
Christmas Past
Advent means “the Lord is coming”. It is a time to prepare the way of  the Lord. Traditionally Advent is a 
time of  both penance and joy. In the first two weeks we go to confession and fast. The third week is one of  
joyful anticipation, with the final week giving way giving to celebration. So the important components of  
Advent are fasting, anticipation and joy. 
Gifts are a huge part of  Christmas. The three wise men brought gifts, Baby Jesus himself  is a gift of  redemp-
tion to us. He was given to us so that we may be shown the way to live life to the full, with life itself  being 
another gift from God.
Christmas is also traditionally considered a time of  showing love, and especially to those who may otherwise 
be forgotten or marginalised. 

Christmas Present
Christmas is still a time of  great joy for many. A time of  beauty, when Christmas lights bring joy and warmth 
to an otherwise grey and dull landscape (in England anyway).
However Christmas has been hijacked. Christmas comes to an anticlimax once we have opened our presents, 
eaten the roast beast (or nut roast) and 50% of  the time been disappointed with the Doctor Who special. 
Anticipation is replaced with stressful preparation and fasting is replaced with over consumption. Even more 
alarming is our practice of  mindless consumption which has replaced the more meaningful gift buying. Our 
obsession with buying things that we do not need, and especially at Christmas is putting our world in danger. 
Pope francis explains in “Laudato Si” how wealthy countries exploit the poor, risking turning God’s creation 
into an “immense pile of  filth.” 

An Ecological Conversion is 
for life, not just for Christmas.
By the Ghosts of Christmas past, of Christmas present and of Christmas future(?)



So what is he talking about? Our forests are being destroyed, our waterways polluted, our climate is chang-
ing, we are currently undergoing our 6th mass extinction, our oceans are acidifying and there are country 
sized islands of  plastic in our oceans. And for what? A singing fish or a phone upgrade? But how does buy-
ing stuff create all this destruction and exploit the poor? Let’s take a step back from Advent and explore the 
mechanisms that connect us.

The idea of Connectivity
This is our common home. Planet Earth. It is shared 
by over 7 billion people. Every single one of  us is con-
nected in a number of  ways.

Communications and Social Media
We can talk to nearlly anyone around the world, 
meaning our families and friendships are more-
global than ever.

News
Our news is real time and global, meaning we are 
aware of  world events as they happen. This is highly 
influential on our social media.

                                                          Business
Our Businesses are global. Goods produced in once 
country may have sourced materials from many 
countries. They are then shipped and sold around the 
world, This in turn is linked to our social media, and 
advertising using internet shopping.



The Atmosphere
We all share the one atmosphere. When we emit CO2 
from our flying, driving and other burning of  fossil 
fuels we change the composition of  the atmosphere 
resulting in a changing climate which affects EVERY-
ONE.

Natural Resources
Our planet only has so many resources. We use these 
resources to make stuff (like your Christmas presents). 

Natural resources such as forests are therefore con-
nected to our businesses. They are also connected 
to our atmosphere as they produce the oxygen we 

breathe. They also reduce the amount of  CO2 in the 
atmosphere by storing it as wood. 

Weather
Our atmosphere is connected to our weather. With 
higher amounts of  CO2 in the atmosphere causing 
more unpredictable and severe weather. This in turn 
is connected to our global families and their global 
buisnesses as the weather may have huge implications 
on livelihoods, especially farming.



Today everybody is our neighbour.
Due to our connectivity today our “doorstep” is now Global. Through our social media, which links people 
around the world, our news is global, both having an impact on business (which is global) through marketing. 
Business uses resources that are extracted globally. We all share the same atmosphere. Business and atmos-
phere are intrinsically connected, as are social media and business. Everything is linked. Therefore every-
thing we do affects someone else down a long chain of  interactions. 

However it seems that these connections are unfairly loaded. for example the richest 10% is responsible for 
half  of  all global CO2 emissions whilst the poorest 50 percent emits 10 % (https://oxf.am/2t8gtGH). yet 
it is the poorest that get hit the hardest, both through an unpredictable and changing climate and also the 
effects of  habitat destruction through extractive industries such as mining and unsustainable farming. These 
extractive industries also expediate the effects of  a changing climate by limiting the Earth’s natural ability to 
regulate it.

Why does Habitat destruction matter? (and what is an extractive industry?).

This is Bob. He lives in a fictional rainforest. The forest gives him 
everything he needs. Food, medicine, timber, happiness, nutri-
ent cycling, clean air, clean water, as well as providing spiritual 
significance. There are many Animals and plant species that all 
contribute to a healthey and resilient ecosystem, giving him a sus-
tainable livelihood and a future. He is not rich in terms of money 
or posessions but his life is dignified. 

One day a rich businessperson comes and offers Bob a large sum of 
money to extract some resources from his land. He wants wood for 
Christmas cards, feed for animals for Christmas lunch and gold for 
new smartphones.

“Wow” Says Bob.

Bob starts working for the businessperson. It is unclear in this case 
whether he was forced to accept the deal or whether he was blinded by 
the sum of the payment. Both methods happen. Either way he chops and 
burns the forest down. Some of the wood went for timber. Most of the 
forest was burnt just to clear it.



If  our economic model is driven on the model of  infinite growth on a planet with very limited resources and 
all things we buy come from somewhere; do we really consider what the true cost of  that thing is? Con-
flict minerals and habitat destruction, poor working conditions and even slavery in manufacturing. Carbon 
emissions leading to climate change. The plastic islands in our oceans. The pollution from mining polluting 
drinking water.

It is not just at Christmas that we are exploiting others. The characteristics of  the lifestyle of  the richest few 
define our culture. And it is perhaps surprising to find that this lifestyle which is entirely unsupportable by 
the planet we live on can be defined by a couple of  long-haul flights a year, daily car usage, regular shop-
ping sprees and a meaty diet; a fairly normal western lifestyle. Even those of  us who believe we are “green” 
can realise that we are part of  this top few responsible for the largest share in ecological destruction. So this 
destructive behaviour has become the norm, we go along with it, only noticing it rearing its ugly head at 
Christmas when it reaches its flamboyantly greedy yearly climax. Christmas is more than ever a wake up call 
to salvation. By failing to recognise the nature of  our current lifestyle, we fail to realise that climate change 
and habitat destruction, poverty, and ill health are an unfortunate consequence of  our daily lives. Our cul-
ture has become idiosyncratic to our well meaning lives as disciples. That is; it is unintentionally and often 
unknowingly contrary to our mission.

On some of the land Bob grows soya beans and maize for the busi-
nessperson. These crops are grown to feed to animals. So that we 
can have meat cheaper for our Christmas lunch. He now manages a 
monotonous monocrop and is getting sick because of the pesticides 
he is using. 

On some of the land Bob mines for Gold for the businessperson’s 
smartphones. He digs and digs. His life is highly dangerous. His work 
is no longer dignified.  Soon there is nothing left to dig. All the gold 
and iron is gone, the chemicals used to extract the gold has con-
taminated his drinking water. He can no longer farm as the rain has 
washed away all the soil that the forest once held in place.

Bob has run out of money. He would return to his dignified life 
carefully living from the forest but it is gone. All the food, medicine, 
timber, happiness, animals, nutrient cycling, clean air, clean water, 
carbon capturing are gone. 
Meanwhile someone enjoys yet another phone upgrade, wrapped in 
paper and a turkey that is far, far too big. The businessperson gets a 
bonus.



Pope Francis states “Regrettably, many efforts to seek concrete solutions to the environmental crisis have 
proved ineffective, not only because of  powerful opposition but also because of  a more general lack of  inter-
est. Obstructionist attitudes, even on the part of  believers, can range from denial of  the problem to indiffer-
ence, nonchalant resignation or blind confidence in technical solutions.”

Christmas Future (?)
Let’s think about the story of  the rich man and the beggar Lazarus, and how he made himself  so comfort-
able that he blinded himself  to the needs of  the beggar on his doorstep. He forgot his neighbour and mar-
ginalised him. Our culture has become one that marginalises its global neighbour. We are the rich man. We 
are Scrooge. Our global neighbour could be seen as Tiny Tim. Not helpless, but undermined by Scrooge’s 
actions. In the same way that in a Christmas Carol, the Ghost of  Christmas future shows Scrooge the effects 
of  his actions should he not change his lifestyle, we ask you to look at the way we are normalising destructive 
habits and make a change.

Advent provides a perfect opportunity to do this. The fasting during Advent is how we are called to live our 
lives in preparation for the second coming. Popes John Paul II and Francis both say that the way to achieve 
this is through what Pope John Paul II coins the “Ecological Conversion”. This Ecological Conversion could 
be defined as “the effects of  their encounter with Jesus Christ become evident in their relationship with the 

world around us”. The world here being the whole of  creation. 
How can we say this is true when we are showing a complete lack of  love towards our global neighbours 
in our destructive behaviour, in order to show what we believe is love in gift buying towards our immediate 
neighbour? Pope Francis continues: “Living our vocation to be protectors of  God’s handiwork is essential to 
a life of  virtue; it is not an optional or a secondary aspect of  our Christian experience”



Jesus made himself  a gift to us through becoming part of  creation at christmas. He was physically part of  the 
planet, atoms that made up his body during his life become something new through nutrient cycling. If  Jesus 
is an inseparable part of  creation which in turn is a gift from God to us, and our lives were a gift from god as 
was all of  creation. We then are called to be stewards of  creation. 
Through our consumption we turn God’s gift of  creation into an “immense pile of  filth”, we turn our lives 
away from the freedom to love God in order to be slaves to earthly things and in doing so remove the dignity 
from ourselves and our global neighbours, who’s livelihood, health and freedoms are destroyed through our 
thoughtless actions.

In a Muppets Christmas Carol scrooge is confronted with the ghosts of  christmas. Who try to show him that 
his greed is not only making himself  miserable but he is actively harming those around him with his individ-
ualistic lifestyle. Scrooge undergoes his ecological conversion at the hands of  the Ghost of  Christmas future. 
He is shown the future if  he doesn’t change his ways. Tiny Tim is dead, the one who was most dependant on 
Scrooge’s help. There is also a mysterious man whose death has brought great joy to many people. Scrooge 
asks:

“who is this man who’s death has brought so much joy to others?” 

The Ghost of  Christmas future points at a grave. Scrooge obviously realises it was his own and asks;

“are these the shadows of  things that will be? or are they the shadows of  things that may be only? These 
events can be changed. A life can be made right. Why would you show me this if  I was beyond all hope?”

Having been shown the future consequences of  his lifestyle, Scrooge has a complete change of  heart and 



mind. He wakes up. Promises to honour Christmas and keep it all year round. He sets to work redeeming 
himself. He finds Tiny Tim alive and brings the town together for a feast, and as Gonzo tells us; he was bet-
ter than his word and became like an uncle to Tiny Tim. In this moment Scrooge becomes a disciple.
The word Disciple means: “A follower or pupil of  a teacher, leader, or philosopher” with the root of  the 
word meaning “to learn”. Scrooge has not only leant how his actions are harming others but has understood 
and has acted, he has left his nets by the shore and followed Jesus. 
Much as scrooge woke up a changed man, we are called to wake up to reality. Advent reminds us that we are 
awaiting the saviour. We must not be found asleep when the bridegroom comes a’knockin’. 
we must not be found asleep being wasteful and swept along with a society that has products and individual-
ism at its heart rather than love of  God, neighbour and creation. In order to be disciples we must listen and 
learn to the call for continual conversion. We need to wake up to this ecological conversion, which allows us 
to celebrate advent all year round, in preparing ourselves for our meeting with our saviour. 
This resonates with Scrooges conversion: “I will honour christmas and try to keep it all the year. I will live my 
life in the past the present and the future”.

Jesus shows us the way to be redeemed from this fallen society. If  Christmas has become the epitome of  
a greedy culture that destroys the gift of  life and creation, then the celebration of  Christmas itself  needs 
changing as well as our entire culture, and perhaps the wake up call we all need.
Like the Ghost of  Christmas future itself, this subject may be terrifying. But I would like to re-highlight 
scrooge’s question “why would you show me this if  i was beyond all hope?” What would be the point of  we 
three ghosts of  christmas showing you this if  we thought we were beyond hope?

We are not beyond hope. We have an opportunity to understand the habits and ideals that characterise our 
wasteful culture. The defining elements of  this culture such as an infinite growth economy, individualistic 
lifestyles and over consumption should not be compatible with a conscience informed of  our planet’s current 
emergency. However a true life of  discipleship should lead to earth-regenerative acts, sacrifice, building com-
munity and active opposition to ecological destruction. This is where our true happiness lies, not in the false 
promises of  materialism and over consumption, but in a life mission, a sense of  belonging and a re-building 
of  community.

So how can we be disciples at christmas? Through living an ecologically converted life we can look after our 
global neighbours, through acts that have far reaching effects into the future, by ensuring there is a planet 
with enough resources, beauty, wildlife and ecosystems for future generations, that like Scrooge we live in the 
past, the present and the future.

We can make a change by using our planets connectivity. By changing our lifestyles we can empower the 
poor and protect nature and the environment. Is what is seen as a sacrifice really a sacrifice? Reducing flying, 
driving, meat eating and clothes buying? Or are these an opportunity to love our global neighbours and at 
the same time cut ourselves free from the slavery of  materialism and individualism and build community?

We should be evangelising as agents of  change and stewards of  creation. We need to change our hearts and 
minds in order to act and start a new era of  kindness and goodwill. And what better time to start than at 
Christmas.

“God bless us…Everyone!”

Written by John Paul de Quay with contributions from Edward de Quay and Eleanor Margetts, in Advent 
2017, for the Ecological Conversion Group https://www.facebook.com/EcoConversionGroup/
Illustrations copyright John Paul de Quay 2017 www.jpdequay.com
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Practical gift buying advice:
Reducing stress and cost:

With money saving expert Martin Lewis. Excellent ways of  reducing stress and unrealistic expectations of  
gift giving: http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/money-saving-tips/9689707/Martin-Lew-
is-Its-time-to-ban-Christmas-presents.html 

Buy second hand gifts. Why buy new books, games, dvd’s? 

Reuse wrapping paper. 

Consider giving to charities that use these global connections and community building.:

These Gifts usually send a card to someone, dedicating your donation as a gift to them.

World Gifts are CAFOD’s alternative charity gifts that transform lives:
https://worldgifts.cafod.org.uk/

The Passage do excellent work caring for the homeless in London:
http://passage.org.uk/donate/
Alternatively donate or volunteer at a homeless shelter near you.

Aid to the Church in Need provide support and care in areas of  the world where the church is persecuted.
https://acnuk.org/get-involved/gifts-of-faith/

Buying ethically sourced goods:

Ethical superstore
https://www.ethicalsuperstore.com/

Traidcraft
http://www.traidcraft.co.uk/

Ethical stamps to look out for:

Further reading:
The story of stuff by Annie Leonard - An incredible book. Essential. Check it is in your library before buy-
ing. Or give it to someone else when you are done. Also check out the website and youtube channel for easy 
to understand animated videos. https://storyofstuff.org/

George Monbiot is an outspoken journalist. He makes complete sense most of the time and well worth read-
ing to keep yourself informed. 
https://www.theguardian.com/profile/georgemonbiot

For more contemporary examples a columnist known as Inspect a gadget is a perfect example of highlight-
ing pointless money spending. https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/series/inspect-a-gadget   
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