Focus Group 8.

Deepening our reverence for creation so that we are compelled by our faith to care for the earth.             

                                                                                                                                     Sharing Songs, Stories, and Experiences of Reverence  

Let’s listen to the laughter of a child

as she tries to catch the gently falling leaves,

Listen to the love song of the wild,

Listen to the laughter of a child....  (Gordon Matthews)  

Flying in the skies over the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge we know that wilderness can heal, even if all we know is that it is there. (Don)

Walking through the limestone gorges in the south of England we are overcome with the beauty of the trees and the rocks. (Gordon)

Canoeing in the Boundary Waters of Minnesota/Ontario and along the Canadian coast of Lake Superior, in the rising winds and waves, we learn again and again: we are not in control: we are, indeed, saved by grace through faith. (Andrew and Jim)

Canoeing in Algonquin Provincial Park, camping on a lonely lake at dusk, we hear a cry in the distance.  Is it a woman wailing?  We hear another cry, and another.  Now, in awe we realize, it is a serenade of wolves. (Bruce)

Hiking along the Appalachian Trail in Pennsylvania, discovering beauty and simplicity in nature all around us.  (Konrad)

Hanging laundry out in the backyard, sun shining, wind blowing, flowers blooming;  facing the forest in Estes Park, Colorado, thanking the trees, apologizing to them, hearing them say, “apology does not change the fact we are dying.” (Pat)

Documenting our Witness
Pond naturalization/restoration on a high school campus.    An environmental assessment team of students, including Konrad and Andrew,  has formed to “green” the campus.  One project is to take a large stormwater management pond  and convert it to a natural habitat area, thereby getting an experience of reverence of creation back into high school.  Raising awareness about creation care is critical to making the changes we need to make in how we live.  How can we students get started on this project?    The project could be a teaching experience for other students in the process of its creation as well as in the result.  Seek to engage other students in the dream, the design, and the implementation of the project.  Visit natural ponds in the area, noting what plants and animals are there.   Seek help from professional “restorationists” in the area such as David Robertson (Executive Director, Pennypack Ecological Restoration Trust  -  www.pennypacktrust.org).  Could churches be involved and see this as a creation care ministry?  Get people interested in this project by finding out what their values are, and then sharing with them how those values are embedded in your project.  With church people this might be the value of scripture, not only the written word, but God’s word in the “book” of creation.

Orchard Gardening Near a School.  A school near where Gordon lives in England has bought an old orchard adjacent to the schoolyard to serve as a buffer from surrounding development.  Gordon and others are part of  a visionary group that is trying to re-conceive the town as a “transition town” - the vision of Rob Hopkins who has written, The Transition Handbook: From oil dependency to local resilience.  How could the orchard be managed as a part of this transition vision?  It could be a source of local fruit production.   It could be a community gardening effort, or perhaps a beginning of community supported agriculture in the area.  What about a friends of the orchard group?  The orchard/garden could be a teaching center for the school, part of the curriculum.

Living more lightly on the planet, one household at a time.  Pat has been visiting households to talk with people about supporting efforts to “green” our  church buildings and wants to broaden the conversation to address our homes.  Too often the changes we need to make are seen as burdens and sacrifices we need to take on; people are more likely to change if there is a more attractive alternative that they can get excited about and for which the needed changes are made with joy.  Reverence is key -- reverence for creation, like the reverence we feel for a newborn, is what will change hearts.  How can we elicit this reverence for creation within our faith communities?  We must shift our “story” of creation from one that leaves us seeing the earth as something that we are to dominate and use, to  a story that sees us humans as caregivers of the earth which is revelatory of God.

Connecting wilderness preservation with “most folks.” (who may never go to the wilderness).  Don wonders: how can this be done?   More wild and green spaces within cities could evoke a reverence for creation that would translate to larger preserves elsewhere.  Organized walks in nearby wild and natural areas (even if not pristine wilderness) can put people in touch with the values inherent in creation.  Video documentaries such as the Planet Earth Series can help, though perhaps not a substitute for direct experience of nature.  Poetry, songs, stories may be effective, especially stories that connect the destruction of creation with human suffering.

Connecting environmental moral concern and care outside the Christian faith with faith related care for creation.  Bruce wonders; how can this be done?   Gandhi, in reflecting on the divisions between various religious traditions, said that, rather than each of us giving up our faith in order to reach the lowest common denominator, we each need to deepen our faith until we reach the point where nothing more divides us.      

Green cottages and gardens at a church retreat/conference center.  Jim is part of  earth ministry at Dayspring, a silent retreat farm and conference center which grew out of an ecumenical Christian Church in Washington, DC (The Church of the Saviour).   The earth ministry has begun a building project called “Simple Gifts,” which now consists of two staff cottages, a community garden, an all-year solar greenhouse under construction, with more gardens and a nature and arts teaching “barn” to come.  The cottages are small, well-insulated, passive and active solar, and are nearly zero net energy.  Individuals and groups from churches, nature centers, county government, and other organizations come for “tours” which provide an opportunity to explore how we can all live differently in this time of profound climate change and to witness and converse about the spiritual grounding of this effort to find ways to live more justly and compassionately for the earth and all its people.  

Summary Statement
We witness to the sacredness and interconnectedness of all life on earth, and we confess our responsibility for causing the brokenness and imbalance in creation.
We are called to foster a right relationship with the earth, to act to restore balance and harmony in creation, and to invite others to join in that restoration.

recorded by Jim Hall

