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Jesus tells a story of a father who
has two sons. One of them asks for
his inheritance from the father in

advance, which the father gives him,
setting the scene for the rest of the
story. The impatient son sets off for the
big city, spending all his father’s
resources until he has nothing, and is
thus reduced to degrading work and
close to death. He has rejected his
father and brother, put his trust in
materialism and shallowness and been
left to die far from home.

He would gladly have filled himself
with the pods that the pigs were
eating; and no one gave him
anything. (Luke 15:16) 

At this point in the story we find
ourselves. 

Wasting our inheritance
It all began, innocently around 10,000
years ago, with the discovery that grain,
if carefully processed, can produce both
bread and beer. Bread gives humans a
mild high and allows us to wean children
earlier and thus reproduce more
efficiently. Beer gives us a comforting
low and creates dependency. Grain is an
opportunist; it can lie dormant for ages
and grows when more sturdy plants
have been destroyed by flood, fire or
human action. It was to human action
above all that the fate of grain was most
successfully hitched. Humans and
grains became dependent on one
another but at huge cost.

Unlike meat, berries and edible leaves,
this wonder-plant of civilisation took
goodness out of the soil without giving
anything back. The more the land was
worked for grain, the weaker the soil
became and the more land humans

needed. Borders became frontiers of
expansion as the first of our inheritance
was laid to waste to support grain.

Since there is only so much good
earth to conquer, it is possible that we
humans would have become extinct by
now, but as luck would have it we made
another amazing discovery. Deep in the
earth were fossil fuels on which we
could base our chemical fertilisers. We
utilised huge underground water
sources, which we could drill into, to re-
irrigate the crumbling overworked earth. 

This Green Revolution of the mid-
twentieth century, as it was called,
saved lives and allowed for even greater
human reproduction. But this has only
ever been a temporary solution. This
revolution in agricultural technique was
the second and most devastating stage
of our alienation and wasteful misuse of
our common treasury after our
domestication of, and by, grain. 

God has given the good earth as a
common treasury for all but we have
squandered it in material and political
advancements that lead only to
destruction. We know that we cannot go
back in time and un-discover fossil fuels
or agricultural farming or the green
revolution. 

What is done is done and the climate
is in chaos as we try and throw off our
habit of domination. We cannot go back
but neither can we stay as we are.
Carrying on as usual is like sleepwalking
into a tsunami. The wonderful thing
about Jesus’ story is that the son does
find a way back. The son returns to his
father despite the risk of rejection or
punishment. 

A prodigal people?
Keith Hebden challenges us to stop squandering our inheritance and to begin the
journey home

But when he came to himself he said,
‘How many of my father’s hired hands
have bread enough and to spare, but
here I am dying of hunger! I will get
up and go to my father, and I will say
to him, “Father, I have sinned against
heaven and before you; I am no
longer worthy to be called your son;
treat me like one of your hired
hands.”’ (Luke 15:23,24)

With the prospect of a miserable
future he returned. But, before he can
get close enough for indignant servants
to kill him right there on the spot, his
father rushes out to meet him and throw
protective and welcoming arms around
him. It is the returning that saves both
father and son. And it is a journey home
that we need to make as a human race
in relation to the earth, our despoiled
common treasury.

Coming to our senses
‘Peak oil’ is a term used to describe the
moment when our natural inheritance
begins to run out – when the amount of
the world’s stocks of oil that we have
consumed is greater than the amount
remaining and yet to be exploited. We
may have already passed that peak, or
it may be just ahead of us; the reality is
that we cannot know. Peak oil is
inevitable as we use more each day of a
finite resource. The party is over but will
we, like the son in the story, ‘come to
our senses’ and return home? Will we
make that journey back to a life more
simple and resilient? 

As our climate drastically changes and
food and shelter become increasingly
precarious, we are discovering that
‘sustainability’ is just another word for
self-delusion. Since environmental
shocks are inevitable, what we need is

‘A commonwealth for all’
We are invited to reconsider our position in relation to Creation and see ourselves as

distinct but no longer separate from the rest
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to find ways to be as resilient as we can
to whatever future we may face.

Resilience and resistance go hand in
glove. The most powerful systems in
the world control our fuel and food. Just
four companies, nicknamed the ABCD
Group, manage nearly all the grain
traded globally. 95% of our food relies
on fossil fuels one way or another.
Resilience is our ability to absorb
shocks as local communities. There are
at least two shocks waiting for us: first,
we have probably already passed peak
oil and the price of food and fuel will
only go up from now on; second, our
climate is changing and the land will
need to cope with increasingly extreme
weather conditions. 

People often try to find technological
fixes that can allow us to sustain
economic growth or materialistic
lifestyles without depleting the planet’s
resources. Sustainability, it turns out,
isn’t sustainable. We will face a world
with higher temperatures, and higher
heating and eating bills, until eventually,
when we’ve finished fighting over
whatever is left of the stuff they call
‘black gold’, we discover whether
humans will survive: are we resilient? 

Homecoming and the welcoming
banquet
By creating local resilience we both
enrich and empower the local economy
and community, and wean ourselves off
the global markets that cast us aside at
the slightest whim. Groups all over the
world have begun to experiment with
this kind of resistance and many of
these groups call themselves ‘Transition
Initiatives’.

A Transition Initiative, often located in
a discrete geographical area like a
town, estate or other neighbourhood, is
an attempt to find local solutions to the
global problem of oil dependence.
These groups assert that powering
down is both desirable and necessary
and that we have the wherewithal to do
it if we work co-operatively and look for
a broad local consensus; shared
wisdom. 

The first Transition Initiative began in
the town of Totnes, in the south-west of
England. When I moved to Gloucester I
discovered an emerging Transition
Initiative focused around the city and

there are emerging Transition Initiatives
all over the country and around the
world. What these groups are
discovering is an ability to move from
linear systems, where we find ways to
manage the disposal of waste, to flow
systems, which find ways to eliminate
the very concept of waste. Rather than
squander resources, Transition Initiatives
try to let them be a borrowed gift,
returning to replenish the earth and for
others to inherit after us. 

For those of us who have been taught
in recent centuries that we are to
dominate and steward over nature, this
has been a tough call. We are invited to
reconsider our position in relation to
Creation and see ourselves as distinct
but no longer separate from the rest.
We are returning home, having come to
our senses, because we are realising
this blue-green planet is the home we
left behind and the inheritance we have
squandered. And in turning around and
heading back into the protective and
welcoming arms of Creation we are
discovering the earth’s generous
abundance – the feast that is a life well
lived in community with all Creation. 

A commonwealth for all
There have been other times and places
where our alienation from land and one
another have been challenged. The
1650s heralded Britain’s
‘Commonwealth’, as Oliver Cromwell’s
supporters did the theologically
unthinkable and removed the head of
God’s representative on earth, King
Charles I. The national experiment didn’t
last long but its legacy in local religious
uprisings lives on in constantly renewed
experiment. The dissenting radicals of
the time included: the Society of
Friends, or Quakers; the Levellers; the
Fifth Monarchists; the Diggers; and the
Ranters. 

Among these radical Christians were
the ‘true levellers’ or Diggers led by
Gerard Winstanley. A prolific writer and
Christian communist, his proposition
that the land was a ‘common treasure
for all’ led him to demand of Cromwell
that he complete the revolution by
throwing down the landlords and priests
who exploited and fenced off common
land. Winstanley gathered about him a
group of people committed to a simple
experiment in common ownership and
partnership. They dug the commons

together and shared the fruit of their
labours, each according to need. Sadly,
this revolution was short-lived; the
community was quickly and violently
driven from the land.

But the legacy of the Diggers lives on:
their music has been popularised by
Leon Rosselson, Billy Bragg and
Chumbawumba, and in a very humble
way their vision and their story has been
recently revisited. Fewer than a dozen
people, living in the rural and highly
militarised county of Gloucestershire,
England, meet in the form of a ‘Digger’s
Agape’.

The liturgy of the Digger’s Agape is
based around some of Winstanley’s
writings and the food and entertainment
is brought by the guests; the only
stipulation is that what we bring with us
must be something that has ‘never been
bought or sold’, a serious challenge in
bleak wintry England where our
dependence is almost entirely on
supermarkets.

In our first attempt we gathered with
some uncertainty; many of us brought
things we felt were not entirely free.
Some were more obviously free of the
trappings of capital: surplus vegetables
from a co-operative bio-dynamic farm
nearby; a road-kill pheasant; some
foraged greens; homespun, foraged
wool.

A controversial gas drilling technique
which was stopped after triggering
earthquakes near Blackpool could be
re-started.

The company involved, Cuadrilla,
says it has accepted stringent
recommendations from experts who
say hydraulic fracturing should be
allowed to continue at the Preese
Hall well in Lancashire.

see page 16

When will the prodigal return?

continued
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The group has developed in
awareness of how our lives depend on a
flagging fossil-fuel-hungry system. Little
wonder we have turned to planning for
action. In April 1649 Winstanley and his
friends took spade to earth and began
to change the world. Those who meet
for the Digger’s Agape are inspired to
do the same. 

To gather and share of God’s good
earth, to dig the land, to hear some
400-year-old wisdom read and prayed
through into our own context, is a gentle
invitation to a broad audience of
Christians into a more honest politic and
more concrete spirituality than Sunday
mornings usually allow.

There are many directions a group like
this might turn in the future: guerrilla
gardening, seed bombing, orchard
planting, Land Share, community
agriculture, and others not yet thought
up. What makes this a revolution is that
the exchange of goods and labour are
woven into the exchange of ideas.

A journey home
Paradise lost is paradise regained. We
may not want to return to the
‘innocence’ of our pre-civilised world,
although in the long term we may have
little choice. Just as we have

domesticated nature so nature has
domesticated us. From the partnership’s
beginning, grain has exploited human
desire and taken more of the earth from
the perennial soil-nurturing plants that
actively sustain the earth. Just as we
have colonised and exploited Creation
so it has exploited us in return.
Humanity cannot take full responsibility
for the mess we are in since nature has
always been our pliant partner in crime.
Humans did not wake up one morning
and decide, ‘Hey, let’s screw up the
environment’; we, as products of our
environment, responded to other
environmental factors such as fault lines
that produce mineral-rich earth, animals
that respond well to domestication and
annual plants that serve our evolving
needs. We may be the only sentient
players in the game but the chaos we
have created has been a slowly
developing change in human relations to
the world around us. This matters
because the temptation to hand-wringing
and guilt-tripping is strong in many of us
and may prevent us from seeing our
worth as partners of Creation that can
turn around and go back home to a
reconciliation with the world. 

Like well-kept zoo animals we wouldn’t
survive very long in the wilds, despite
our sophistication and knowledge. What

we need then is re-wilding or rather to
become spiritually and practically feral
communities. Uncivilised behaviours are
a sign of hope because they remind us
that there is more to human nature than
our carefully constructed reality can
contain. 

Humanity has gone as far as possible
in a linear understanding of the universe
and has reached the end of the road.
We cannot endlessly consume
resources, produce waste and look for
more resources. The political structures
we have put in place to protect and
serve us stand in the way of our journey
home to a more respectful relationship
with Creation. Since the discovery of
fossil fuels we have killed one another
and our planet with increasing
devastation and efficiency. Before all is
lost we must regain our feral spirituality
– let our spirits and societies name and
challenge the myths of civilisation – and
the memory of freedom in order to
begin a new journey: a journey home. n

Keith Hebden is an Anglican Priest and
'Seeking Justice' Adviser for Mansfield
Deanery. His latest book Seeking Justice: The
Radical Compassion of God is out in January
2013 with Circle Books.

CEL member Ed Beale has recently
completed a 233 mile sponsored walk for
Ringsfield EcoCentre where next year’s CEL
Retreat will be held (25-27 October) 


