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MADOC CAIRNS

Openness to the future 
makes hope invaluable; it 
also makes it unreliable

I’m of an age where my 
friends and peers have 
reached that stage of our 
progression to the grave 
commonly termed 

“settling down”. Erstwhile young bravos 
are tentatively investigating upholstery 
and kitchen goods. Formerly footloose 
artists are sizing up mortgage contracts. 
Red-hot revolutionaries are stealing 
sheepish glances at pram catalogues. The 
ongoing collapse of print journalism is 
likely to spare me from the gadarene 
stampede towards propriety – but no 
man is an island.  

In that spirit, I was surprised to find 
that several of my friends were strongly 
considering adopting children rather 
than bearing their own. Their reasoning 
– shared by a surprising number of young 
people – is that the ongoing implosion of 
our planet’s ecology makes bringing new 
life into the world questionably ethical. 

Controversial conclusions, but not 
baseless ones. Arable land, raw materials, 
freshwater, fertiliser, fish – all are being 
depleted faster than they can be replaced. 
The “developed world” is expending 
resources at a rate that would require 
three planets to sustain. And our grim 
present will likely be followed by a bleak 
future. For the last 60 years, every decade 
has been warmer than the last. 

But human beings have raised children 
in the worst of circumstances before. 
Having kids in the midst of wars, plagues 
and natural disasters is probably the 
norm as far as human history is 
concerned. The future might be dark – 
but not having children doesn’t make it 
any brighter. Or greener. 
Overconsumption – not overpopulation – 
is the rotten tap root of the climate crisis. 
Pope Francis is right to insist that 
indigenous peoples have a lot to teach us. 
Pre-colonial societies often combined 
high populations with sustainable ways 
of life. Contrary to the claims of 
contemporary eco-Jeremiahs, 
environmental ruin isn’t an intrinsic 
quality of the human species. 

But avoiding catastrophe now requires 
a dramatic and intentional change in 
how our civilisation functions. That such 
a change isn’t, at present, happening isn’t 
down to human stupidity or greed.  Most 
people, at some level, accept change is 
necessary. Money, energy, resources – the 
technical means to change our way of life 
– we have these. But what we don’t have 
is indispensable. We don’t have hope. 

How should Christians respond to all 
this? We can say that political alternatives 
ought to be found; that people should be 
re-evangelised. But these proposals only 
describe a hopeful future; they don’t 
outline what it would take to get us there. 
It’s easy to understand that we need hope. 
It’s more difficult to work out what that 
means in practice.   

Hope tends to be like that; slippery, 
contrary, even mischievous. In his poem, 
“Hope”, George Herbert describes 
offering a variety of useful or hard-won 
objects to the figure of Hope – only for 
Hope to give him richly symbolic but 
completely impractical items in return. 
Openness to the future makes hope 
invaluable: it also makes it unreliable.  

This unreliability can be hard to accept 
if you instinctively see human life as 
instrumental, about enforcing order on 
chaos – about control. In politics, in 
religion, in our interpersonal 
relationships, we naturally look to shape 
and direct – not to let go and to let be.  

It’s not possible to control everything, 
of course – which is why our 
contemporary obsession with control 
concludes in – and feeds on – despair. 
Both tendencies are, in some ways, 
attractive – because both are grounded in 
refusal; a refusal to trust, to be 
vulnerable, to be changed. Having hope, 
on the other hand, opens us up to 
tragedy: the very thing our collective 
control-freakery is expected to preclude. 

So recovering hope in the future might 
rest, counter-intuitively, in recognising 
we can’t control it. Building a sustainable 
relationship with the natural world 
requires a recognition that we can’t bend 
nature to human desires – and we 
shouldn’t try to. And rather than look to 
children for what they can do for us – as 
expressions or reflections of adult 
concerns – perhaps we should consider 
that children might be important 
precisely because they don’t do anything.  

Children are absolutely dependent; 
absolutely vulnerable. They exist only in 
order to exist. Doing so, they illuminate 
something fundamental to the rest of us: 
that Creation is a gift, not 
an instrument. That 
insight might not be 
sufficient to bring hope to 
a hopeless age. But it’s not 
a bad place to begin. 

 
Madoc Cairns is a graduate student at Oriel 
College, University of Oxford. 

Regular Mass & Service Times

Sunday 18:00 (Saturday Vigil)
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Opening hours 

The church is open daily from 07:30 to 18:30.

Confessions

Monday to Friday: 12:00 -13:00

Saturday: 10:00 – 12:00

Also by request. Please phone

to make an appointment.

Please phone 020-7493-7811

for more information 

www.farmstreet.org.uk

University webinar last week has been a 
“wake-up call”. This would mean starting to 
reverse the “one-state reality” in the West  
Bank; lifting the Gaza siege; and addressing 
the discrimination felt by many Arabs in Israel. 
(Quoting the recent remark by Bezalel 
Smotrich, leader of the far-right Religious 
Zionist Party and another potential coalition 
partner of Netanyahu’s, that “Arabs are citizens 
of Israel, for now, at least”, Susser invited his 
mainly Jewish audience in the US and Europe 
to imagine being told they were citizens of 
their home countries “for now at least”.)   

Susser is surely right that efforts to return 
to the old top-down “peace process” are 
doomed for the foreseeable future. Drawn 
reluctantly into the conflict, US President Joe 
Biden should now focus on the advancement 
of all Palestinians to a measure of freedom, 
security and livelihood. Hamas’ influence 
grows in direct relation to the suppression of 
those rights. Israel – and the world –  can be 
as tough on Hamas as it chooses; but it will 
not lead to peace unless it is also tough on 
the causes of Hamas.  

 
Donald Macintyre was the Independent’s 
Jerusalem bureau chief for eight years 
between 2004 and 2012. He won the Next 
Century Foundation’s Peace through Media 
Award in 2011 and has previously been 
shortlisted for the Orwell Prize for Journalism 
and for the Martha Gellhorn Prize for 
Journalism. His books include Gaza: 
Preparing for Dawn (Oneworld Publications).
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