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The question we have to ask ourselves is, “Are we serious about, ‘breaking the chains of injustice and setting the oppressed free’”, to use the words of  Isaiah? “Are we really serious?”
In 1787, twelve men met in a printers workshop in London and effectively launched the campaign against slavery. They had to be very serious, since according to Adam Hochschild:

“If you had then stood on a London street corner and insisted that slavery was morally wrong and should be stopped, [your] listeners would have laughed you off as a crackpot... Ending slavery was wildly impractical: the British Empire's economy would collapse.”

Hochschild goes on: “Within a few short years, there was an abolition committee in every major city and town... More than three hundred thousand Britons were refusing to eat slave-grown sugar... Parliament was flooded with abolition petitions... Public opinion had undergone a sea change.” 

Our campaign is also one against slavery – the slavery of global poverty – and I think it’s fair to say that this, now international, campaign owes much to the launch in Britain of the Jubilee debt campaign and the Trade Justice Movement. 

But when we use the word “poverty”, what do we mean by it?? “World poverty”, says Ronald Sider, in his book ‘Rich Christians in an age of hunger’, “World poverty is one hundred million mothers weeping, because they cannot feed their children.”

But the experience of one hundred million is hard to comprehend, so let’s bring that down to a more personal level. This was Zambia in the 1990s:

“The doctor looked up and saw a woman with her two boys. One was thirteen years old, the other three. Both were ill. The diagnosis was simple and the prescription straightforward. Another routine case. Some time later, he saw her again and asked after the children. Her face flushed. The older child was doing well, but the younger was dead. Unable to afford treatment for both, she made an impossibly painful choice. The oldest received the medicine, the youngest she had to watch die.” That is poverty.

How do we respond to such a world - a world that faces a mother to such choices? 
Or let’s go with Professor Tony Campolo to an African village, where due to the devastation wrought by AIDS, the oldest person left alive is aged 17. And every evening the taxi’s roll up with ‘clients’ for the girls.

Incidentally, if you believe in the God of justice, don’t you dare look down on those girls! Don’t misunderstand me, I speak as an orthodox evangelical believer and I’m not in the business of revising God’s commandments. But those girls are using the only means at their disposal to keep their younger brothers and sisters from slow starvation.

The Bible says that “God is not mocked”, yet we see Him being mocked in the most blatant way, on every side. It says “he is not mocked”; it means he is not mocked with impunity. There will be a reckoning for that obscenity; and the reckoning won’t stop with the men who have violated those children.

How do we respond to such a world - a world that places young girls in such a predicament?  

“Nothing to do with me”, you might think, but what about the experience of Aklima, who was 22 years old in 2007 when her village, Chopora, in southern Bangladesh, was one of many to feel the wrath of Cyclone Sidr. She was swept away by the storm surge with her one-year-old child, Koli. She survived, but couldn't save Koli from drowning and probably wishes she’d perished with him. Her country is already experiencing the impact of climate change caused mainly by the profligate use of fossil fuels in the rich countries.
How do we respond to such a world - a world that places the weakest and most vulnerable in such situations? If they’ve heard about a loving and just God, I think they might well ask, “Is this what God planned for our lives? Is this the best he can offer us?” It’s a fair question – how do we respond to it?

Our response, at its most basic, must be one of abhorrence and repudiation – of ‘zero tolerance’. The Conservative Peer, Lord Brian Griffiths, formerly Head of Margaret Thatcher’s Policy Unit, has put it perfectly: “Global poverty as we see it today – the billion plus people who live on less that a dollar a day – is totally unacceptable to any practising Christian”. The words of Jesus, “The poor are with you always”, were most certainly never intended to encourage complacency. 
Whatever we do, we must neglect neither the spiritual nor the social. However, it’s a striking paradox that, although the Bible insists that the soul is more important than the body; that eternity is more important than time; and that being right with God is more important than material well being, the Lord seems to reserve his fiercest anger for religious hypocrites – those who apparently pay close attention to the spiritual, but neglect matters of justice and compassion. 

Amos 5: “You trample on the poor and force him to give you grain… you deprive the poor of justice in the courts… I hate, I despise your religious feasts; I cannot stand your assemblies… away with the noise of your songs! But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness like a never-failing stream!”
In responding positively to global poverty, one danger we face is that of hypocrisy. I can think of nothing more repellent than for a person with a reasonable income to have strong views on debt and trade justice, whilst grudging more than the spare change in his pocket for the world’s poor! The odd fiver or two at most, and only then when it suits him. There are such people – I rudely call them the skinflint brigade. That’s the danger of hypocrisy.
An excellent way we can contribute personally is to choose to buy fair trade goods. Every time you walk into the supermarket you have a choice: pay a little extra and buy fair trade products and give the producers just about enough to provide for their families; or save a few pence and reduce the most vulnerable people in the world to utter destitution in the process. And there I’ve indicated two differences between them and you: that they are poor, whereas you are comparative rich, is one difference; that you have a choice and they have no choice at all, is the far greater difference. 

For Christian believers in Western countries, integrity faces it greatest challenge in relation to climate change and the use of fossil fuels. It is all too easy to rail against complacent and irresponsible government policies, whilst refusing to reform ones own gluttonous and polluting lifestyle.

I’ve had the privilege recently of serving on the Commission on Climate Change, arranged by the Baptist, Methodist and United Reformed Churches. Our report, recently submitted, concludes that, “Closing our ears to the voices of those most vulnerable to climate change would be nothing less than giving up our claim to be disciples of Christ”.
So that’s one temptation, the danger of hypocrisy - of being in favour of government action on world poverty and climate change, whilst being - and these are the Bible’s words - “hard hearted and tight fisted” towards the poor at a personal level.

But there’s another great danger, the danger of sentimentality. A sentimentality which contributes personally, even sacrificially, and lives frugally, but is content to remain silent whilst the monstrous injustices of inherited debt, unjust international trade rules, tax swindles and climate change grind down entire generations, across whole continents. If the other group of people was ‘the skinflint brigade’, this group make up what I call ‘the sticking plaster brigade’.

How then should be act together? 
First, we should act together with generosity.
“But just as you excel in everything… see that you also excel in this grace of giving” (Corinthians 8, vs 7)
This girl is giving a puppet show to her class-mates and her story illustrates just how much can be achieved by Christian generosity. She’s a beneficiary  of the work of Tearfund, in Darfur. Of course, your own agency doubtless has many such stories to tell. [Photo, Courtesy Tearfund]
As I’m sure you know, over two million people have been forced from their homes by the civil war in western Sudan. Hundreds of thousands of them have been killed - and of course we view recent developments with great alarm.
“People on horses came and killed a lot of people in my village. They shot people; they took all our possessions and burned our homes, so we ran. I do not know when we will return home. It is all too dangerous.” Dalma Wadi said that in a refugee camp in 2004 and she’s probably still there – what a life she must lead.
A major commitment has, inevitably, been that with children and we’ve had 65,000 of them attending health clubs.  I love this work! It’s not just a case of providing advice on hygiene and health. For many children, the health clubs are the only structured activity in their week and provide a normal, safe and happy environment for traumatised children. 

Cath Haynes recalls that “One of the most saddening and disturbing things for me was that when we first started providing colouring pencils and paper the children drew, unprompted pictures of Kalashnikovs and armed aircraft - a sad reflection of what it means to be a child in Darfur.” 

She says that later, “these clubs become a source of fun and social support to them, and an opportunity to express themselves through singing, dancing, playing and drawing.” 

Children singing, dancing, playing and drawing in Darfur! All 65,000 of them!
I recently read about a network of nursery schools in Egypt. Once again, there is “playing, singing, dancing and having fun”, as well as basic literacy training, but I had to smile when I read that (in the words of one of the teachers), “The children love their school. Some of them drag their mums here each Sunday, to check that it’s closed”. [I wonder whether, in days gone by, any of my students used to come to the lecture room on Sundays, just to check I wasn’t holding forth… The imagination boggles!]
So first we are called to act together with generosity.

Second, we must act together in advocacy.
“Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves. Defend the rights of the poor and needy” (Proverbs 31, vs. 8-9).

Elinata Kasanga lives in Zambia and she featured prominently in Tearfund’s material for Jubilee 2000 in 1997. “Most of our children have stopped going to school, because of hunger and lack of money”, said Elinata. [Photo, Courtesy of Tearfund.]
I leant that Zambia, a peaceful Commonwealth country with a democratic government, had inherited a millstone of debt from the previous generation – much of the money was borrowed  when its economy was devastated by the knock-on effects of UN sanctions against South Africa – sanctions agreed by Britain and America, I hasten to add. 

The truth is I wasn’t all that interested in the astronomical sums involved. What appalled me was the misery being caused to the ordinary people.

During the 1990s, David and Liz McKelvey were doctors working with the Church Mission Society in another indebted country, Tanzania. Observing with dismay the conditions there, they wrote: 
"During the four years we have worked in Mvumi, we have often thought that what we are doing is like using sticking plaster. Perhaps we would be better going back to the UK and canvassing for economic change to reduce the debt of Tanzania. That might have a far bigger impact on the lives of people in Mvumi than what we are doing now". 

Compare that with the following: Dr Asha-Rose Migiro, Deputy Secretary General of the UN, said this at a gathering in London to mark the UN World Poverty Day in 2007: 
"My own country Tanzania would not have been able to send hundreds of thousands of children [it’s actually the best part of two million] to school and fund health services if not for the cancellation of debts and big increases in aid. This would not have happened if citizens and faith leaders in the UK had not awakened the conscience of their leaders through the Jubilee campaign."
“If they get debt relief, they’ll just squander it”, people used to say to me. Well, two million children in Tanzania alone beg to differ. Those children say that that’s a wicked lie! And there’s four million in Uganda and millions more in Zambia, Malawi, Ghana and other countries. And that poor mother in Zambia would not get treatment for both her boys!
“A flame of hope has been kindled in the poorest countries of the world”, says Kofi Annan, Secretary General of the U.N. “On behalf of the U.N. I extend my deep gratitude to you all for your indefatigable efforts.” The great man continued with doubtless unconscious, but delicious irony: “Millions of people are indebted to you”.

Of course, although we have made a start with debt relief, it’s only a start. 23 countries now, but at least 60 are in urgent need of relief, and they – just the poorest countries, the ‘Low Income Countries’ - are still paying nearly 100 million dollars each day to the rich world. 

Then there’s the ongoing scandal of trade injustice. A visitor to Ghana found families living on the concrete hub of a city roundabout. They had been making a reasonable living in the North, growing rice. Now, because of the conditions for debt relief and aid imposed by the IMF, Ghana is not allowed to stop highly subsidised producers in rich countries dumping their surpluses there, with the consequence that these poor people couldn’t even sell their produce in their local markets.

Mary Robinson, the highly respected former President of Ireland and UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, reported that, “In Mali, I saw babies lying in a ditch and children who couldn’t go to school because of subsidised dumping of US cotton”.

And Europe is as bad or worse – an editorial in The Economist on 3rd May 2008 described our policies as, “wicked… terrible… dreadful for the hungry poor”. “Wicked?” – Yes, wicked!
Debt repayments by all developing countries are about five times the level of aid they receive; the loss of income through trade injustice may be as high as seven times. And now that the financial crisis has blown the whole issue of tax havens wide open, we learn from no less than Angel Gurria, the Secretary General of the OECD (the rich countries club) that “tax dodgers” (her words) are costing poor country governments three times as much as they get in aid.  

Small wonder then, that the former Malian government minister, Aminata Traori, says, “They say they are developing us, but they are lying…  they are killing us”. 
In January 2007, when Hilary Benn was international development minister, I repeated this to his face in front of 300 people in Newcastle University’s auditorium - and he did not contradict it. Is it any wonder if, driven to such desperate straits as living on a traffic island, these poor people allow their children to be trafficked into the sex trade?

Primary schooling has been made free in Zambia  because of debt relief, but the need for further progress was forcibly brought home to me by the following incident. 
A teacher noticed that a boy was nodding off in class and reprimanded him. A short time later, he had cause to do the same again – this time more sharply. “What’s wrong with you today?”, he demanded. The lad apologised, but explained that “Sir, you see it was my brother’s turn to eat yesterday”. There was only one poor meal a day – and even then they had to take it in turns, one to eat one day, the other the next. 

I don’t know why his story haunts me. After all, in many ways he’s one of the lucky ones. He’s got parents; he’s not suffering from malaria or HIV/AIDS; and he goes to school. Would that were true of every child in Africa! But haunt me it does. We must and will do more for him!
And what happens when these children finish primary school, given that secondary schooling is not free in any of these countries? Most of the extra pupils are girls, who weren’t attending school before – what are their prospects?

According to Dr Dorothy Logie, of Medact, and an authority on African health care, “Many young girls now realise that in order to escape from oppression and intensifying poverty, they need education. One of the commonest reasons for young girls becoming infected with HIV/AIDS is by selling sex to older men to pay for their school fees.”

Have we slogged away to give those millions of girls the chance of primary schooling only to face them with that dilemma at the end of it? Are we to remain silent when that’s the best the world offers its children? We must and we will do more for them!
So, second, we must act together in advocacy.

Third, we must act together for deliverance

“They say to the prophets, ‘Give us no more visions of what is right! Tell us pleasant things, prophesy illusions!’” 
                                                                  (Isaiah 30, vs 10).

Zewdie Tamirat’s eyes were swollen shut through malnutrition and her delicate skin was no longer able to mask the skeleton beneath. Brushing away flies from her face with a small twig, the little girl stood quietly as, in 2000, her father explained how three years of crop failure in Ethiopia had left his family facing starvation. Pitiably, she attempted a smile for the cameraman. [Photo, Courtesy Tearfund]
Some images remain in the mind and little Zewdie’s was one such and helped keep me going with debt and trade campaigning for the first four years of the new millennium. Four years of frustration, of grief, of anger, - and most of all of slog, without a shred of progress to show for it. You want easy work? Avoid campaigning!

However, it came like a bolt from the blue when, after I retired at the end of 2005, I had the chance to read up on climate science. I read that global warming - and I quote the words of  Lord Robert May, then President of the Royal Society - "largely caused by a rise in greenhouse gas emissions from human activities, may already – note: may already - be responsible for an increase in drought and famine, in Ethiopia and neighbouring countries since 1996”. In other words, the burning of fossil fuels – oil, gas, coal - by the rich countries is already doing terrible damage to the world’s poor. I then went on to discover that this is just one of a multitude of examples.

Only my wife Veronica knows how heavily this has weighed upon me. For a start, I was and am just staggered at the scale of the problem, the urgency of the matter, and the dread consequences should we fail to rise to the challenge. Lord May doesn’t mince his words: "Never before have we [humanity] faced such a global threat." 

Professor Ross Garnault, the Australian government’s advisor on climate change, has warned that, “The failure of our generation on climate change mitigation would lead to consequences that would haunt humanity until the end of time.” 

But there was more to it than that. When I first heard about the Third World debt crisis, I was appalled to find that my own country, which had been so good to me and my family, was complicit in that outrage. But now I realized that I myself, this self-appointed, tin-pot, regional champion of the world’s poor, had been party to a life-style which poses more of a threat to the world’s poor than unfair trade, unpayable debt, tax evasion and denial of aid, all rolled into one. I now had no option but to regard my life-style, though modest by the standards of my community, as gluttonous in its attitude to energy consumption, and involving gross environmental vandalism. 

But the worst of it was how to deal with this matter in my public life, as a regional campaign leader. If I speak about these things candidly, will I be accused of ‘trying to frighten people’? Or that really unforgivable sin, ‘making people feel guilty’? “Don’t people have enough on their plate without this?”, I asked myself. 

On the other hand, if I don’t do so, won’t that be grossly disrespectful, refusing to deal with people as intelligent adults? And hasn’t every generation had its burdens and challenges? On 1st July 1916, 19,000 British soldiers died on the first day of the Battle of the Somme. 19,000 – on one day! And vast numbers maimed for life. And that was only the first day! Are we so hard done by? 

And what about the millions of little Zewdies now, and the hundreds of millions of them in the future? Isn’t my first responsibility towards them? Isn’t that the first responsibility of all of us? I believe it is.

I have said that climate change poses by far the greatest threat to the world’s poor, but does that mean that Make Poverty History North East is going to abandon the fight against those other evils – trade and tax injustice, unpayable and unjust debt, and the cynical disregard for promises on aid made decades ago. Over my dead body we will! Five hundred thousand healthy young women die in labour every year for lack of a half-trained midwife – most die in agony and most leave heartbroken children. Action on climate change won’t help many of them! 

In this connection, I’ve tried to adapt the procedure of President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, who, becoming aware of the HIV/AIDS epidemic sweeping his country, told his ministers they should talk about AIDS whatever else they were talking about. So if one was giving a speech on roads, he’s talk about roads and AIDS, and so on. I try to say something about climate change, however brief, whatever else I’m talking about.
Unhappily the damage to poor communities by climate change will increase dramatically in the future unless urgent and radical action is taken. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change predicts that “the impacts of climate change will fall disproportionately upon developing countries and the poor… within all countries.” Archbishop Desmond Tutu warns of “a catastrophe that will exacerbate human suffering to a magnitude that perhaps the world has not yet seen”. 
Small wonder the anguish of Veena Khaleque, Director for Practical Action in Bangladesh. She says, “I find it almost impossible to imagine how the poor of Bangladesh will cope”, given that tens of millions of them will be displaced by rising sea levels. The gathering of 2,500 climate scientists in Copenhagen last week heard that sea level rise could displace six hundred million people worldwide by the end of the century. 
Without radical action now, warming may reduce the carrying capacity of the world to just one billion people - only about a tenth of the expected future population – according to John Schellnhuber, climate adviser to Angela Merkel. “The Earth today stands in imminent peril… ...and nothing short of a planetary rescue will save it from the environmental cataclysm”, says Professor James Hansen, NASA’s Chief Climate Scientist.
This reminds us that it is not only ‘the children of the poor’ about whom we should be concerned. Eventually, the catastrophe will certainly engulf our own children and grandchildren unless we change our ways. “How could I look my grandchildren in the eye and say I knew about this and did nothing?”, asks Sir David Attenborough. 

At this time last year, I would have been urging you on to push the government for a strong climate bill and, as you know, we got almost everything we asked for. Never before have campaigners had such cause for celebration! Unhappily, after the celebration comes the cold shower of the reality of political short-termism, in this case with the decision to expand Heathrow Airport. 

I was staggered that in the week when the Prime Minister accepted the scientific advice about the need for an 80% reduction in emissions by 2050 – and commented that “Hard choices would have to be made” - the government announced its support for a third runway at Heathrow – in the same week! A typical example of the “ineffective governance” lambasted by the 2,500 climate scientists who met in Copenhagen last week. People ask me. “David, are they mad, or merely bad?” They’re probably neither, but such decisions are both mad and bad!

As The Guardian stated, “In the end, Britain’s courageous, world-leading and scientifically rational response to climate change lived and died within the space of a few weeks… At its very first test, [the government] sided with the old, carbon-addicted economy…”  

That judgement is just, and so continues, as Churchill once put it, "The era of procrastination, of half-measures, of soothing and baffling expedients, and of delays”. However, Britain’s ‘courageous, rational response’ did not die in the hearts and minds of campaigners! It is alive and kicking, and, as a former Labour Party leader once put it, “we will fight, fight and fight again” to reverse this decision and any other such folly which follows it!
I believe that, by God’s help, the international Christian community could make its greatest contribution ever to human welfare – its greatest contribution by far - by taking a lead in this matter. As someone once said to Jim Wallace, “We are what the world’s been waiting for!” How unspeakably wonderful it would be if Robin Mark’s great hymn, “These are the days of Elijah”, turned out to be prophetic in its bold assertion, “Out of Zion’s hill salvation comes”, in this sense as well as in others!
There is a recent precedent: as Madelaine Bunting, senior columnist of The Guardian wrote in the UNESCO Courier, “All over the world, governments and experts are watching Jubilee 2000’s extraordinary success… The secret is simple but unfashionable: it is the Christian churches.” Likewise, Will Hutton: “It has been the time and energy of the churches that have given the Jubilee 2000 campaign its spine, notwithstanding Bob Geldof”. [Incidentally, I mean no disrespect for all the people of good will, of other faiths and none, who have stood with us, and express my deep gratitude in particular to those in my university, from students to senior officers, for their extraordinary support in this regard.]
Who, I ask, will speak up for poor of Bangladesh and Ethiopia and Nicaragua if Christians refuse to do so? Who, in a society based on “I want it and I want if now”, will speak up for generations yet unborn?

But so monstrous is the threat, so urgent is the need, and so exceptional are the circumstances, that I believe Christian leaders should now give serious consideration to something which would previously have been unthinkable – the possibility of a concerted campaign of peaceful civil disobedience. And they should also immediately make it clear to our political leaders that they are doing so, so great is their concern.

Please hear me out on this: First, I am not calling for civil disobedience right now! I am asking that the possibility to be given serious and urgent consideration at the highest level, and made the subject of wide consultation.
Second, in the mean time, my position remains the same as it was when, earlier this year, I was asked by the NGOs to head up the campaign against a new coal-fired power station in the North East. My non-negotiable condition was that, “All activities must be law abiding”.

Third, in such a case, we would need ‘leaders who lead’ – ‘come on leaders’, rather than ‘go on leaders’, as troops in the First World War described them. It would be very difficult to paint us as irrational extremists is we were led by Archbishop Sentamu, for example!

Finally, I add that, as a member of the only British university to honour Dr Martin Luther King – surely our finest hour! – I am hardly likely to adopt a stance of lofty moral superiority to civil disobedience as a matter of absolute principle - in any and every circumstance. 
I conclude by reminding you of the final words of President Barack Obama’s inaugural speech:  “Let it be said by our children's children that when we were tested we refused to let this journey end, that we did not turn back nor did we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's grace upon us, we carried forth that great gift of freedom and delivered it safely to future generations.”
Likewise, "Let it be said by our children's children that when we were tested we refused to let this journey end, that we did not turn back, nor did we falter; and with eyes fixed on the horizon and God's grace upon us, we carried forth that great gift of creation, our earth home, and delivered it safely to future generations." 

We stand on the cusp of history. Eager to remember the poor, we will be often in prayer for their relief. We will care for God’s good creation and for the world’s poor by living simply and with generosity ourselves, and we will speak up courageously, calling on our leaders to lead the way internationally in doing likewise. 

May God grant us grace so to do, Amen.

---------------------------------------------------

Notes: 
1) Three documents were provided by the author for participants in the Consultation:

“Climate Change – A Guide to the Scientific Consensus”;

 “Environmental Concern – a ‘New Morality’?”, centred around the comments of John Calvin (1509-1564) on Genesis 2, vs. 15;

“Carbon Fast – Carbon Diet”, some ways to reduce our carbon footprints. 
All are available on Make Poverty History NE’s website - www.mph-northeast.org.uk – scroll down until you see “Occasional papers”; they are the three top items.
2) The author is a Visiting Fellow in the School of Marine Science & Technology, Newcastle University; an Honorary Chaplain at the University; Development Coordinator of Make Poverty History North East; Chair of PANiC Stations (People Against New Coal-fired power Stations); a Board member of Jubilee Debt Campaign UK; and a Voluntary Campaigns Promoter for Tearfund.
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