Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 1:1-5

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth
was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a
wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let
there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good;
and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day,
and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was
morning, the first day.

Scripture Background

On the first day of creation, God created light. But on this first day, there
was not yet the sun or moon as its source. So light here was perhaps more
like what is experienced just before and after the sun is in the sky, or the
lightness of a cloudy day—a gradual lightening of the dark earth that was
“formless and void” (Hebrew: tohu va-bohu, which has no literal translation
but resembles something like nothingness or emptiness).
In our culture, the words light and dark have taken on a variety of meanings.
Literally, light helps us to see! To come into the light or to shed light on a
subject suggest an uncovering or recognition of a once hidden truth. We use
the image of a light bulb above one’s head to denote that a person has a new
or fresh idea. To be enlightened is to be open-minded, to see something in a
new way. And we talk of filters or lenses—items with light connections—
as things which we look through, often changing the perspective or clarity
of the subject (like eyeglasses or a camera filter).
Darkness, on the other hand, usually has a negative connotation. To
say someone is in the dark usually means they are unengaged or do not
understand something. Pop culture certainly uses
this light/dark imagery heavily: the movie Star Wars
used darkness as the evil and ominous entity that
was selfish and destructive. And in many television
shows or films, prior to something frightening or
suspenseful happening, the sky becomes overcast
or night falls, or the characters lose power or enter
a dark building. The symbolic use of light and dark
is all around us.

Session

1

light
In a literal and figurative
sense, light and dark
permeate our lives. This
week we’ll consider
the first day of creation
when God created light,
how light and dark are
used in the Bible, what it
means to be enlightened
and how humanity has
used and abused light
and energy over the
centuries.

As in our social culture, the symbolic use of light and
darkness in Scripture is rich and abundant. In the
gospel of John, Jesus refers to himself as the “light of
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the world” ( John 8:12, 9:5). Matthew connects faith with light at the end of the
Sermon on the Mount saying “In the same way, let your light shine before others,
so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven”
(Matthew 5:16). Zechariah, John the Baptist’s father, joyfully exclaims after the
birth of his son: “By the tender mercy of our God, the dawn from on high will
break upon us, to give light to those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of
death, to guide our feet into the way of peace” (Luke 1:78-79).
There are other references to light in the letters of the New Testament as well.
The author of Ephesians writes:
“For once you were in darkness, but now in the Lord you are light. Live
as children of light—for the fruit of the light is found in all that is good
and right and true. Try to find out what is pleasing to the Lord. Take no
part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead expose them. For it is
shameful even to mention what such people do secretly; but everything
exposed by the light becomes visible, for everything that becomes visible is
light” (Ephesians 5:8-14a).

“For once
you were in
darkness, but
now in the
Lord you are
light…”
—Ephesians 5:8-14a

And the First Letter of John echoes a similar refrain:
“This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that
God is light and in him there is no darkness at all. If
we say that we have fellowship with him while we are
walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true;
but if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of
Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin…Whoever says,
‘I am in the light,’ while hating a brother or sister, is
still in the darkness. Whoever loves a brother or sister
lives in the light, and in such a person there is no cause
for stumbling. But whoever hates another believer is
in the darkness, walks in the darkness, and does not
know the way to go, because the darkness has brought
on blindness” (1 John 1:5-7, 2:9-11).
The Psalms also provide light imagery. In Psalm 139:1112, the author describes the inescapable nature of God:
“If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light
around me become night,’ even the darkness is not dark
to you; the night is as bright as the day, for darkness is as
light to you.” And one of the more popular verses from
the Psalms praises God saying: “Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my
path” (Psalm 119:105).
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Environmental Concerns

In our sessions together, we’ll be connecting our scripture reflections with some
environmental problems that confront our society
today. In the same way that we approach scripture and
other events in life with a particular lens, most of us have
opinions about the environment and what needs to be
done. This works both ways—in the same way that some
Christians are critical of the environmental movement,
some environmentalists have been in the past and some
still remain critical of Christianity.
It has been argued that the unfavorable views of
Christianity were brought into the open in 1969 when
Lynn White wrote an article in Science magazine called
“The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis.” In it, he
claimed that Christianity is “the most anthropocentric
religion in the world.” But some argue that this is not
so much a biblical or theological claim but more a
simple observation of the past and present (based on
a “protestant work ethic” and an emphasis on human
salvation over and above all other gospel messages,
among other things).
Either way, White’s remarks motivated the Christian
community to ask whether or not environmental problems exist and whether
something should be done about them. Recently, Christians as individuals
and in church communities have made huge strides toward recognizing the
environmental crisis, owning it as a Christian problem and acting toward
change.
In each session throughout this study, an environmental problem will be
highlighted that relates to the Genesis story. On the first day, God created light
from the formless void by moving wind, breath or spirit (Hebrew: ru-ach) over
the face of the waters.
Light not only provides the ability to see, but it also aids energy in the growth of
plants and in the survival of many species. Often, although not always, we notice
the absence of this light more than its presence! Weather reporters apologetically
provide cloudy day predictions and daylight saving time in the fall always catches
us by surprise when the sun sets at an earlier and earlier hour. In order to continue
our productivity on a small and large scale, humanity has developed our own
means of providing light and energy. While these are not inherently bad, their
abuse has created problems.

“What is the
way to the
place where
the light is
distributed,
or where the
east wind is
scattered upon
the earth?”
—Job 38:24
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Problem 1: Energy Consumption

Most of us are familiar with the rising problem of energy consumption if not from
an environmental perspective than from a financial one. Gas prices and heating
and electric bills continue to rise on an annual and sometimes even monthly or
daily basis.
Regularly, we hear that our natural resources such as oil and coal are on the brink
of depletion, which leads to discussions about drilling in locations once set aside
for wilderness preservation or on other private land. This energy problem not
only affects us in our own homes, but creates international tension as countries
vie for access to these resources. While these energy battles are played out and
prices increase, the poor in our communities and around the world suffer the
most—rather than pay higher costs they often go without, if energy sources were
even available to begin with.
In an effort to extract resources quicker and more “efficiently,” techniques such
as mountain-top coal removal are implemented in the Appalachian mountains
in West Virginia, Kentucky and Tennessee—a process which literally explodes
the tops off mountains for easier access, but damages entire eco-systems in the
process and creates flooding and other pollution problems in its stead. This often
ends up wreaking havoc not just on non-human environments, but on small and
large communities near the mining sites who ironically depend on mining for
their livelihood. And the burning of these resources to create the energy needed
to turn on a light switch or adjust the thermostat also creates an impact in the
form of pollution.

Problem 2: Light Pollution

4

“Though it is
the last remedy
that would
occur to a
glutton or a
coal company,
we must cut
down on our
consumption
—that is, our
destruction—
of the essential
energies of our
planet.”
—Wendell Berry

A Continuous Harmony

Another problem that most of us probably think even less about than the
energy problem is light pollution. This occurs
when the excess of artificial lighting—usually
outdoors—affects the surrounding ecosystems
and the visibility of the night sky.
Most of us have had the experience of driving
at nighttime toward a big city and noticing
its presence in the distance where the sky is
noticeably brighter. And an internet search for
satellite images of the United States at night
offers a striking picture of the amount of light
emitted into the sky. (You can find an image
of the United States at night online at http://
oim.hq.nasa.gov/oia/emd/images/content/usa_
nightm_lg.jpg ).
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In addition to its effect on ecosystems and visibility, outdoor lighting that is not
directed at a particular location often lights the sky as much as or more than its
intended target and unnecessarily wastes energy.

What Can You Do?

While there are many different action steps that one can implement to lessen
one’s energy use and involvement in the problem of light pollution, simply
acknowledging your involvement and taking stock in your own use is a great
start.
Begin with smaller steps toward change such as:
• To determine the environmental impact of your activities, use one or more
of the ecological footprint calculators found at www.ecobusinesslinks.com/
ecological_footprint_calculator.htm
• Take the Greenfaith Ecological Footprint Quiz at www.greenfaith.org/spirit/
quiz.html
• Turn off lights when not in use.
• Change your light bulbs to Compact Fluorescent Light bulbs (CFL) that last
longer and are much more energy efficient (remember: these bulbs must be
recycled, which can be done through some municipalities or home stores
where they are sold).
• Turn down the thermostat one or two degrees in winter and up a couple
degrees in summer.
• Install a timer on your thermostat. Turn the heat down during the daytime
and nighttime while you are out or sleeping.
• Walk or bike whenever possible rather than driving; car pool or take public
transportation; or combine trips to minimize
the need to drive.
• Turn off appliances when not in use. A toaster
or cell phone charger left plugged in creates
a circuit that continues to draw electricity.
Using power strips can be helpful because
they are often easily accessible and close a
circuit just as unplugging does.
• Ask your energy company if you can purchase
wind or solar energy. Most companies have
this as an option.
• Install outdoor lighting that reduces light
pollution by directing light at a particular
subject or toward the ground.

5

“More and
more of us are
listening for the
silent alarm,
stopping in our
tracks, wishing
to salvage
the parts of
this earth we
haven’t yet
wrecked.”
—Barbara Kingsolver
Small Wonder

And then work toward larger steps further down
the road such as:
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• Purchase energy efficient large appliances (washer and dryer, dish washer,
refrigerator, etc.) and recycle your old ones.
• Consider purchasing a hybrid or low-mileage car next time you are in the
market.
• Install solar panels on your home. Solar panels are able to capture light even
on a cloudy day. Many people find that solar panels allow them to give back
to the energy “grid” during certain times of the year, which also can reduce
energy bills.
• Hire an energy auditor to your home to assess your family’s energy use.
These audits, while costing money up front, often save more money in the
long run.
• Buy a home near where you work, shop or worship to shorten commutes
and lessen the need to drive.

During the week…

Take time to further reflect on the first day of creation and the importance of
light and energy in your lives. Here are some activities to do at home this week:
• Read Genesis 1:1-5 each morning or evening or at dinner as a family along
with any of the other scriptures in today’s session. Continue to think about
the questions posed in the study:
—— What is the biblical importance of light and dark?
—— How does your perspective or filter for approaching Bible study,
conversation and social issues affect the outcome?
—— How might you be more open-minded to new
perspectives?
• Take a walk by yourself or with friends or family at night
time. Look up! Do you see the stars? Do you notice any
outdoor lighting that is less light pollution-causing than
others?
• Commit to one or more of the action steps for energy
reduction. Put little signs up in visible places at home to
remind you of this/these commitment(s).
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“Alternative
energy is
a future
idea whose
time is past.
Renewable
energy is a
future idea
whose time has
come.”
—Bill Penden

Atlas World Press Review
April 1977
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Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 1:6-8, 14-19

And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let
it separate the waters from the waters.” So God made the dome and
separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters that were
above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome Sky. And there was
evening and there was morning, the second day.
And God said, “Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to separate the
day from the night; and let them be for signs and for seasons and for days
and years, and let them be lights in the dome of the sky to give light upon
the earth.” And it was so. God made the two great lights—the greater light
to rule the day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. God
set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth, to rule over the
day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And
God saw that it was good. And there was evening and there was morning,
the fourth day.

Scripture Background

From the formless and void where there was only light, God separated the
waters above from the waters below and in doing so distinguished the sea
from the sky. The Genesis account provides for us an image of our home
existing in the midst of a wet, watery bubble—perhaps not very different
from a womb or a submarine. The Hebrew word for dome (raqiya) refers
to a solid expanse that literally held the waters up away from the earth to
make room for the sky.
In Hebrew, waters and heavens (both always plural, Hebrew mayim and
shamayim) are words from the same root. While today we don’t view water
being above and below us in the same fashion as is described in the Genesis
creation account, nevertheless we are surrounded by
water and the water cycle—our atmosphere holds water
that rains down, filters into puddles, streams, lakes and
oceans and evaporates back into the air to begin again.

Session

2

sea & sky
On the second and
fourth days of creation
God separated the
waters to make sky
and made the sun,
moon and stars. This
week we’ll discuss the
importance of water
in the Bible, how our
views of the universe
impact our view of
God, and how we
might better conserve
and preserve today’s
creation elements.

Not only do we and our world consist largely of water,
but water holds an important symbolic value in our
spiritual lives. Water is an integral part of baptism.
Water represents purity and cleanness. Water in the
form of rain was the instrument of God’s wrath in
the story of Noah, and it was water that crashed in on
the Egyptians, saving the Israelites after they crossed
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through the once-parted Red Sea. Jesus walked on water. And Jesus’ first miracle
involved water—turning it to wine at the wedding at Cana.
On the fourth day, God also filled the expanse between the waters with two
lights—the greater light, the sun, and the lesser light, the moon—and a plethora of
stars. In the same way that our understanding of heaven has changed from a Godon-a-cloud image, our understanding of cosmology, the study of the universe,
has also changed. Once all of humanity
held a geocentric (earth-centered) view
of the universe. But through technological
advances like the telescope, we now know
that our particular location in the universe
is really heliocentric (sun-centered). The
universe is vast and awesome and scientists
have begun to discover some of what is “out
there.” Similarly to our discovery of the
great expanse of the universe, what once
could only be studied with the naked eye
here on earth is now scrutinized under the
microscope to reveal its true make-up of billions of tiny particles such as atoms
and electrons and quarks. Our world is both much, much bigger and much, much
smaller than our ancestors ever imagined!
This may seem an obvious and irrelevant point, but one’s understanding of
cosmology has important implications on the ways one relates to God, to the
earth and to one another. For example, before Galileo discovered the suncentered nature of the universe, scientists (who were also the theologians and
philosophers of their day) thought that the earth was the center and that the
celestial beings and heaven were above the earth.
The theology of this time reflects a similar worldview—and we must remember
that we have based much of our understanding of Christian doctrine on
theologians such as Saint Augustine and Thomas Aquinas who held this view.
In addition, much of our church architecture reflects this theology as well. The
great medieval cathedrals were built at a time when the spiritual was imagined
as above the earth. Thus many of these churches have very high ceilings and
beautiful artwork drawing the eye of the worshipper upward.

“Any error
about creation
also leads to
an error about
God.”
—Thomas Aquinas

A common critique of the geocentric view and the effect it had on theology is
that because of it, humanity is always invited to look up rather than around. If
God is in the heavens, which are above the earth, then the earth can become
inconsequential and life on it is simply a means to an end. Modern, post-Galilean
views of the universe—particularly those which are now accepted as universal
truth—provide reason to be more mindful of that which is around us and not
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just that which is above. Rather than being the center or at the bottom of the
universe, the earth is mixed in with millions of other planets and stars. It revolves
around the sun with seven other planets, has its own moon and provides for us
a spectacular view of that which is all around us, not just above. Sallie McFague,
an eco-theologian, argues that God isn’t just in the heavens, but is in all that we
experience, including the trees of the fields and the womb-like water we live in
the midst of. She commends saints such as Francis of Assisi, pointing out that
they saw the earth as subject rather than object—quite a different perspective
than many of us have today! In her book Super, Natural Christians (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1997, p. 165), she writes:
If we are to love God with our whole heart, mind, and soul, and our
neighbor as ourselves, how, in continuity with that model, should we love
nature? The answer is: with the loving eye, with the eye that realizes that
even a wood tick or a Douglas fir is a subject—that each has a world, goals,
intentions (though not conscious), and modes of flourishing that make
them good in themselves and not simply good for us.

“There are
no passengers
on Spaceship
Earth. We are
all crew.”
—Marshall McLuhan

For as much as science and technology have helped us to better
understand and even feel like we have “mastered” nature, there is
so much more beyond our grasp. In chapter 31, Job—often read
only for the very beginning and very end of the story—demands
a response from God after his great misfortune. God’s response
is eye-opening even to us today! In summary, God replies “Who
are you to question me, the one who made every minute detail of
creation? Do you care for the birds of the air and the fish of the sea?
Do you provide for the beasts of the field when they are hungry?”
God’s response evokes a sense of humility and of awe. It reminds
us that we, while infinitely loved by God, are only a tiny part of this
vast world and it would serve us well to be mindful of this.

Environmental Concerns

On the second day of creation God created waters and heavens.
Then on the fourth day, God filled the sky—the space between
the waters—with the greater and lesser light and an abundance
of stars. Sea and sky, and the greater and lesser light are massive
components of our world! The availability of potable water, air
pollution and the much-discussed issue of climate change are all
directly related to their existence.

Problem 1: Potable Water

Potable water is that which is safe for human consumption. The availability of
such water is scarce at best in many parts of our world and is becoming a problem
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closer to home for some of us with each passing year.
There exists the same amount of water in the atmosphere and on earth today as
“in the beginning;” however, much of that water is inaccessible or unusable for
human consumption. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, of all the water
on earth, 97% is saline (saltwater in the oceans). Of the 3% remaining, just under
a third is groundwater (underneath the earth’s surface) and over two-thirds is
contained in icecaps and glaciers. This leaves only 1% of non-oceanic water as
fresh surface water, much of which is non-potable. Put another way, only 1.2%
of all the water on earth is available for our use (for additional information and
water charts, see http://ga.water.usgs.gov/edu/earthwherewater.html).

In the past couple years, many states, counties and towns all across the U.S.
have introduced requirements for either boiling water to remove contaminants
or using less to preserve scarce resources. These heightened restrictions in our
own country and extreme freshwater shortages in others come at a time when
our society’s obsession with bottled water is quite high—which has led to other
problems of waste management and suspicion of toxic plastic use.

“If the earth
were your body,
you would be
able to feel the
many places
where it is
suffering. Every
day, children
and adults die
because of the
pollution of
air and water.
These things
are related.”
—Thich Nhat Hanh
Buddhist Monk

Given the small percentage of water that is available, water’s redistribution over
the earth’s surface as glaciers melt (joining once fresh but frozen water with salt
water) and changing weather patterns that flood some areas and create drought
in others, we must be extremely mindful of our local watersheds and water
sources.

Problem 2: Air Pollution

Air pollution was one of the first environmental problems scientists noticed.
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Even without scientific monitors, we know that the quality of our air appears
noticeably worse than it once was from our smog-covered cities and diminishing
views from our National Parks like Shenandoah in Virginia.
Air pollution from car exhaust and factories not only creates
unsightliness, but also acid rain, ozone depletion and air quality
problems that increase lung diseases like asthma.
Sadly, because of the chemical cleaners, air fresheners, and
cigarettes that we use in our houses, our indoor air is rarely if
ever cleaner than outdoor air. Opening the windows for air
circulation and switching cleaners to a less toxic brand is a start
to minimizing indoor air pollution.

Problem 3: Climate Change

The most talked about environmental problem facing our world
today is global—the gradual warming of the earth’s surface
air and oceans over time. This climate change is the result of
a natural process made more pronounced by unusually high
levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that trap more heat
inside the atmosphere than previously was the case (the greenhouse effect).
This increase in carbon dioxide is a result of some natural processes that release
methane into the air, but is intensified by human activities like the burning of
fossil fuels, exhaust fumes from factories and automobiles and gases produced
by landfills.
The effects of climate change are widespread. As earth’s temperatures increase,
weather patterns change, altering the distribution of precipitation, thus increasing
the possibility for severe weather and for ocean levels to rise because of the
melting of ice near the north and south poles.

What Can You Do?

Taking action against problems such as diminishing availability of potable water,
air pollution and climate change can certainly seem daunting. As with light
pollution and the energy crisis, it can be helpful to think locally—even within
your own home and church first. Here are some things you can do:
• Turn off water while brushing your teeth.
• Keep a bucket near the kitchen sink. While running the water and waiting
for it to turn hot, catch cool/warm water to use for watering plants or add to
your washing machine so less water is used there.
• Place a brick or a used, filled 2-liter bottle in your toilet tank(s). This will
take up space and use less water each time the toilet is flushed.
• Replace your shower head with a water-saving head.
• Fix leaking faucets and sinks.

“The earth we
abuse and the
living things we
kill will, in the
end, take their
revenge; for in
exploiting their
presence we are
diminishing our
future.”
—Marya Mannes
More in Anger

© 2010 by Beth Bojarski. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.morehouseeducation.org. All rights reserved.
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

To s e rv e & g ua r d t h e e a rt h • Pa rt i ci pa n t H a n d o u t • S e s s i o n 2 • S e a & S k y

• Resist the temptation to water your lawn, or water it at night when the water
is less likely to evaporate.
• Only run the dishwasher when it is full. And scrape dishes clean rather than
rinsing.
• Grow houseplants to increase clean air without the home.
• Use less toxic or non-toxic household cleaners such as these that can be
purchased online or in your local grocery store:
—— Mrs. Meyers—www.mrsmeyers.com
—— Ecover—www.ecover.com/us/en/
—— Seventh Generation—www.seventhgeneration.com
• Walk, bike, use public transportation or carpool to minimize exhaust fumes
from your vehicle.
• Reduce the amount of garbage your household puts on the curb each week.
Set realistic goals and track your progress.

During the week…

Take time during the week to further reflect on the second and fourth days of
creation and the importance of water and air in your life. Here are some activities
to do at home:
• Read Genesis 1:6-9 and 14-19 each morning or evening or at dinner as a
family along with any of the other water-based stories in today’s session.
• Continue to ponder the importance of water
in your daily life and in your spiritual and
sacramental life.
• Think about how one’s views of the universe or
cosmology affect how one understands God and
faith.
• Using a simple star chart (current charts can be
downloaded from www.skymaps.com or purchased
at most local bookstores), spend one or two
clear evenings looking at the stars. See if you can
identify any constellations or spot any shooting
stars!
• Rent or purchase the DVD An Inconvenient Truth
(Lawrence Bender Productions, 2006; see www.
climatecrisis.net) or another documentary film on
the subject of climate change. Watch it with family or friends and be sure to
leave time for discussion afterward.
• Commit to one or more of the action steps pertaining to today’s
environmental problems. Put little signs up in visible places at home to
remind you of this/these commitment(s).
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“The activist
is not the man
who says the
river is dirty.
The activist is
the man who
cleans up the
river.”
—Ross Perot
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Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 1:9-13; 1:28b-29 and 2:15
And God said, “Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one
place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land
Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. And God
saw that it was good. Then God said, “Let the earth put forth vegetation:
plants yielding seed, and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit
with the seed in it.” And it was so. The earth brought forth vegetation:
plants yielding seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit
with the seed in it. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening
and there was morning, the third day.
“Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over
every living thing that moves upon the earth.” God said, “See, I have given
you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth, and
every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food.
The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it
and keep it.

Scripture Background

On the first two days of creation, God focuses on major, solitary tasks: light,
waters and heavens. The third day is quite different! Not only does God
gather the waters below the heavens to reveal land, but God covers that
land with diverse vegetation. It is like the final scene in the 1992 children’s
film Fern Gully: The Last Rainforest, where a single seed instantaneously
covers the land with a variety of plants and flowers. No matter how you
imagine the manifestation of day three, what is certain is that the earth
looked immensely different before and after its completion.

Session

3

land & plants
On the third day of
creation, God created
land and vegetation to
grow on it. This week
we’ll look at how diverse
the land is and God’s
intended relationship
between humanity and
the land. We’ll close by
considering how this
relationship has been
marred and what we
might do to change it
for the better.

Day three of the creation story also points to God’s
intentionality in furthering creation. Not only were plants
and trees created, but also the seeds needed for new growth.
There is also evidence of this plan to further creation on
day six—which we’ll get to in a later session—when God
mandates humankind be fruitful and multiply.
In addition to procreation, God gives humanity another
command with regard to that which was created on day
three. Humanity is also to have dominion over the land
(1:28b-29) and “to till it and keep it” (literally, to tend and
to till it) (2:15). Dominion, from the Latin word dominus
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meaning Lord, means to rule over—to dominate in athletics or the business
world is to end up on top and have control over others. The question is whose
style of domination will we follow. Kings and emperors ruled using violence and
exploitation. The rulers of the Old Testament (that is, Moses, the Judges, the
kings like David and Solomon and the priests) were to imitate God’s style of
ruling and represent God to the people. Jesus’ reign or lordship is characterized
by mercy and compassionate service for others. If we are to have dominion over
the land following the example of Jesus, then instead of violence and exploitation
we must adopt a reign of responsibility and compassionate care.
The second chapter of Genesis offers readers a different spin on the dominion
command. This version suggests that humankind is “to till and to tend” the land
(Hebrew, le-avad u-le-shamar), which has been translated in various ways in our
modern Bibles:
• “till and keep” (New Revised Standard Version)
• “cultivate and care” (New American Bible)
• “work it and take care” (New International Version)
• “to cultivate and guard” (Good News Translation)
• “to cultivate and take care of it” (New Jerusalem Bible)

“The Lord God
took the man
and put him in
the garden of
Eden to till it
and keep it.”
—Genesis 2:13

These Hebrew words can also be translated serve and preserve. The implications of
this are enormous! Consider for a moment how these other word choices might
suggest very different actions on our part.
In recent years, the word dominion, which sometimes has negative connotations,
has been replaced with stewardship, one that shows
less harshness and more concern. For some people,
stewardship means to be completely hands off and to
allow the earth to be left alone; however, we would
be remiss not to acknowledge that—like all other
parts of creation—we must rely on and take from
the earth to survive. This is simply part of being in
relationship. The question lies in how we go about
doing this and what kind of relationship we have.
According to the creation story, this beautifully
diverse land that we live on relies on humanity as its
caretaker. As is evident by considering the related
environmental problems, the commands to have
dominion and to till and tend still need attention.
Learning to dominate or rule from a servant perspective as Jesus and the rulers
of the Old Testament did—guided by mutual concern and interdependence—is
a place to start our task of working, keeping, guarding and preserving the earth.
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Environmental Concerns

Land overuse and abuse is prevalent across the globe. Not only is this degradation
an affront to the third day of creation, it is in opposition to
the first commands God gave humanity. Certainly we must
take from the land to survive, using it for growing crops and
for habitation and its resources for energy. However the
means and extremes with which this is done are, and have
been, extremely damaging. Below are three of the many ways
humankind negatively affects that which was created on day
three.

Problem 1: Deforestation

Deforestation, an occurrence that most of us are at least
somewhat familiar with, is the clear-cutting (removal of all
trees) of forests to provide land for agrarian or other uses.
The more famous clear-cutting has happened (and still
occurs) in rainforests such as the Amazon and in countries
like the Philippines and China. But sometimes even in our
own backyards—or very near them—we do a similar thing
to make room for housing developments rather than for
farming. The effects of deforestation are much greater than
just the problems of diminished air quality resulting from fewer leaves turning
carbon dioxide into oxygen. Not only is this a loss, but other problems surface
such as erosion, less rainfall and flooding when trees are cut down and so no
longer hold soil in place and replace water from the ground into the air.

Problem 2: Industrialization

We live in a society where bigger is often deemed to be better—bigger houses,
bigger cars, bigger stores and bigger farms have surfaced to accommodate the
demand for product and for the fulfillment of this new, bigger ideology. Sadly,
not only have small communities, locally owned businesses and family based
farms suffered as a result, but so has the land.
While some large corporations are quite sound in their environmental and
social ethic, the tactics used to get bigger—particularly in farming—are often
detrimental. The following are a few examples:
• Tree and crop farmers plant only one kind of tree or a modification of one
crop, drastically limiting the diversity that the land needs.
• Crops are scientifically manipulated to some extent in order to avoid the
costs of field management or to grow them larger/“better” for more profit.
• In Appalachia, the tops of mountains are literally blown off to gain quicker
access to the coal underneath, leaving large areas of land deforested, polluted
and maimed, and later flooded as a result of severe land erosion.

Give me a land
of boughs in
leaf,
A land of trees
that stand;
Where trees are
fallen there is
grief;
I love no
leafless land.
—A.E. Houseman
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• Irrigation systems are developed to accommodate the size and location of
many farms in areas that have experienced recent drought or that have been
located in areas where crops cannot be grown naturally. These irrigation
systems in some places have all but dried up or at least dramatically
minimized once-major rivers such as the Colorado—a river in the southwest
that no longer reaches the ocean.
• Cattle farms and others that are “growing” meat products wreak havoc on
the land as they use crops and water in astronomical
quantities for grain and animal nourishment. The
number of people fed by the animals is but a fraction
of those who could be fed by the crops and water
needed in raising the animals. And the pollution
that accrues from large numbers of animals in small
spaces affects both the air and water in and for large
areas around the farms.

Problem 3: Waste Management

In our own homes and businesses, often the most visible
form of creation care or environmental concern is
recycling. In many towns and cities across the country,
trash day means lugging two containers to the end of the
driveway: one for garbage and the other for recyclable
plastics, glass and aluminum—or whatever the local
jurisdiction will take to reuse for something else. The primary reason for recycling
is the environmental problem of waste management. Landfills are quickly filling
to the brim as we consume more and more on a regular basis. And the more that
is consumed, the more that needs to be thrown away to be stored or disintegrated
(a process that can also lead to further air pollution).

What Can You Do?

The actions that accompany this session’s environmental problems take more
and more commitment! Many solutions relate to our buying choices. Start by
practicing these four Rs:
• Reduce. Reducing what we purchase means less waste from the start.
• Reuse. Purchase items that will last longer or can be reused such as cloth
napkins. Also:
—— Use the back side of printer paper as scrap for drafts or driving directions.
—— Carry a bandana or handkerchief instead of using tissues.
—— Consider the merits of cloth diapers versus disposables.
—— Use kitchen towels or other reusable cloths rather than paper towels.
If you can’t live without paper towels, put them under the sink or
somewhere out of sight so they aren’t the first resort for spills.

“Use it up,
wear it out,
make it do,
or do without.”
—New England proverb
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• Recycle. By visiting your local jurisdiction’s Website, calling your town

•

or city office, or going to www.earth911.com, you can learn about what is
recyclable where you live and work
and how those items need to be
presented at the curb. In some cities
and towns recycling appropriately
may cut your trash in half!
Rethink
—— Purchase recycled goods. Since
recycling has been in process for
some time now, many products
are made out of recycled goods.
If you have the option, buy
recycled! One company making
recycled products is Recycline
(www.preserveproducts.com).
Many recycled paper products
(printer paper, notebooks, toilet paper, tissues, etc.) are also available.
—— Buy locally or fair trade certified. Coffee, produce, meat and other
goods can be purchased from local artisans or from people and
communities who are being appropriately and ethically reimbursed for
their labor.
—— Eat less meat. The amount of water and land use needed to raise
animals is substantially greater than that for grains, fruits and vegetables.
Consider avoiding meat one or two days each week. For those interested
in more of a commitment, vegetarian (no meat including seafood) and
vegan (no animal products) diets are available and, when done right,
extremely healthy.
—— Consider the package. Many products come packaged extravagantly.
Be aware of both the product packaging and the bag the store provides.
If you can carry the product or already have a bag with you, tell the clerk
you don’t need a bag!
—— Carry your own grocery bags. These are sold at most grocery stores and
online (some examples: www.reusablebags.com; www.ecobags.com; and
www.earthwisebags.com)

During the week…

Take time to further reflect on the third day of creation and the importance
of the land and vegetation in your life. Also, consider God’s first commands to
humankind: to be fruitful and multiply and to have dominion over the earth; to
till and to tend it. Activities to do at home include:
• Read Genesis 1:9-13, 28b-29 and 2:15 each morning or evening or at dinner

“America as a
nation is filling
landfills faster
than it can
establish new
ones. The waste
problem is not
going away, and
it can no longer
be neglected.”
—George H. W. Bush
June 23, 1989
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as a family and consider the example of the rulers of the Old Testament and
Jesus as Lord or dominus. Going back to the familiar Christian refrain “this
world is not my home,” do some further reflection on what this means for
you and how it might or might not affect your actions
toward the earth.
• Commit to one or more of the action steps pertaining
to today’s environmental problems. Put little signs up
in visible places at home to remind you of this/these
commitment(s).
• In your own backyard or a local park, spend some time
looking at the vegetation around you—the flowers,
trees and other plants. Using a basic chart, see if you can
identify the more prominent trees, or work to name the
differences between trees (for example, leaf shape, tree
height and width, bark texture and tree seed or flower).
• Invite your family members to explore nature with this
Hula-hoop Diversity activity. You will need one hulahoop or similar sized rope circle for each member of the
family (or each group if you want parents to work with
younger children). Find appropriate spots in your yard
or in a park or nature preserve for the placement of the
hula-hoops. Invite the family members to go outside and
choose a spot to place their hula-hoop on the ground.
Then ask them to analyze the vegetation found within their hula-hoop,
counting each different kind of plant. Encourage them to get down on their
hands and knees (weather permitting) to examine these plants very closely.
What from a distance might look like all one kind of grass is often many
different kinds of grasses. Then share your findings by asking:
—— How many different kinds of vegetation did they find within their hulahoop?
—— Were they surprised by the diversity or lack of diversity within their hula
hoop?
—— If they found little diversity, why might this be so?
—— What, if anything, might be the reason for the diversity or lack of
diversity found in their hula-hoop?

“What is
a weed? A
plant whose
virtues have
not yet been
discovered.”
—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 1:20-23

And God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and
let birds fly above the earth across the dome of the sky.” So God created
the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, of every
kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind.
And God saw that it was good. God blessed them, saying, “Be fruitful
and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the
earth.” And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day.

Scripture Background

The fifth day of creation brings with it living creatures to inhabit the sea
and the sky. When creating vegetation, God provided it with seed, but to
the living creatures, God speaks to them, commanding them to “be fruitful
and multiply.” Because of the reliance on water, air, vegetation and other
living creatures, the creatures of the sea and sky begin to demonstrate for us
the importance of relationship and interdependence within creation. The
sea monsters and other fish need vegetation to eat, water to live in and for
some, air to breathe. Many fish swim in large schools of like species. And
similarly, the birds of the air require vegetation for eating, air for breathing
and each other for reproduction and survival.
Conservationist, farmer and forester Aldo Leopold writes of his time spent
on a farm in the Midwest during the 1940s in A Sand County Almanac
(New York: Ballantine Books, 1966). Filled with compelling stories,
laments and instruction, this book offers an inside look at a land ethic
and the importance of interdependence and relationship. Arguing against
thinking of a land ethic or of relationships between humans and the land
simply in economic terms, he writes that “A thing is right when it tends to
preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is
wrong when it tends otherwise” (p. 262).

Session

4

birds & fish
On the fifth day of
creation, God created
birds and sea creatures
that interrelate with
their surroundings and
with each other, needing
water to survive, air to
breathe and vegetation
for nourishment. This
week we consider our
interdependence with
the earth, our Christian
community and God
our Creator.

Leopold’s argument for a land ethic is built on healthy
relationships—on recognizing the good in the other and
working to preserve that goodness. Like the birds of the air
and the fish of the sea, Leopold’s land ethic is interdependent
and cannot be sustained without reliance on the other.
Relationship is an integral part of our faith and of Christian
communities as well. We gather for worship, prayer and
potluck dinners. As church members gather with each
other during times of celebration and mourning, they are
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fed spiritually, emotionally and intellectually by the relationships they have with
other Christians in the same way that the earth sustains the birds of the air and
the fish of the sea. Beyond the personal relationships established in Christian
community, the sacraments are life-giving and relationship focused.
While some traditions celebrate only two
sacraments, there are seven that have been
passed down from the early church. The two
primary and scriptural sacraments are baptism
and eucharist, which are both grounded in
earthy elements. Baptism is directly tied to
water and the eucharist to bread and wine—
things of the land. Sacraments are intended to
be outward signs of God’s inward grace. They
are to be done (if they are to be visible) in
the context of community and they represent
God’s relationship with God’s people.

Baptism

The first of the two primary sacraments is
baptism. While Christian denominations
may practice baptism differently and may
baptize at different ages, the outward sign and inward transformation remains
the same. The outward and visible sign of baptism of course is water; and the
inward and spiritual sign is union with Christ in his death and resurrection, new
birth into God’s family the Church, forgiveness of sins, and new life in the Holy
Spirit. Relationship, relationship, relationship.

Eucharist

Also referred to as Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper or Mass in different
Christian traditions, the eucharist is also very relationship focused. The outward
and visible sign is bread and wine; inwardly and spiritually the eucharist is a
reminder of the continuous relationship we have with Jesus Christ and all that
he has done for us. In receiving the eucharist, we are to promise in return to
“examine our lives, repent of our sins, and be in love and charity with all people”
(the Episcopal Book of Common Prayer, p. 860).
The five other actions commonly identified as sacraments also call for relationship
through witness, accountability, love and support. They are confirmation,
reconciliation, marriage, ordination and the anointing (unction) of the sick. Each
in their own way, similar echoes of interdependence can be seen and heard in the
words and actions of each sacramental rite. In confirmation, a person makes a
commitment to Christ; in reconciliation the presence of a priest—of another

“Our teaching
is consonant
with what
we do in the
eucharist, and
the celebration
of the eucharist
establishes what
we teach.”
—Irenaeus of Lyons
(c. 130-202)
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person—is integral for the receiving of pardon; in marriage, vows are taken in
front of God and the whole church as a man and woman enter into a life long
partnership; ordination carries significant relational importance as a person is
given authority to practice sacramental ministry; and in the anointing of the sick,
a remedy is provided for healing the spirit, mind and body.
There is an important lesson to be learned about community and relationship
from the creation of the birds of the air and the fish of the sea. This critical and
life-giving relationship is also seen in the sacramental nature of the church.
Recognizing how much we rely on relationships with each other, with the land,
water and air, and with the creatures that inhabit them would serve us well as we
work toward preserving Leopold’s “integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic
community.”
As concern for the earth has heightened, some theorists have posited that, while
we are dependent on the earth for survival, the earth would do well without us.
While it is interesting to ponder how interdependent our relationship with the
earth is, it is certain that we are dependent on it for our most basic needs. In
session one, we discussed how much the availability of light impacts our moods
and our ability to see and to function as we have grown accustomed. During the
second session, we learned how integral water is to our daily lives. While most
of us no longer grow or raise our own food, we are well aware of how dependent
we are on the land for sustenance. And substances that no longer seem natural—
plastic, fabric, metal—have been made from the earth’s elements. While the
earth’s dependence on us is being debated, we would certainly be amiss to deny
how crucial is our relationship with the earth!

“Yonder is
the sea, great
and wide,
creeping things
innumerable
are there, living
things both
small and
great. There go
the ships, and
Leviathan that
you formed
to sport in it.”
—Psalm 104:25-26

Finally, it seems important to consider the idea
of play on the fifth day of creation—especially
since it is the last full day before the creation of
humans. The Hebrew word for create (bara) is
used on only three days of creation: God created
the heavens and the earth on day one, the great
fish or Leviathan and other sea creatures on day
five and adam or human on day six. Interestingly,
everything else was made or brought forth or
spoken into being.
In her book The Splendor of Creation (Cleveland:
The Pilgrim Press, 2005), Ellen Bernstein argues
that day five demonstrates God’s playfulness!
The creation of the great fish Leviathan is later described in Psalm 104:26 as
having been created for play, happiness or laughter in the sea’s water. Given this
connection to playfulness and sea creatures, one might muse on the connection
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of the great fish in creation and Psalm 104 and the one that swallows the prophet
Jonah! Might Jonah’s method of transportation to
Nineveh have been for the amusement of God? One
might wonder!

Environmental Concerns

As was beginning to be the case in the last session, the
environmental problems associated with day five of
creation begin to blend with earlier issues because the
creatures that were created on day five require water, air
and vegetation for basic survival. In addition to air and
water pollution and rising industrialization, creatures
of the sea and sky also face extinction through habitat
destruction and over hunting and fishing.

Problem 1: Habitat Destruction

Habitat destruction is a problem that occurs most often as a result of some of
the other environmental problems that we have already discussed. In the same
way that air pollution affects humans, it also affects land, air and water creatures.
The same is true of potable water, except that whereas we can
look elsewhere for water, creatures that live in the water that
is polluted often have nowhere else to turn.
Deforestation certainly affects habitat in profound ways
and industrialization of all sorts impacts the ecosystems
around it. For example, it is not uncommon for new roads
or developments to cross over migration trails. And usually
when new developments have “pest” problems it is because
these new developments are built on existing habitats. New
homeowners in the southwest are battling constantly with
snakes and scorpions in their homes at the same time snakes
and scorpions are wondering what has happened to their
homes.
Even our recreation impacts the habitat and ecosystems in
the areas where we hope to go to see and experience nature!
National, state and local parks regularly find themselves at
the impasse between accommodating visitors and caring for
parkland and the creatures in it. In the United States, a very
prominent example of this is the management of bears that
have learned over time that human food is easily accessible. While some argue
the bears are the problem, others firmly believe the problem in the equation is
the presence of people in these natural places.
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Problem 2: Species Extinction

As a result of habitat destruction among other things (that is, climate change and
pollution), species are going extinct. To some degree, it is natural and evolutionary
for a species to cease existence; however the rate at which this is now happening
is alarming. According to the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, as of this
writing there are over 1,200 animal species on the endangered list (see online at
http://ecos.fws.gov/tess_public/SpeciesReport.do for an updated list.)

What Can You Do?

The most important action in response to the
problems of habitat destruction and species
extinction is education. Being informed about
the locations in which you now live or plan to
live, work and recreate can help extensively in
understanding the ecosystems around you.
Once the veil of ignorance and not knowing
is lifted one can take action to preserve the
surrounding community.

During the week…

Take time to further reflect on the fifth day of
creation. Activities to do at home this week:
• Read Genesis 1:20-23 each morning
or evening alone or with your family.
Continue to think about the importance
of interdependence and relationship in
creation and in Christian community.
• Read Jonah again along with Psalm 104
and today’s Genesis reading. Consider
God’s playfulness in these passages and
how that relates to your life and the call God has for you.
• Commit to learning about the ecosystem you live in. Are there endangered
species in your own back yard or where you regularly recreate?

© 2010 by Beth Bojarski. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.morehouseeducation.org. All rights reserved.
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

5

Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 1:24-31; 2:4-25

And God said, “Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind:
cattle and creeping things and wild animals of the earth of every kind.”
And it was so. God made the wild animals of the earth of every kind, and
the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of
every kind. And God saw that it was good. Then God said, “Let us make
humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the
cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every creeping
thing that creeps upon the earth.” So God created humankind in his
image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created
them. God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply,
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon
the earth.” God said, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that
is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you
shall have them for food. And to every beast of the earth, and to every bird
of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has
the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food.” And it was so.
God saw everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. And
there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.
These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were
created. In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens,
when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and no herb of the field
had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon
the earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would
rise from the earth, and water the whole face of the ground—then the
Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into
his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. And the
Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there
he put the man whom he had formed. Out of the ground the
Lord God made to grow every tree that is pleasant to the
sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the
garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. A river
flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides
and becomes four branches. The name of the first is Pishon; it
is the one that flows around the whole land of Havilah, where
there is gold; and the gold of that land is good; bdellium and
onyx stone are there. The name of the second river is Gihon; it
is the one that flows around the whole land of Cush. The name
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land creatures
On the sixth day of
creation God created
land creatures and
when God saw all that
was made and called
it “very good.” This
week we’ll consider
humanity as part of
creation that needs as
much care as the rest!
We’ll also examine
how the two creation
accounts (Genesis 1
and 2) are in tension
with and complement
one another.
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of the third river is Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is
the Euphrates. The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden
to till it and keep it. And the Lord God commanded the man, “You may freely
eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” Then the Lord
God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper
as his partner.” So out of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the
field and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would
call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name.
The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal
of the field; but for the man there was not found a helper as his partner. So the
Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he slept; then he took
one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the Lord God
had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man.
Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; this
one shall be called Woman, for out of Man this one was taken.” Therefore a man
leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh.
And the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.

Scripture Background

Today’s study marks the last day of creation on which God acted. There are
several parts of the sixth day, all of which are important to consider, particularly
since many of us inaccurately learn (or selectively remember!) that the sixth day
was reserved solely for the creation of humans.

“Humankind
has not woven
the web of life.
We are but one
thread within it.
Whatever we do
to the web, we
do to ourselves.
All things are
bound together.
All things
connect.”
—Chief Seattle
1855

First, God created beasts of the earth, cattle and every creeping thing and—
like on every other day—God saw that it was good. Oftentimes,
our minds are drawn to lions and bears and other large, majestic
creatures, but the authors are sure to remind us that snakes and
bugs and creeping things are just as important!
Next, God made the human one (Hebrew adam), which is
etymologically related to the Hebrew word for ground (adamah)
that is used once in the first account of creation (Genesis 1) and five
times in the second (Genesis 2). In a language as intentional and
poetic as Hebrew is, the connection of these two words—human
and ground—can hardly be considered incidental!
To adam God gave two commands: one to be fruitful and multiply
(as has been God’s wish for all living things as demonstrated by the seed given
to vegetation and the command to the birds and fish to do the same) and one to
have dominion over the earth, to be ruler over the fish of the sea, the birds of the
air and over every living thing that moves on the earth (which we discussed in a
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previous session). Then, God said to adam: to you and to every beast, bird and
every living creature I have provided vegetation for food. Finally, God looked at
all that had been made and pronounced it as a whole for the
first time: very good.
In session three, we looked at the two commands God gave
adam: be fruitful and multiply and have dominion or till/keep
the earth. In examining the Genesis account of creation closely,
we discover that there are two complimentary versions of the
story that nevertheless stand in tension with each other. The
first uses the dominion (dominus) language and the second,
till/keep (avad/shamar).
Scholars identify the writers behind these versions as the
priestly writer (P) and the Yahwist (or Jahwist) writer ( J). P
tends to think and write linearly using order and metaphor,
to have a very cosmic or high view of God and to include
genealogies and other passages that make the story concrete.
J, on the other hand, refers to God as Yahweh or Adonai
(Lord in small capitals in our translations) and focuses more on relationship
and promise than on order and historical accuracy. The J writer also frequently
uses anthropomorphic language for Yahweh, describing Yahweh using human or
earthly characteristics. Most scholars consider the J version (found in Genesis 2)
to be older than the P version (Genesis 1). It is important to clarify the authorship
or source of the Genesis creation stories because we tend to gravitate toward
only one or to mesh them into one story. Instead, imagine them as two accounts
of the same story—like two different children in the same class relaying their day
at school. For P, what is important is the order of creation. For J, the importance
lies more in the purpose.
One of the fundamental differences between the Priestly and Jahwist writers is
their starting point. The story we have been following in this study is very linear
and orderly. P starts at the very beginning. The J account uses a causal approach;
creation is a series of “becauses.” The rivers rose because there was no water
for vegetation to grow. Humankind was made because there was no one to till
and tend the ground. Living creatures were created because God did not want
humankind to be alone.
Comparing and contrasting these two different stories, holding them in tension
yet remembering that they are simply two different accounts of the same story
is an important exercise. In addition, asking questions as children do rather than
making assumptions about the authorship and the message might allow for new
insight into the character of God, the value of creation and humanity’s purpose
on earth.

“Now therefore,
if you obey my
voice and keep
my covenant,
you shall be
my treasured
possession
out of all the
peoples. Indeed,
the whole earth
is mine.”
—Exodus 19:5
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Humankind is just as much a part of creation as the non-human! It can be easy
to focus our environmental efforts on those things without voice-boxes, but we
often forget that there are many of our own kind who do not
have a voice as well—the poor, the marginalized, the sick, the
needy and those who are in prison.
The gospel writers demonstrated Jesus’ firm commitment to
being present with and helping all of God’s people and it is
our responsibility as Christians to do the same. If the gospels
were to be transformed into a newspaper of today, the headline
article would undoubtedly read: “Jesus Commands We Take
Care of Our Poor.” With his words and actions, Jesus preaches
no stronger message than that of caring for “the least of these.”
Some of the most memorable stories from the gospels include
Jesus’ healings of the blind, the leprous and the sick. He eats with sinners and
tax collectors and gathers his disciples from among those without titles and
status. When asked what else there is left to do to live a godly life, Jesus tells the
rich young man: “If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give
the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow
me” (Matthew 19:21). Jesus is drawn to those in need of help and bends over
backwards to help them.
There are several ways one can take for walking in the footsteps of Jesus. Certainly
the start is to be physically, mentally and emotionally present with those in need
by volunteering one’s time and energy, for example, participating in fundraisers
like walk-a-thons, donating food or clothing to those in need, giving money
to worthy organizations and participating in activism that prevents further
separation between those who have and those who have not. No matter what the
action is, we must always remember that by serving God’s people we are serving
creation.
Finally, unlike at the end of the other days of creation, God makes a new
declaration on the sixth day. God has declared that the light, the sea and the
sky, the sun, moon and stars, all the creatures—those of the sea and the sky and
the ones who live on the land—are good. But when God looks at the whole of
creation, how it works together as one, God calls it “very good”.
Imagine for a moment a creative artist at work—the artist might be a writer,
painter, dancer or sculptor. As the artist’s creation unfolds, some moments may
lack clarity and others that are amazing in and of themselves; but it isn’t until the
whole piece is finished that true appreciation can take place. At some level, this
might have been what God experienced. To finally step back from the midst of
such intense, creative and detail-oriented work and look at the whole must have
been breathtaking!

“If I had
influence with
the good fairy
who is supposed
to preside over
the christening
of all children,
I should ask
that her gift to
each child in
the world be a
sense of wonder
so indestructible
that it would last
throughout life.”
—Rachel Carson
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Environmental Concerns

As we have already noted in the previous sessions of this study, there are several
environmental problems facing non-human land creatures such as extinction,
habitat destruction and industrial farming. However rather
than reiterate what has already been discussed, this session
we will focus on some of the important environmental
problems that are facing humanity.

Problem 1: Consumption and Greed

Consumption and greed are problems at a spiritual level
that arguably cause or at least contribute to many of the
other environmental problems that we have discussed. We
need “stuff ” to survive—food for our bellies, water and air,
shelter and clothing—in the same way all of God’s creatures
do. But the idea of needing “stuff ” to keep up with the
Joneses is a different story—and a trap that we all fall prey
to on a regular basis. Our society bombards us constantly
with advertisements for clothing, perfume, cars, medicines,
toys, retirement communities, vacation spots, hair removal…and the list could
go on and on. Living simply in this society is hard work—it is countercultural
and therefore seen as weird or strange; but those who have succeeded at simple
living have reaped positive rewards as a result.
In her book Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament (Cambridge:
Cowley Publications, 2001), Ellen Davis, a professor of Old Testament at Duke
University, connects environmental degradation and
sin in a very tangible way. She writes that much of the
environmental crisis is the result of human greed—
the desire to have more no matter the cost. Greed,
one of the seven deadly sins, can be all consuming in
a way that takes us by surprise.
In his book Serve God, Save the Planet: A Christian
Call to Action (White River Junction, VT: Chelsea
Green Publishing, 2006), Dr. J. Matthew Sleeth
describes the process and results of “de-greedifying”
his life and the life of his family. He claims that
living less like a consumer and, in turn, more “green”
provided him with more time for family, church and
community. “Because of these changes, we have
more time for God. Spiritual concerns have filled the
void left by material ones. Owning fewer things has resulted in things no longer
owning us” (p. 4).
© 2010 by Beth Bojarski. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.morehouseeducation.org. All rights reserved.
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

5

To s e rv e & g ua r d t h e e a rt h • Pa rt i ci pa n t H a n d o u t • S e s s i o n 5 • L a n d cr e at u r e s

Problem 2: Human Disparity

Christians are people of the Bible and among the many important messages in
the Bible, taking care of “the least of these” is one of the more
prominent. Whether one does this purely as a response to Jesus’
teachings or as a means of creation care (humans having been
created as part of creation), tending to those in need cannot be
left out of the problems facing our environment today. As was
mentioned before, human disparity reaches every corner of
our own communities, our cities, our nation and our globe and
manifests itself through poverty, violence and oppression. And
almost always, the environmental problems we’ve discussed
in previous sessions are at the heart of poverty—the lack of
potable water, the unavailability of food, sanitation problems
and changing weather patterns due to climate change.

Problem 3: Overpopulation

Probably one of the touchiest environmental problems for Christians is the
increased population of the human race that takes its toll by placing even
more stress on the planet and its resources than is already experienced. Higher
population means more people contributing to pollution of all kinds, which
encourages climate change. It means more mouths to feed, more water for
drinking and more land used for human habitation rather
than for non-human creatures or vegetation.
This problem is touchy because, for many Christians,
acknowledging it as a problem goes against God’s very first
command to be fruitful and multiply. However, one can have
too much of a good thing. Temperance, restraint and selfcontrol are also important commands given in the Bible and
these ought to be practiced as well.

What Can You Do?

The most important thing we can do in responding to the
environmental problems of consumption and greed, human
disparity and overpopulation is to be mindful. Be mindful of our purchases and
our attitudes toward “stuff.” Be mindful of our actions and the effect they have on
other people—particularly those who have less than we do. And be mindful of
how our decisions—big and small—affect the earth as a whole.
There are many action steps that one can take to reduce the problems of greed
and consumption and of human disparity. Among them are the following:
• Before buying, ask: Do I need this? Do I own something like it already that
can suffice? Can I borrow this? Can I buy this used?
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• Donate household and clothing items you rarely use to organizations that
can sell them for a profit that helps those in need.
• Avoid advertisements by watching less TV!
• Volunteer your time at a local homeless shelter, jail or food pantry.
• Donate money and/or goods to your local homeless shelter, jail or food
pantry.

During the week…

Take time to further reflect on the sixth day of creation, the tension between
the two creation accounts and the importance of other members of the human
community. Here are a few activities to do at home this week:
• Alternate the reading of Genesis 1:24-31 and 2:4-25 on different days. At
the end of the week once you have read them several times, allow yourself to
wonder about how and why the stories of creation are different and what you
can learn from their differences.
• Log roll. While this activity can be especially fun with children, doing it on
your own may also be rewarding—especially if you allow yourself to see the
world through a child’s eyes.
—— Go on a walk or hike in some nearby woods. Wander off trail just a bit,
but not enough for the trail to leave your sight (you might want to leave a
bandana tied on a tree in case the trail blends in once you leave it).
—— Look for signs of life in dark spaces by rolling logs, rocks and other items
that have been sitting on the forest floor for some time away from you
(so that any critters that want to get away can do so).
The amount of activity you find will depend on the time
of year and the amount of time the log/rock/stump/or
downed tree has been there.
—— Replace what you have rolled away—remember that
these things are like a roof for the critters you’ve just
discovered!
—— Look elsewhere! A forest floor is constantly working at
rejuvenating itself. What looks like a dead tree to us is
often full of life and vibrancy as bugs of all shapes and
sizes eat away at it and turn it into dirt for future trees to
grow in.
• Be more attentive to your purchasing practices and other
decision-making opportunities each day.
• Commit to one or more of the action steps for this week’s environmental
problems. Put little signs up in visible places around your home or in your
wallet to remind you of this/these commitment(s).

“I care not
much for a
man’s religion
whose dog and
cat are not the
better for it.”
—Abraham Lincoln
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Participant Handout
Scripture: Genesis 2:1-3; Psalm 136:1-9; Psalm 148:1-12
Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude.
And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and he
rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. So God
blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all
the work that he had done in creation.
Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good;
for his steadfast love endures forever.
O give thanks to the God of gods, for his steadfast love endures forever.
O give thanks to the Lord of lords, for his steadfast love endures forever;
who alone does great wonders, for his steadfast love endures forever;
who by understanding made the heavens,
for his steadfast love endures forever;
who spread out the earth on the waters,
for his steadfast love endures forever;
who made the great lights, for his steadfast love endures forever;
the sun to rule over the day, for his steadfast love endures forever;
the moon and stars to rule over night,
for his steadfast love endures forever.
Praise the Lord!
Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise him in the heights!
Praise him, all his angels; praise him, all his hosts!
Praise him, sun and moon; praise him, all you shining stars!
Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!
Let them praise the name of the Lord, for he commanded
and they were created.
He established them forever and ever,
he fixed their bounds,
which cannot be passed.
Praise the Lord from the earth you sea monsters
and all deeps, fire and hail, snow and frost,
stormy wind fulfilling his command!
Mountains and all hills, fruit trees and all cedars!
Wild animals and all cattle,
creeping things and flying birds!
Kings of the earth and all people,
princes and all rulers of the earth!
Young men and women alike,
old and young together!

Session
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rest & reflection
On the last day of
creation, God did not
create but rested. This
week we’ll examine
how to rest and reflect
to recuperate from the
busyness of our lives
and how to let the earth
rest and recover from
damage done to it over
time.
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Scripture Background

This study has taken us on a story journey—the story of creation, the story of
the earth and our own stories, individual and communal. Before we finish this
six-session study, let us first consider two themes yet untouched. First, there is
a cyclical nature to creation, a repetition or refrain that repeats each day except
the last—there was evening and morning that day. Secondly, there is a strong
theme on this last day of creation of rest and reflection. Many of us know firsthand how challenging it can be to stop and reflect, to rest, to keep the Sabbath.
We live our rat-race-like lives running from one event to the next. Work, school,
children’s plays, concerts and sports competitions, the gym, a friend’s retirement
party, church events—the round of activities consumes nearly all of our time to
the point where many of us are sleep-deprived and weary from the schedule. But
God rested. For a whole day!
In his A Sand County Almanac, as Aldo Leopold cuts through the rings of an old
oak, he tells the story of his land and the events that the tree has lived through
during its lifetime. The events Leopold describes are not all-encompassing, but
they give the reader an idea of the importance of the oak and the land and leave
room for reverence and appreciation for this one tree in particular that he has
chosen, after careful deliberation, to cut down to provide firewood for the next
year’s winter. The first years the saw cuts into are the 1940s, the years Leopold
lived on the land, but before long the tree tells an earlier story. Leopold writes:
“Now we cut 1910 when a great university president published a book on
conservation, a great sawfly epidemic killed millions of tamaracks, a great
drouth burned the pineries, and a great dredge drained Horicon Marsh.
“We cut 1909, when smelt were first planted in the
Great Lakes, and when a wet summer induced the
Legislature to cut the forest-fire appropriations.
“We cut 1908, a dry year when the forests burned
fiercely, and Wisconsin parted with its last cougar.
“We cut 1907, when a wandering lynx, looking in
the wrong direction for the promised land, ended his
career among the farms of Dane County.
“We cut 1902-3, a winter of bitter cold; 1901, which
brought the most intense drouth of record (rainfall
only 17 inches); 1900, a centennial year of hope, of
prayer, and the usual annual ring of oak.
“Rest! Cries the chief sawyer, and we pause for breath”
(pp. 12-13)

“We shall
never achieve
harmony with
land, any more
than we shall
achieve absolute
justice or liberty
for people. In
these higher
aspirations, the
important thing
is not to achieve
but to strive.”
—Aldo Leopold

In the story of the tree, the refrain comes back again and again following each
decade or so of cutting: “Rest! Cries the chief sawyer, and we pause for breath.”
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In the Genesis 1 creation story there is also a refrain; the authors close each
day’s account with the simple reminder that after all that was made, there is still
evening and morning each day.
Today, we still have that same morning and evening reminder—the sun rises and
sets, providing light, warmth and energy in a cyclical, refrain-like manner. This
can and ought to serve as our own daily reminder of the beauty of creation and
the reverence we owe God for God’s steadfastness and resiliency. No matter what
we face—good or bad—we can depend on the sun’s rising and setting; and, like
the Israelites discovered in the exodus journey from Egypt, no matter the muck
and mire we get ourselves into—turning away from God, doubting, complaining,
fearing, destroying and self-obsessing—God will continue to keep the promises
made in the beginning. There are refrains in worship that remind us of God’s
steadfastness: eucharist, daily prayer, corporate scripture reading, sermons or
homilies—these are all things that we count on to keep us stable and upright.
This is the beauty of liturgy and Christian community.

Environmental Concerns

In the way our culture is repulsed by things that are the
same, appreciating refrain can be challenging. Technology
is constantly looking for the bigger and the better. Our
expectations are unrealistically high of our partners, jobs
and professions. And as Richard Louv writes in Last Child in
the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder
(Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 2005),
our children are being raised in homes that entertain.
Therefore they do not learn the value of self-discovery and
sitting still unless it is in front of a television set.

Problem 1: Being Content with Life

Sadly, contentment and satisfaction with life are hard to come by for people of
all ages. Even the refrain of growing old and wise is looked down upon and our
culture wants to look younger and be more vibrant. Reinstating an appreciation
for the refrains of life by recognizing them in the natural world in sunsets that
come each morning, flowers that peer through the snow each spring and trees
that shed their leaves each fall to prepare for hibernation might be the impetus
needed to learn how to take life one day—or even moment—at a time. There is
still evening, and there is still morning each day.

Problem 2: The Importance of Rest

The second important lesson learned from the seventh day of creation is the
importance of rest. Many of us live in fast-paced, work-centered worlds that
are dependent on fast food drive-thrus and extended grocery store hours to
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accommodate our schedules. But God rested. Jesus went in the wilderness to
pray. We ought to do the same, allowing our
minds and bodies and spirits time to take a deep
breath—the kind of breath that fills every free
space in our bodies from the tips of our toes
to the crown of our head—and then to slowly,
slowly let it out.
The Hebrew word for rest is shabath, and can
also be translated to cease, desist. Shabath is
used not just to describe God’s actions, but
the Israelites are commanded to rest on the
seventh day (Exodus 23:12). It also describes
the rest to be given to the land every seventh
year (Leviticus 26:34-35). We are much more
familiar with the noun form identifying the
Sabbath day of rest from work. Therefore, rest is
not just something God did that we ought to do
as a result, it is required both for God’s people
and for the land.
Rest can be accomplished many ways: through prayer and meditation, in a walk
through the park or by practicing a beloved craft like wood-working or knitting.
Rest means getting enough sleep each night. It means spending time with loved
ones. Rest provides time for reflection and appreciation and rejuvenation. Rest
is an abstinence from labor. Different from the busy event-filled vacation, rest
ought to be a refrain of one’s everyday life.
A few years ago a new movement called “Take Back Your Time” captured the
hearts and minds of people across the country. It was inspired by John de Graaf ’s
popular book Take Back Your Time (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler Publishers,
Inc., 2003; or find it online at www.timeday.org). He gathered authors from a
variety of disciplines to reflect on the busyness of the American person and the
effects it has on family, work, social, spiritual and civic life. This movement, along
with many other simple living campaigns, has spurred some to question and reevaluate how their days are spent so that what is most important is reflected in
the amount of time they give it.

What Can You Do?

Each session during this study, we have considered specific environmental
problems that pertain to that session’s creation such as air pollution, deforestation
and human degradation. This session, we are learning about the importance of
refrain and rest. Ask yourself:

“Like a path
through the
forest, Sabbath
creates a marker
for ourselves so,
if we are lost,
we can find our
way back to our
center.”
—Wayne Muller

Sabbath: Finding Rest,
Renewal, and Delight
in Our Busy Lives
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• How might rest and relaxation promote environmental solutions to the
broad spectrum of problems we have discussed?
• In what ways are refrain and rest the most important of all the environmental
solutions/actions brought up in this study?

During the week…

Take time during the following weeks to continue reflecting on the story of
creation and to take further action against the environmental problems our earth
is facing.
• If one hasn’t already been established, gather a group in your church to
start a Stewardship or and Environmental Concerns Committee. Use this
curriculum or other resources available to keep your work grounded in
scripture, theology and the environmental crisis.
• Remember that change can be slow and sometimes discouraging, especially
when it is first being implemented. Practicing outward change regularly, like
a refrain, can over time spur the inward change that is long-lasting.

Other Helpful Resources

To continue to increase your awareness of environmental issues and what might
be done about them, see for example:

Books to Read: Religious

(* indicates a resource with curriculum and/or discussion questions)
• * Barnett, T.M. (Ed). Greening Congregations Handbook. Earth Ministry,
2002.
• Bernstein, Ellen. The Splendor of Creation. The Pilgrim Press, 2005.
• The Green Bible. HarperCollins Publishers, 2008.
• Hamilton-Poore, Sam. Earth Gospel: A Guide to Prayer for God’s Creation.
Upper Rooms Books, 2008.
• Moyer, Joanne. Earth Trek: Celebrating and Sustaining God’s Creation. Herald
Press, 2004.
• Norris, Kathleen. The Quotidian Mysteries: Laundry, Liturgy and “Women’s
Work”. Paulist Press, 1998.
• Robinson, Tri. Saving God’s Green Earth. Ampelon Publishing, 2006. See also
www.savinggodsgreenearth.com.
• * Schut, Michael (Ed). Simpler Living Compassionate Life: A Christian
Perspective. Living the Good News, 1999.
• * Sleeth, Matthew. Serve God, Save the Planet: A Christian Call to Action.
Chelsea Green Publishing, 2006. See also www.servegodsavetheplanet.org.

Books to Read: Other

• Abbey, Edward. Desert Solitaire. Ballantine Books, 1990.
• Cornell, Joseph. Sharing Nature with Children. Dawn Publications, 1998.

“Love all of
God’s creation,
the whole of it
and every grain
of sand. Love
every leaf, every
ray of God’s
light! Love the
animals, love
the plants, love
everything. If you
love everything,
you will soon
perceive the
divine mystery
in things. Once
you perceive it,
you will begin to
comprehend it
better every day.
And you will
come at last to
love the whole
world with an
all-embracing
love.”
—Fydor Doestoyevski
(1821-1881)

© 2010 by Beth Bojarski. Published by Morehouse Education Resources, www.morehouseeducation.org. All rights reserved.
Permission is hereby granted to reproduce this page for use in the purchasing congregation only.

5

To s e rv e & g ua r d t h e e a rt h • Pa rt i ci pa n t H a n d o u t • S e s s i o n 6• r e st & r e f l ect i o n

• De Graaf, John (Ed). Take Back Your Time: Fighting Overwork and Time
Poverty in America. Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2003.
• Gore, Al. Our Choice: A Plan to Solve the Climate Crisis. Rodale, 2009.
• Leopold, Aldo. A Sand County Almanac. Ballantine Books, 1966.
• Leslie, Clare Walker and Charles E. Roth. Keeping a Nature
Journal: Discover a Whole New Way of Seeing the World
Around You. Storey Publishing, 2000.
• Louv, Richard. Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children
from Nature Deficit Disorder. Algonquin Books of Chapel
Hill, 2005.
• Ward, Jennifer. I Love Dirt: 52 Activities to Help You and
Your Kids Discover the Wonders of Nature. Trumpeter, 2008.

Web Sites to Explore:

• In 2006, Bill Moyers ran a special called “Is God Green”
on PBS and it remains one of the best introductions on the
subject. See www.pbs.org/moyers/moyersonamerica/green/
index.html
• Blessed Earth, an organization founded by Matthew Sleeth,
has an abundance of resources for faith-based creation care.
Their website includes an extensive list of resources and
downloads including Creation Care Tip Sheets for home,
work and church, an Energy Audit Worksheet, and a list
of denominational statements on creation care. See www.
blessedearth.org
• The National Religious Partnership for the Environment
(NRPE) is a coalition of Jewish, Catholic, Evangelical and mainline
Protestant traditions working together to provide resources, conduct
trainings and encourage further scholarship in the area of environmental
concern. See www.nrpe.org
• The National Council of Churches of Christ Eco-Justice Programs offers
several free downloadable curriculum programs on specific areas of
environmental concern. In addition, an Earth Sunday resource has been
written annually since 2004. See www.nccecojustice.org/resources/
• A searchable list of Nature Centers in the United States may be found at
www.eeweek.org/nature_centers.htm
• Find free downloadable sky maps for stargazing at www.skymaps.com. Maps
are updated monthly and available for both the northern and the southern
hemispheres.
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Other Program Resources for Further Study:

• The Eco-Justice Program, National Council of Churches USA provides
several excellent curriculums and programs that are made available as free
downloads at: www.nccecojustice.org/resources.html including:
—— Water Stewards: A Toolkit for Congregational Care of Local Watersheds
—— Our Daily Bread: Harvesters of Hope and Gardeners of Eden
—— Rooted in God’s Word and Lands: A Celebration of the Earth That
Nourishes Us
—— The Poverty of Global Climate Change
—— Bottom Line Ministries That Matter: Congregational Stewardship with
Energy Efficiency and Clean Energy Technologies
—— Building a Firm Foundation: A Creation-Friendly
Building Guide for Churches
—— The Cry of Creation: A Call for Climate Justice
—— and yearly programs for Earth Sunday

Videos to Watch

• Planet Earth. DVD. Discovery Channel and BBC,
2006.
• WALL-E. DVD. Directed by Andrew Stanton. Walt
Disney Pictures, 2008.
• An Inconvenient Truth. DVD. Directed by Davis
Guggenheim. Lawrence Bender Productions, 2006.
• Cosmic Voyage. Directed by Bayley Silleck. IMAX,
2002.
• The National Parks: America’s Best Idea. DVD.
Directed by Ken Burns. Florentine Films and WETA
Television, 2009.
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