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Restoring creation with faith
By Robert C. Blezard

The environment is arguably the most important issue humanity will
face in the next generation. Climate change, projected expansion of
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fossil fuel use, pollution and a population explosion will tax the Earth’s
resources as never before. Many scientists wonder if our planet will
be habitable for our descendants unless we change course. What is a
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Christian response?
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Exercise 1: God’s creation

Because our bodies are a temple of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:19), we should
not only refrain from poisoning our health with drugs, alcohol, sloth and bad
food, but also exercise, eat right and optimize health.
Similarly, since the Earth is God’s creation whose care is entrusted to us (Genesis 1), why should we not only refrain from practices that degrade the planet,
but also work to create systems of energy use and resource management that
increases sustainability?

Exercise 2: Lifestyle changes
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• What changes have you made to “green” your lifestyle, such as driving less,
walking more, driving a smaller car, recycling, using reusable grocery bags,
insulating your house, buying less stuff, turning down your thermostat,
using less water or switching to energy-efficient light bulbs? What are other
steps?
• What’s keeping you from doing all you can?

8765 W. Higgins Rd.
Chicago, IL 60631
(800) 638-3522, Ext. 2540
lutheran@thelutheran.org
www.thelutheran.org

• If everyone in your community, state or our country did their best, what
could we achieve?
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How does your congregation model environmental practices and educate
members about them? Lutherans Restoring Creation’s website (www.lutheransrestoringcreation.org) offers a wide range of resources for “Churches/Green
Teams” to lead in such areas as energy efficiency, alternative energy use (such as
solar panels), recycling, community plot farming, water use, green landscaping
and building use.

• How can your congregation be a leader?

Exercise 3: Green church
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Exploring those resources, discuss ways that your congregation could establish a “Green Team” or become more environmentally friendly. Create a plan
of projects that could be done immediately, in the short term and eventually.
Then estimate their cost. Give this list to your congregational leadership for
implementation.

Exercise 4: Activism
Reprints:
Permission is granted for
individuals, small groups
and congregations to
reproduce this study guide
for local use.

Tell us:
Do you find this guide
helpful? Send comments and suggestions to
rcblezard@embarqmail.
com

Imploring people to get active in his cause, Martin Luther King Jr. wrote in
The Letter from Birmingham Jail: “Human progress never rolls in on wheels of
inevitability; it comes through the tireless efforts of men [and women] willing
to be co-workers with God, and without this hard work, time itself becomes an
ally of the forces of social stagnation.”
• What is true about this observation?
• What role did churches play in the civil rights movement?
• In today’s environmental crisis, what are the similarities to the civil rights
movement regarding justice, urgency, people being harmed or threatened,
and the moral rightness of the cause?
• Why and how should churches educate and urge people to action?
• If nothing is done, how will time itself become an ally to environmental
destruction?
• What could you do as a congregation or synod?

Exercise 5: Worldview change
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In movies of the 1940s and 1950s, ever notice how many characters smoke
compared to nowadays? In the short lifetime of our grandparents, we’ve
transitioned from a largely smoking culture to a largely nonsmoking culture.
Discuss:
• What were the public policy and education efforts that made that possible?
• Could a similar crusade to clean up the environment be as successful?
• What public policy initiatives could help encourage energy conservation,
reduce consumer waste, increase recycling, and result in cleaner air, water
and land?
• Are there public and private education programs that could raise awareness
and change behavior?
• What could your church do?

Exercise 6: Love our neighbor

Jesus commands us to love our neighbors as ourselves. If you were warned
(page 2 of 3)
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that cooking with your barbecue grill was going to burn down your neighbor’s house, what principles of Christian love and morality would compel you
to stop using it? Since credible scientists tell us that our use of energy and
resources is harming our neighbors now and could imperil the earth for future
generations, what responsibility do we have to our “neighbors” who will be
born 100 or 1,000 years from now?
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Exercise 7: Population explosion

The world’s population was 2 billion in 1927, according to the U.S. Census
Bureau, which projects it will be 8 billion in 2026. So in the 100 years from
1927 to 2026 the world’s population will have increased four times.
• What stress has that put on the Earth’s resources of air, water, food and
land?
• In what ways has population increase contributed to today’s environmental
crises?
• Since population is only expected to increase, how will that make solutions
more difficult?

Exercise 8: Hope

What is the role of Christian hope in our healing prayers for a terminally sick
patient? And the role of hope in continuing that patient’s therapy? How do you
explain it when a “terminal” patient recovers?
With so many complex problems, today’s environmental crises can be
overwhelming. What is the role of “hope” in our continued prayers for
the earth? In raising our voices? In educating one another? In raising our
voices and pushing for lifestyle changes and public policies that will help the
environment?
What is your source of hope?
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By Mary Birdsong

faith

Hope, love, commitment and communal
responsibility echo throughout their lives and work,

and are woven into all they say and do. Hope for the
planet; love for God, neighbor and all of creation; commitment to reducing energy use and fossil fuel consumption;
and responsibility for each other and the earth.

David
Rhoads

The six people, one faith-based environmental organization and two congregations on these pages are working
daily to care for creation. They have different concerns:
some focus on local projects that build community; others
fight shale gas hydrofracturing and the Keystone Pipeline;
while still others teach, write and train others into action.
But the driving force behind all their work is an activism
that has been shaped by faith.
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‘Caring for creation is a
vocational effort to love
and restore creation
because it is the right
thing to do.’

www.thelutheran.org

“Caring for creation is a vocational
effort to love and restore creation
because it is the right thing to do,” said
David Rhoads, director of the grassroots
environmental organization Lutherans
Restoring Creation (LRC) and professor emeritus of New Testament at the
Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago (LSTC).
“I’m motivated not by accomplishments or even by
any assurance that what we do will ‘work,’ but by the
grace and love of God so present everywhere in creation,”
he added. “We need personal and social transformation.”
Rhoads has lived these words since 1998 when he
started a group that works to develop
‘Learning
LSTC as a green seminary. He also
about these
had a hand in creating the ecumenicrises we
cal Web of Creation and The Green
face … made Congregation Program, which
provide workshops and resources
me more
for churches interested in “greening”
committed.’
their church. Now, as LRC director,
he oversees its operations as a clearinghouse of environmental resources and networking for the church
(www.lutheransrestoringcreation.org).
LRC hosts the Energy Stewards Initiative, an online
platform that assists congregations and camps in reducing their energy usage and carbon footprint, and offers a
website providing worship resources.
Rhoads, a member of St. Andrew Lutheran Church,
Racine, Wis., was drawn to this mission because he
believes we are in deep trouble as a planet. “Since I
began this work, I’ve studied global climate change,
air pollution, land degradation, waste, deforestation,
overpopulation, freshwater depletion, among others.
Learning about these crises we face has sobered me and
made me more committed,” he said.
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David Rhoads is director of Lutherans
Restoring Creation, a grassroots environmental organization that provides
resources to the church, congregations
and outdoor ministry sites.
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Jim
MartinSchramm

Jim Martin-Schramm, professor of
religion at Luther College in Decorah,
Iowa, has been active in sustainability
initiatives on campus since 1993 when
he arrived there to teach.
Luther is a charter signatory of
the American College & University
Presidents Climate Commitment, which requires sustainability to be part of every student’s learning experience and seeks eventual carbon neutrality on campuses.
Luther’s goal is to cut greenhouse gas emissions in
half by 2015, by 70 percent by 2020 and to be carbon
neutral by 2030.
Martin-Schramm, a member of First Lutheran
Church in Decorah, also chairs the boards of Iowa
Interfaith Power & Light, a mul‘The love of God
tidenominational group working
cannot be sepafor the planet, and the Winneshiek
rated from love
Energy District in Decorah. Both
organizations champion energy
of neighbor .…
My Christian faith efficiency and renewable energy as
strategies to reduce climate change
calls me to do all and promote a more sustainable
I can to defend
and prosperous future.
their interests.’
“I believe we all share one vocation—the care and redemption
of all that God has made,” he said. “The unconditional
love of God frees me to pursue this. I can do so knowing that, as imperfect as our efforts may be, they are still
worthy in the eyes of God.
“The love of God cannot be separated from love of
neighbor. Our neighbors include those near to us as well
as those far away both in terms of distance and time.
Climate change poses unprecedented threats to future
generations. My Christian faith calls me to do all I can
to defend their interests.”
Jim Martin-Schramm stands by one of the blades for
Luther College’s 1.6 megawatt GE wind turbine that he
was instrumental in bringing to Decorah, Iowa.

the leavenworth echo

For a study guide see page 22.

Members and friends of Faith Lutheran, Leavenworth, Wash., gather to
dedicate one of the congregation’s major accomplishments in caring for
the earth—solar panels that power a school and homes.

After reading Frances Moore Lappé’s
book Eco-Mind:
Changing the Way
We Think, To Create
the World We Want
(Nation Books,
2013), the earth stewardship group at Faith Lutheran
Church in Leavenworth, Wash. (www.faithleavenworth.
org), was deeply moved.
“We realized God was calling us to take concrete,
hope-filled action to embody care for creation in our
community, including prayer and worship, recycling,
gardening and more,” said Barbara Rossing, a member
of the congregation and professor of theology at LSTC.
Although its members have been active in environmental issues since the 1970s, this group has only been
working together for two years. Among its accomplishments is the installation of a
‘I see what faith
96-panel community solar project
and prayer and
on the middle school that powers
determined action the school and homes of residents
by people of faith who buy shares in the project.
“Solar panels are a visible sign
have accomof the church’s commitment to a
plished together, vision of hope for the future of
such as ending
the world,” Rossing said. “We are
slavery and other making a small but important step
to help our economy transition
injustices.’
away from fossil fuel-dependence,
a vital energy shift reflecting our
love for God’s people and all creation.”
The earth stewardship group’s next project is to make “eco-Reformation” a part of
the 2017 anniversary of the Reformation.
The collective effort is essential to
Rossing: “Without Christian community,
I would despair at the enormity of the
problem. But I see what faith and prayer
and determined action by people of faith
have accomplished together, such as ending

Faith Lutheran Church,
Leavenworth, Wash.

April 2015
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slavery and other injustices.
“Like the earliest Christians in the Bible, we support
one another in sacramental community, proclaiming
God’s grace through joy-filled action and bold testimony. Faith gives us hope, through the communion of
saints, including saints across the generations.”
A member of St. Peter ‘I want to make
Lutheran Church in
a genuine
New York, N.Y., Pat
response to the
Almonrode came to
gift of creation
eco-activism through
a gradual and nonreli- and [my] salvation. I want
gious conduit.
When he became
to help people
concerned about climate change
realize we have
some five years ago, he started signto love each
ing petitions and making donations.
other and we
Then he joined 350NYC, the local
affiliate of 350.org, a grassroots net- have to love the
work of volunteer-run campaigns in world.’
more than 188 countries working to
solve the climate crisis.
“It was the proposed Keystone Pipeline, however,
that got me up out of my chair and out into the streets,”
he said.
The facts of the pipeline disturbed him greatly: “Oil
from the tar sands is the dirtiest in terms of the cost of
extracting it and its very high carbon intensity. If built
as originally planned, it would have crossed the Ogallala

Pat
Almonrode

In his efforts to save the planet, Pat Almonrode (left), pictured with
Fletcher Harper of GreenFaith and Elizabeth Ackerman of Riverside
Church in New York, helped organize the People’s Climate March last fall.
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Aquifer, which provides drinking water to millions of
people and irrigates the country’s breadbasket.”
Due to his activism against the pipeline and involvement in the environmental committee of the Metropolitan New York Synod, Almonrode helped organize the
People’s Climate March last September.
Currently he’s working to strengthen the connection
and collaboration between his groups and the allies that
came together for that march. “When we came together
for the People’s Climate March, the varied interest
groups, like those advocating for tenants’ rights and the
homeless, came out of their silos and recognized the
commonalities shared between our issues,” he said.
Almonrode’s activism is now tied deeply to his faith:
“I want to make a genuine response to the gift of creation
and [my] salvation. I want to help people realize we have
to love each other and we have to love the world.”

Leah
Schade

While growing up, Leah Schade experienced God’s presence in the forests of
Pennsylvania as much as in church. But
she couldn’t find a way to express her
distress over environmental desecration until called to pastoral ministry.
“It was the arc of my theological awareness and sense of call to ministry that gave
language to what I witnessed and the change I wanted to
bring about,” she said.
Schade started an eco-ministry committee 10 years
ago in her first congregation and more recently became
an advocate and activist for environmental issues ranging from hydraulic fracturing (fracking) to clean air
standards. She was also part of a successful attempt to
defeat a proposed tire incinerator in her community of
Milton, Pa.
Besides serving as pastor of United in Christ
Lutheran Church in West Milton, Pa., she teaches
courses and workshops in preaching, ecology and ethics
and is an adjunct instructor in religion and philosophy
at Lebanon Valley College, Annville, Pa.
In her upcoming book Creation-Crisis Preaching:
Ecology, Theology and the Pulpit (Chalice Press), her
goal is to “show how preaching can help give new life
to God’s earth, and that God’s earth can give new life
to preaching.” One goal of the book is developing a
Lutheran eco-feminist Christology for preaching.
Environmental activism outside of the congregation
is important to Schade, such as her service on the Upper
Susquehanna Synod’s task force examining justice issues
around shale gas drilling. This bipartisan group is made
up of pastors, theologians, teachers, lay leaders, scien-
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‘All of us together
have to find a way
through the highstakes standoff
2012), which between the global
earned the
human economy and
2014 Nautilus
nature’s economy.’
Gold Prize
for the best
book in the ecology/environment category. He leads a decadelong project Larry Rasmussen
of the same name that meets yearly to focus on
environmentally based themes.
Regarding the conundrum of the human economy
versus the environment, he asserts, “Either we change
the economic model or we change the laws of nature.
Since we cannot do the latter, how are we to live? What
way of life is mandated, given our responsibility for
present and future generations? How we are to live is
the question of discipleship.
“Faith offers renewable moral-spiritual energy for the
journey. I will do what I can, arm in arm with others, to
help make the hard transition from industrial civiliza20 
tion to ecological civilization.”

In her ministry of environmental advocacy, Leah Schade has become
a “fracktivist,” taking on the industry at such places as this drill rig in the
Tiadaghton State Park in Lycoming Country, Pa.

‘Fracking threatens water, air,
public health
and contributes to climate
change. It is the
“perfect storm”
of environmental
devastation.’

tists and individuals who either
worked in the industry or were
favorable toward it.
After more than two years, they
were able to agree that exemptions
from regulations enjoyed by the
fracking industry were unjust.
“In 2014 our synod assembly
voted to ask our legislators to close
the so-called ‘Halliburton Loophole’ and put the industry under
the same laws as everyone else,”
Schade said. “Fracking threatens water, air, public health
and contributes to climate change. It is the ‘perfect
storm’ of environmental devastation. Faith is absolutely
essential to this work because it can be very depressing
facing the devastating realities of ecocide.”

Larry
Rasmussen

Larry Rasmussen, professor emeritus of social ethics at Union Theological Seminary, New York, N.Y.,
has harbored deep concerns for the
environment since the early 1970s
during the first energy crisis. Then
he was already teaching a course in
environmental studies, energy and
ethics at Wesley Theological Seminary, Washington, D.C.
Rasmussen’s interest has not waned: “I’m passionate
about this because all of us together have to find a way
through the high-stakes standoff between the global
human economy and nature’s economy. We’re wrapped
in a contradiction of our own making: the human
economy needs to expand to continue growth, but that
same economy needs to contract in order to prevent
catastrophic climate consequences.”
He has lived these words by being involved in faithbased environmentalism with the World Council of
Churches, in his community and in congregations.
Among his nine books is Earth-Honoring Faith:
Religious Ethics in a New Key (Oxford University Press,

Things individuals
and families can do to
help save the planet:

For more ideas on how
congregations can help
save the planet, see
www.thelutheran.org/
features/april.

Get outdoors. Turning off electronics
and being out in creation—wherever you live—
is the first (literal) step toward presence to the world.
Walk and bike on errands. While human-powered transportation
takes longer, it’s fun and life-giving.
Eat less meat, switch to locally produced meat and/or join a CSA
(community supported agriculture) program to support local
agriculture.
Pray outdoors in all weather.
Get a home energy audit and implement as many of its findings
as you can.
Compost your food waste, a big step toward reducing landfill
volume, and use the results in a garden to grow your own food.
Get to know the neighbors: migratory songbirds, native flowers, invasive species, honeybees and other insects. Avoid use of
pesticides.
Join local or national climate advocacy efforts through the
ELCA or other environmental organizations: shared action is
empowering.
Recycle, reuse, repurpose, make your own: the spirit of creativity and play is the best antidote to consumerism.
Explore wilderness in whatever forms it may present itself to you.
Lisa E. Dahill
Dahill is associate professor of worship and Christian spirituality
at Trinity Lutheran Seminary, Columbus, Ohio.

EcoFaith
Recovery

‘It is only
because of our
faith in God that
we have enough
hope, courage, creativity
and patience
to engage this
work.’

A team effort is
essential for humans
to find a new way to
relate to the earth,
said Robyn Hartwig,
speaking for the
organization EcoFaith
Recovery.
“We believe God is stirring up in us
and others the spiritual and relational power to take
public action for the recovery of human life and healing
of God’s creation,” said Hartwig, a pastor of St. Andrew
Lutheran Church, Beaverton, Ore. “We do not believe
we can have one without the other, and we do not
believe we can do any of it alone.”
To build that community, EcoFaith Recovery
(www.ecofaithrecovery.org) was founded in 2010 and
has brought together a broad network of volunteer
leaders and faith-based communities in the Pacific
Northwest.
The organization actively cultivates and trains new
leaders through its “Practices for Awakening Leadership,” a framework for personal and organizational
growth that “supports faith communities in taking
courageous public action for the recovery of human life
and the healing of God’s creation.”
For EcoFaith that recovery and healing encompasses
not just restoring the natural world but also changing
ourselves as humans who have grown up in an addictive
and dysfunctional system. To change the system, people
must change how they relate to it.
“To recover a more regenerative way of being
human within God’s earth community is work that we
must engage in for the rest of our lives,” Hartwig said.

Zion Lutheran Church,
Dayton, Ohio

Making a real difference was on the
minds of members
of Zion Evangelical
Lutheran Church,
Dayton, Ohio, as
they conducted a strategic plan in 2008. What emerged
was the desire to do something to create a better connection to their community, as well as do something
positive for the environment.
The following year they created a community
garden on the church property that is fulfilling both
objectives.
“We now have 60 plots, 15 of them reserved exclusively for growing produce to donate to the local food
pantry,” said Ron Root, the project’s lay leader.
The rest of the plots are open to anyone in the
community to use for a small fee. The church has created a partnership with Five Rivers MetroParks, a
public parks system in the Dayton area, to share
resources.
‘We now have
“We now have a closer connection to other people in town and
60 plots, 15 of
we donate approximately a ton of
them reserved
produce each year to the pantry, so
exclusively for
we are supporting the community
growing proin multiple ways,” Root said.
duce to donate
The largest obstacle was getting
water to the site. “The garden sits
to the local food
700 yards behind the church, which pantry.’
made running a city-provided water
line too cost-prohibitive,” he added. The solution came
with a well and a small, farm-style windmill that operates the pump. The water is stored in a raised tank and
pulled down by gravity.
The garden also has a large composting area for all
to use. The goal of the garden being carbon neutral and
self-supporting has been reached.
Among other environmental moves, the church
renovated the parking lot, grinding the asphalt for use
as a drain pipe slope.
“We see our environmental activities as a major
focus, which also supports our ministry of serving others’ needs,” he said.”

All that EcoFaith does is a team effort, says Robyn Hartwig,
pastor of St. Andrew Lutheran Church, Beaverton, Ore.,
and a leader in the Oregon-based group that cultivates and
trains leaders to actively recover and heal creation.
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Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, pictured with her husband, Ron, is a
teacher and writer who views ecological and social healing on
three levels. Vocationally, she focuses on a worldview, but she
also works for change on institutional and personal levels.

Ron Root, a member of Zion Evangelical Lutheran, Dayton, Ohio, is a
leader in that congregation’s effort in community gardening and the
installation of a windmill to provide the garden with water. (The “Z” was
mistakenly carved backward on the cornerstone, and the church has
kept it as part of its identity; www.zionelc.org).

“All of my classes, public speaking and published works aim to
build moral power and hope for the
work of earth-healing and justiceseeking,” said Cynthia Moe-Lobeda,
a member of University Lutheran
Church in Seattle.
A professor of theology and environmental studies at Seattle University, Moe-Lobeda
has been working for environmental justice for more
than two decades and has authored or co-authored four
books.
Her most recent, Resisting Structural Evil: Love as
Ecological-Economic Vocation (Fortress Press, 2013),
“helps people explore how we are intimately connected
to sisters and brothers near and far, and how we might
transform those connections from being exploitative to
being life-giving,” she said.
Moe-Lobeda said ecological and social healing happens on three levels: lifestyle change, which are personal
things we can all do; structural change, the ways institutions operate; and consciousness or worldview change,
how we view society at large.
Her teaching, writing and speaking are focused on
worldview change. For her, the crisis of climate change

Cynthia
Moe-Lobeda

is inextricably tied to social justice, what is sometimes
called “climate injustice” or “climate colonialism.”
A month in India revealed to Moe-Lobeda that
“many economically impoverished people around
the world already are displaced and dying due to the
climate change … caused disproportionately by the
world’s industrialized societies,
including ours.”
‘Nothing we do
But she’s keenly aware of the
toward ecological
other levels, joining efforts to get
healing is done
Seattle University to divest from
alone. We work as
fossil fuels and reinvest in clean
part of a cloud of
energy; and making changes at
home (bus and bike, rather than a witnesses—trancar), motivated by a friend whose scending contifamily makes one lifestyle change
nents, cultures
each month.
Though still visited by despair, and time.’
her faith helps her find hope.
“Once upon a time, I gave up hope,” she said. “I
was overcome by the sense that the powers of systemic
injustice-racism, imperialism, economic exploitation,
ecological devastation and more—were simply too
strong.” A Lutheran pastor reminded her of the ramifications of the resurrection.
“This resurrection faith does not excuse us from
responsibility,” she said. “It is we humans who must
‘put a spoke in the wheel’ of carbon emissions and the
economies that depend upon them. … Nothing we do
toward ecological
healing is done alone.
Author bio:
We work as part of a
Birdsong is a freelance
cloud of witnesses—
writer living in erie,
transcending contiPa. She specializes
nents, cultures and
in environmental and
time.” 
nature writing.
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