it rang a loud and clear bell for many people.


However, I was aware that it is rather a vague notion with no accepted definition, and also that it is a bit of a misnomer since, as I often say, trying to live this sort of life is anything but simple – it is much simpler just to do what everyone else does! So, when I had the opportunity to do some doctoral studies, I decided to focus them on examining this notion of simplicity; to determine whether it could be defined more closely; to see what were its key characteristics; and, particularly important to me in the context of my Christian faith, to ask from what theological basis simple living arises, bearing in mind that simplicity is not an exclusively Christian concept and can be found throughout the religions and faiths of this world.


As I began to explore how to do this, two things became apparent. First, as I read the more popular writings on simplicity and ran, spoke at and attended conferences, it became clear that contemporary understandings of simplicity are forged within, and are a response to, the context of consumer culture. Simple living cannot be considered by itself: it has to be understood within the context within which it is being outworked. Thus, trying to understand our contemporary culture became an important part of the task.


Second, as I read the more academic literature, I became increasingly uncomfortable with the way so much of what I read seemed to float up in the ether somewhere with little reference to what was actually going on in people’s lives, on the ground, so to speak. I wanted my conceptual thinking to be more rooted, and so I decided to begin the doctoral thesis with a piece of empirical research on a group of people trying to live more simply, and to let what I discovered there direct and inform the rest of my thinking.9


This book is based on my doctoral thesis and on what I learned from it. It is not simply a cut-and-paste job, though: I have rewritten significant sections, added others, and made it more autobiographical and practical than the thesis inevitably was. I have also not included the actual empirical research, as fascinating as that was, although I will mention some of its findings at various points. Nonetheless, the substance of my thinking over the course of my doctorate is what forms the foundation of the following pages.


The book itself is divided into three main sections, so a word about each to help you navigate them successfully.


Part One is about context: what is the context within which we are living? We will be thinking about globalisation (chapter 1) and consumerism (chapter 2), trying to gain a greater understanding of what they are, how we experience them, and what their positive and negative impacts are, on us and more broadly. We will then consider the church context (chapter 3) that many of us inhabit. I think there are a number of different paths that are coming together in church life at the moment which are leading to this particular emphasis on lifestyle and global issues. Things like a rediscovery of the ancient paths of monasticism and the tradition of radical dissent within Christianity are all part of what we will be exploring here.


Part Two is about theology: what are the key theological issues behind Christian attempts to live more simply in response to the context seen in Part One? What becomes apparent is that trying to live well as a Christian today leads to some significant tensions that we must try to negotiate. There is a via media, as Aristotle would say – a middle path to be walked carefully, with extremes on either side to be avoided. It is these tensions that we will consider in this part of the book, and I hope this will be a useful discussion as I believe that identifying and understanding these tensions is the first step towards negotiating them successfully.


Chapter 4 will look at two particular dangers that can face us. One is the danger of a Christianity that retreats too far from society and leads to us creating an oppositional enclave rather than engaging with what we see around us. The second is the danger of a Christianity that is unhelpfully ‘me’ focused and narcissistic, a trap into which, ironically, some attempts to live more simply can fall. Chapter 5 will then focus on the critical question of how we develop a Christian approach to money and material goods and will consider the danger of embracing the opposite of a therapeutic form of Christianity: a world-denying attitude towards material goods. The early Church, St Benedict and St Francis will be our companions here as we think through this issue, and we will spend some time considering what the Bible has to say about money and possessions.


With chapter 6 we get to the real meat of the book as we consider Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and the concept of eudaimonia – well-being or flourishing – and Aquinas’s understanding of the relationship between the virtues of temperance and justice. Here I get to the heart of what my doctoral thesis focused on and it may be too heavy for some readers. If that is the case then you are very welcome to skip this chapter and move on!


Part Three is about practice. Bearing in mind all that we have seen so far, what then might a Christian life, well lived, in today’s globalised, consumer society, look like? What might be some of its key features? In this final part of the book we will explore seven features of such a life: a concern for global, social issues; an ecological concern; a right use of money and material goods; ethical consumerism; an active engagement in local community; a faith that is engaged across the whole of our lives, particularly in advocacy; and a healthy balance in our use of time.


 


Before we turn to chapter 1, though, I want to take some time to tell you about what gets me out of bed in the morning, doing the things that I do. It all comes down to the way I read the Bible and how I understand the story of God that it contains. So let us go back to the very beginning . . .


In that beginning, as the opening words of the Bible tell us, God created the heavens and the earth. This is not the start of a debate about evolution, simply the statement that, whatever views you hold on how the universe came into being, God was the cause.10 And the world God created was very good (Gen. 1:31). This little statement is dynamite because it blows up all the unbiblical dualism that the Church has adopted through the centuries of its existence: a dualism that has taught that what is earthy, physical, material is somehow inferior to what is ethereal, non-physical, immaterial. In contrast to the dominant Babylonian creation myth (called Enuma Elish) that was circulating around the same time as Genesis was likely being put down on papyrus – which portrayed the world as evil, having been fashioned out of the defeated god in a cosmic battle – the Genesis narrative makes the fundamental point that the created world is wholly good (because, of course, it comes out of a wholly good God).


This world is soon teeming with life: in the seas, on the earth and in the skies, and the final species God creates is an earthy one, an earth creature (more commonly known as Adam).11 The similarities between this earth creature and the other living things are many. All are blessed to multiply and fill the earth. All have the breath of God in them (Gen. 1:20: it is not correct to see God breathing into Adam’s nostrils as God giving humanity a soul or spirituality, in contrast to other living beings). But there is one difference: only ‘adam is made ‘in the image of God’, and it is in this description that we learn what makes us uniquely human.


This phrase, ‘the image of God’, reflects the Babylonian context within which the Genesis texts are thought to have found their final form. Archaeological discoveries have found royal tombs with the inscription describing that particular king as being ‘in the image of’ whichever god it was they worshipped. To be made in the image of a particular god meant that the king represented that god to his people, ensuring social harmony and fertility of crops and livestock.


We have been made in the image of the Creator God, to represent him to the wider creation and carry out God’s kingly rule. The Old Testament scholar Chris Wright has written persuasively (so persuasively that the most recent niv translation has changed in line with what he says) that the most faithful translation of Genesis 1:26 should read, ‘Let us make ‘adam in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish of the sea, etc.’12 In other words, we have been made in God’s image so that we may look after the rest of what God has made (remembering that the idea of ‘ruling’ in the Old Testament is not about oppression and domination but about servant care – see, for example, Prov. 31:1–9).


If we are to represent God – if God’s image is an essential part of who we are – then we represent God’s fundamental nature, and that nature is relational, as expressed in the Trinity. To be human is to be in relationship: ‘beings in communion’, as the theologian John Zizioulas has expressed it.13 Although ultimately these things cannot be separated, I find it helpful to see those relationships as threefold: our relationship with God, our relationship with other people, and our relationship with the wider creation.


We have seen already that we have been created to be in a healthy relationship with the wider, natural order. The earth creature, ‘adam, was placed in a garden, to tend it and look after it (Gen. 2:15), and was given the responsibility of naming all the other animals. But alongside that we have also been created to be in relationship with the God who gave us life – to walk with him in the garden (Gen. 3:8) – and with each other. ‘Adam alone with the animals was not enough: a partner was desired, and so Eve was created and human community was born.


When Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, whether we take this story literally or metaphorically, those relationships were broken. Suddenly the human couple were afraid of God and hid from him. Their relationship with each other is fractured as the blame-game starts and God tells them that their relationship will be disordered (Gen. 3:16). And communion with the wider creation breaks down too: the snake will now be hated by human beings (I know, we have one, and seeing people’s seemingly instinctual aversion to it is fascinating) and the ground will be hard to work and dominated by thorns and thistles (again, I can testify to that on my allotment!). The earth (the ‘adamah) is now cursed because of the ‘adam.


The story of the Old Testament is the story of those fragmented relationships.


Many of us will be familiar with reading the Old Testament as the story of Israel’s relationship with God and of the ups and downs involved with that as they alternate between walking in God’s ways and following him, and deserting him and following other gods. The command against idolatry, primary in the Ten Commandments of Exodus 20, is fundamental to that and is, actually, an issue of trust and security. Who will they trust to keep them safe from attacking neighbours and ensure their harvests are abundant? The laws and the sacrificial system is given to them as a means of repentance and restoration for when they sin and walk away from God.


But the Hebrew Scriptures also document the tragic outcomes of the human relational breakdown that occurs in Genesis 3, and makes for some pretty horrendous reading. There is fratricide (Gen. 4). There is rape (Judg. 21). There is jealousy (1 Sam. 18), adultery and murder (2 Sam. 11). There is oppression, dishonest trading and greed (1 Kgs 9:20–21; Amos 8:6). You name it: whatever you can think of, it will be there in the stories of the Old Testament. The laws and the sacrificial system aim both to legislate against these things happening and to provide the means for reparation once they do.


Woven into the relationships between God and humanity is that of humanity’s relationship with the wider natural world. The laws of the Israelite people are clear that it matters how the land and all its inhabitants are treated. For example, the laws of the Sabbath apply more widely than to humans alone (Lev. 25) and a mother bird sitting on her nest is not to be taken (Deut. 22:6). Interestingly, meat eating is only allowed after the story of Noah. Is this, perhaps, the ultimate indication that something is wrong between human beings and the wider creation?


The state of the land acts as a spiritual barometer for the health of the Israelites’ relationships with God and each other. Amos 8 is a good illustration of this: because the people have turned away from God and are not practising social justice, the land responds accordingly and there is environmental upheaval (see also Deut. 30:15–16; Jer. 5:23–5). In contrast, when the people turn from their ‘wicked ways’ and listen to God, then the trees, the mountains and the hills will rejoice (Isa. 55). This is not simply pretty poetic language: there is something in this about the positive impact on the land when there is peace between people, God and each other, and therefore the non-human inhabitants of that land celebrate when that happens.14


The Old Testament finishes on an ambiguous note. The people of Israel are back in their land, the temple is rebuilt. And yet . . . And yet it cannot be said that they are living in the fulfilment of the words of the prophets spoken around the time of the exile in Babylon. For emerging out of the wreckage of the people’s desertion of Yahweh, and the subsequent destruction of Jerusalem and taking of their key people into exile, are amazing words of comfort and hope: of a time coming when


 


the Spirit is poured on us from on high,


 and the desert becomes a fertile field,


 and the fertile field seems like a forest.


The Lord’s justice will dwell in the desert,


 his righteousness live in the fertile field.


The fruit of that righteousness will be peace;


 its effect will be quietness and confidence for ever.


(Isaiah 32:15–17)


 


The Hebrew prophets begin to look forward to a time of peace, of shalom, when the harmonious relationships originally established would be put back to rights again. And crucially, they begin to envisage that this time would be brought about by one particular person, specially chosen and anointed by God (Isa. 9:6–7; 11:1–9).


About four hundred years later, one night, when a large company of angels bursts into song in front of some very surprised shepherds, they proclaim, ‘There is glory for God in highest heaven, and on earth there is peace among the people whom God has favoured.’15 Their words about peace are not just a nice way of saying ‘hello’, they are like a great big flashing neon sign, telling the shepherds and the world that the hopes of the Old Testament prophets are being fulfilled, in a very particular newborn baby.


The good news is that through Jesus there is peace: his life, death, resurrection and ascension together have brought about reconciliation (see Peter’s words in Acts 10:36). And that reconciliation happens in the three areas we have already been considering.


We know, of course, that Jesus came to restore our relationship with God. That is the basis on which our life with him rests. John 3:16; Romans 5:1, 8–11; 2 Corinthians 5:18–21  and Philippians 4:7 all speak manifestly into that area. But Jesus also came to restore our relationship with one another. Romans 12:18; 1 Corinthians 7:15; Galatians 5:22; Ephesians 2:14–17; 1 Thessalonians 5:13; Hebrews 12:14 and James 3:18 again are loud and clear about that.


And he came to restore the broken relationship between ourselves and the wider creation. That is the meaning of Romans 8:19–21: creation has been ‘subjected to frustration’ as a result of humanity’s fall, and so when we know what it truly means to be the children of God again we will be set free to fulfil our original calling, and so the whole creation will also be set free. As the theologian Colin Gunton said, ‘We human creatures are the centre of the world’s problems, and only by our redirection will the whole creation be set free.’16 As Colossians 1:19–20 makes clear, then, Jesus’ blood was shed on the cross not only for the sake of human beings alone, but for the sake of the whole created order.


Peace with God, peace with others and peace with the wider creation. That is what Jesus came to bring about, and the amazing news is that as we work towards these things in our own lives, we experience peace within ourselves too (Rom. 15:13; Phil. 4:7; 2 Thess. 3:16).


For me, it is this three-dimensional understanding of relationships – with the fourth dimension of peace with self running alongside – that defines who I am and what I do. Putting it simply, I want to live my life in such a way that my relationships with God, with others and with the wider natural world are being developed rather than stunted. That leads me to give time and attention to my interior life with God; to how I treat other people (both those I know – my family, friends, neighbours, work colleagues – and those I do not – living somewhere in my local community or many miles away, growing my tea or making my clothes); and to how I live in this world. Because I am a naturally enthusiastic and evangelistic person, I then want to help others do the same, hence why I spend so much of my time speaking, writing and communicating in general.


I hope it is obvious that this framework provides us with a full understanding of what it means to be a follower of Jesus: worship, evangelism, the spiritual disciplines, social justice, campaigning, ethical consumerism, spending time outside, practically helping those financially poorer than myself, and so on . . . all these things, and more, are natural outworkings of this relational scheme. And the wonderful thing is that I do not see any of them as having priority over the others – any one thing as being more important to do than anything else: they all blend together into a harmonious whole, and that whole is weakened if any one of those things is missing in our lives.


This is not about pitting evangelism against community engagement, or poverty relief against environmental care, or a life of prayer against a life of action. A life sold out to the gospel of Jesus Christ does all those things and more, not out of duty, but naturally, out of love for our trinitarian Creator God.


So as we delve into this book and turn our attention to the contemporary context within which we are all trying our best to be followers of Jesus, it is this biblical framework of relationships that lays the foundation for the rest of our discussions.










PART ONE


The Air We Breathe – the Context










Chapter 1


The Elephant and the Blind Men


Just what is globalisation?


Take a few moments before reading any further to think about what countries you have been in contact with so far today. Have a look at the labels on your clothes: where are they from? Maybe you are wearing jeans from Morocco, or a top from Pakistan. How about the food you have eaten so far today? Maybe you have had some coffee from Nicaragua or tea from India, cornflakes from US corn, tomatoes from Spain, potatoes from Egypt and beans from Kenya (although possibly not all in the same dish). Take a look around you: your carpet might be from Australia and your furniture from Scandinavia. And then what have you (hopefully) washed yourself with? Your soap might come from Germany, your facial cleanser from France and your deodorant from Ireland.


Now think about actual people with whom you have had contact. If you have been on social media today, then chances are you have seen posts or tweets from people all over the world. Greg sometimes has days when he feels like he has spent the whole day in his office, following the sun on Skype, talking with different people around the world as it becomes their daytime.


Once you begin to think like this, you realise that in the course of a day we might each have had some sort of a connection with ten . . . twenty . . . thirty countries. Of course, trade between countries has always taken place, but the speed at which this now happens and the sheer number of countries with which we all have connections every day is unprecedented and in stark contrast to life in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when many people rarely travelled more than twenty miles away from their homes.1


It feels like our world is getting smaller. When the Jesuit missionaries of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries set off from southern Europe, they knew it would take them two years before they reached Goa in India. For those who were headed for China, it would take them another year from there, or possibly two if the winds were not in their favour, thus making a possible journey time of four years from Italy and Spain to China (it is also sobering to think that around half of all passengers on such journeys died en route). By the time my great-great-grandfather went to India to be a missionary in 1846, his sailing boat could get him there in four months: what a revolution in speed! When my parents went to Singapore in the 1960s and my grandfather (who himself had been a missionary in China) heard that they could travel there by boat in three weeks, he exclaimed, ‘How amazing to get there so quickly!’ Now, of course, we can fly out there in around fourteen hours.


What we are talking about here is globalisation, a word that ‘encapsulates our latest contemporary story’.2 Globalisation might sound like a big word that has little to do with the life we are living, but actually it is the framework within which we are each living out our lives, and it is of particular relevance for those of us who want to think through how we serve Jesus well in a world of inequality and environmental suffering.


Globalisation is a much debated term, but at its simplest it describes – as illustrated above – the way our world is increasingly interconnected. It is a process that has been accelerating since the onset of the Industrial Revolution in the mid-1700s and it has moved us from a world that is exclusively national and transnational, in which the primary world actors are those that exist within national boundaries (i.e. national governments), to one that is global, in which nation-bound actors jostle on the stage alongside those that operate across – and whose concerns are not restricted by – national boundaries, such as business corporations, global NGOs (non-governmental organisations) and institutions like the IMF (International Monetary Fund) and World Bank.


It needs to be recognised that there is constant debate over globalisation. For some (what we could call the hyper-globalisers), the whole world is being globalised and homogenised, with the national completely superseded by the global, and economies coming together into a global system. Others question whether it really exists and point to the increasing rise of fundamentalism and a concern for national identities. The Slow Food movement, for example, was a classic backlash against what was seen as the ‘McDonaldisation’ of food around the world, with a desire to reaffirm the importance of local, regional food. People wondered whether the events of the 9/11 terrorist attacks and the 2008 banking crisis and recession would bring globalisation to an end. While the terrorist attacks highlighted the lack of homogeneity in the world and the clash of cultures that existed, the banking crisis revealed the vulnerability of a globalised economic system and potentially encouraged nations to withdraw and turn in on themselves. Even the former head of the IMF, Dominique Strauss-Kahn, acknowledged this possibility and said that the events since 2008 have ‘devastated the intellectual foundations of the global economic order of the last twenty-five years’.3


However, when we count up the countries we touch in just one day (or even just one meal), it seems that, although events such as 9/11 and the recession brought in new dynamics, globalisation is alive and well, albeit undeniably fluid and shifting.


David Held and Anthony McGrew are two leading commentators on globalisation and they identify three particular reasons why globalisation has continued apace, despite the potential of international crises to derail it. First, it is socially embedded. Globalisation is now so much a part of both our social narrative and our experience that it is hard to conceive of going ‘back’ to anything else. Second, it is institutionally entrenched. In other words, the global institutions of our day are ideologically embedded to the economic philosophy of free trade that underpins globalisation and they show no signs of moving away from that (we will explore this a bit more shortly). Third, crucially, there is currently no politically mainstream alternative to the open world economy of globalisation.4


In its current form, globalisation is a phenomenon that has a whole range of different approaches to it and is understood in a number of different ways, reflecting many different networks of relationships. It is evolving constantly and is very complex to define.


A well-known Indian story tells the tale of six blind men trying to describe an elephant. One man touches the leg and describes the elephant as being like a pillar; one touches the tail and says it is like a rope. Another man touches the trunk and says it is like the thick trunk of a tree, while another touches the tummy and says the elephant is like a huge wall. The fifth man touches the ear and believes the elephant to be like a big hand-held fan, and the final man touches the tusk and describes the elephant as being like a solid pipe. They all begin to argue, each one convinced that they are right. After all, they know what they have felt! And it takes a wise man to come to their rescue and explain to them that each one is right because they are describing the part of the elephant that they have experienced, but that each one is also wrong because none of them have experienced the elephant in full.


This is a helpful way of understanding why there are so many different opinions on what globalisation is and why it is so hard to define: each commentator’s definition comes from their own experience of globalisation, which varies depending on their geographical and social location. Like in the story above, no one person has overall sight. Indeed, one could go further and suggest that there is actually no one elephant called ‘globalisation’: what it is differs according to which part of our global scene we are looking at.


Despite all these many debates around globalisation, however, there is a general level of agreement that globalisation has four main aspects to it – what I call the four faces of globalisation – and I want to look at these (the economic, political, technological and cultural5) and consider what relevance they have to the overall subject matter of this book.


Economic globalisation


When the 9/11 terrorist attacks focused on the twin towers of the World Trade Center, they were going right to the heart of the dominant economic system of the world. Trade is what our world is built on, but not just any form of trade: a very specific form of trade called ‘free trade’.


Free trade is all about removing the barriers to trading between countries that nations can impose. These barriers are often in the form of tariffs, where a government places a tax on a product that is being exported out of the country. On the one hand, such a tariff can help provide revenue for that country, but it can also have the effect of discouraging others from wanting to buy from them, hence creating a barrier to trade. Because of this, supporters of free trade generally want to limit the degree to which states can intervene in the trading processes (this is called deregulation) and allow market forces to find their own equilibrium.


When Bill Clinton, as President of the United States, said, ‘The United States has 4.5 per cent of the world’s population but 22 per cent of its income. We cannot sustain our standard of living unless we sell some things to other people’, what he was pushing for was an American economy that did not close in on itself protectively but opened up its borders and traded more openly with other countries.6


This way of running the economy – both nationally and therefore globally – is based on what is called the Washington Consensus. This was a set of ten principles, laid down in 1989 by economist John Williamson and agreed by the American financial institutions, that brought together the main tenets of free market economics and acted as a guide for economic growth. While thinking has developed and we are now into the ‘Post-Washington Consensus’, these initial principles together formed a distinct ideology on which economic globalisation has been built – an ideology labelled ‘neo-liberalism’.


Underpinning these principles was – and is – the belief that the economy must grow continually. It may not be quite true that in the aftermath of 9/11 President Bush urged Americans to ‘go shopping’, but it is easy to see how that urban myth arose when, in his address to the nation on 20 September of that year (at which he announced his ‘war on terror’), he stated that it was imperative for them to continue their ‘participation and confidence in the American economy’.7 Participation in the American economy (i.e. shopping) has to continue because, without it, the American economy would not keep growing, which would bring collapse and disaster.


Economic globalisation in the form of free market economics is highly contested and it attracts intense criticism from those who are concerned about the numbers of people still living in poverty.8 The criticism comes from different voices, speaking from diverse perspectives. Some speak from a position of power and essentially agree that free trade is the way to bring people and countries out of poverty. However, they also acknowledge that the so-called ‘invisible hand’ of the market has not done the job it was expected to do: it has not brought a natural state of balance between supply and demand to the global economy, and it has not led to all societies being better off, and so it cannot be left entirely to its own devices. Therefore, some measure of state control is needed to encourage the market forward but without its negative side effects.9 Others fundamentally reject globalisation as little more than a selfish ideology advanced by rich elites.10


In between these two ends is a variety of views. One of the most interesting global developments from this perspective in recent years has been the rise of the anti-globalisation movement (possibly better named ‘alter-globalisation’ by Geoffrey Pleyers11). This has been made visible at large-scale gatherings such as the protests at the Genoa Group of Eight meeting at Genoa in 2001 and at the WTO (World Trade Organisation) meeting in Seattle in 1999, the regular World Social Forums and the Occupy Wall Street/London movements. These gatherings attract a mass of different groups and individuals, representing a wide range of views, but all agreeing that globalisation as it currently exists is intensely problematic.


Many of these groups are large but often generally invisible because they represent the powerless: groups such as Via Campesina and the Landless Workers Movement in Brazil. Of increasing importance, additionally, are the internet-based pressure groups that are able to mobilise sometimes hundreds of thousands of citizens around the world within hours.12


What makes the debates around globalisation confusing is that, for many, there is no doubt that it has brought enormous benefits. One of the amazing success stories of recent years has been the fall in poverty rates in Asia. In East Asia, the proportion of people living in poverty fell from 60 per cent in 1990 to 16 per cent in 2005. Most spectacular has been the transformation in China where Deng Xiaoping’s policies of export-led growth resulted in China’s economy growing eightfold in the 1980s and 1990s and, between 1990 and 1998, the number of Chinese living on less than a dollar a day fell by 150 million. This is the fastest fall in poverty the world has ever seen.
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