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Environmental Stewardship: the Importance of Trees

In the fall of 1982 I had the privilege of meeting Rev. Joseph Wycliffe Sr. and his family.  At the time Pastor Wycliffe Sr. was in charge of a few small Christian Reformed churches that were established in India by World Missions in the early to mid 1950s.  Rev. Wycliffe Sr. at the time was said to be in his early 90s, and to me he looked ancient and as rugged as the land in the area.  I remember his wispy white hair and long beard, but more importantly, the stories he shared with me about some of the history of the CRC Missions’ efforts in India, and the people who led the way.  It was a story of trials, conflicts, disappointments and one of persecution and poverty as well.

But one of the first things that struck me as I arrived by train at Adoni in the province of Andhra Pradesh in India – was how hot, dry, bare, and rocky everything appeared.  So much so that we as staff of CRWRC in Asia would refer to Adoni as “a hot rock pile in central India”.  Adoni only gets about 33 cm. (13”) of rain in a year (all in the summer) and it’s a struggle for farmers to raise a crop of Sorghum without irrigation, or cotton and rice with irrigation. 

What was also striking was the occasional big ancient tree that I would come across and really appreciate as a reprieve from the hot sun.  The fact that it was there, led me to wonder so I asked Pastor Wycliffe Sr. what the area was like when he was a child.  “O my”, he said, “it was far different from what it is now.”  He told stories about how at night they took extra measure to protect themselves from lions and tigers roving around their villages – coming in  from the forests all around them.   He recalled, how as children they would play in the cool of the trees, and not suffer the heat that we felt the day we were visiting (day time temperatures reached to 45oC., or 113 oF).  He remarked that living conditions were a lot more tolerable then – with a lot less dust and the effects of scorching heat and dry air.

A New Zealand Baptist missionary friend told me about a medical missionary who was stationed at the Vellore Mission Hospital (a few hundred kilometres south-east of Adoni) over 60 years ago.  This missionary was visionary in recognizing the importance of trees, and identified a need to curtail the cutting down of trees to provide firewood.  Instead of chopping trees, he began a tree seedling nursery to facilitate the re-establishment of trees around the mission compound.  Initially, it took a lot of watering of the young seedlings, but when they took root and their roots penetrated the soil more deeply – the trees became self-sufficient.  Today, the Vellore Mission Hospital is like an oasis in a desert because of these trees.  The climate at the hospital is more hospitable than the land surrounding it.  The cooling effect and the ‘containment’ of moisture is obvious and makes the heat much more bearable especially for the patients. 

It reminded me of how my brothers, sister and I would rush across a bare hot field behind our house to get to the trees that shadowed the ‘Bruce trail’ not far away.  We appreciated the reprieve from the hot sunshine - the temperature difference was remarkable!

It is this effect that is being utilised in efforts to reduce, contain and even push back the expanding deserts in Africa.  CRWRC workers in Mali and Niger are busy raising new tree seedlings and planting them – not only to combat the desertification, but also to provide an additional income source for impoverished people.  

Today, many are starting to appreciate the relationship between agriculture and forestry which has led to the growing importance of Agro-Forestry.  We are learning that good stewardship means that we recognise the important almost synergistic relationship of trees and crops and strive to find the ‘right mix’ for a particular area.   In this case good stewardship is a win-win situation all around: a better economy, more sustainable land use, the reduction of carbon dioxide, the production of oxygen, and more habitable living conditions!

· Stewardly Tip: 

Avoid chopping down mature trees wherever possible.  Adjust your new building plans to save mature trees.  Plant trees to reduce heating and cooling costs and to recover nutrients buried deep in your soil –(that is, if you compost the leaves instead of burning them!)

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestion and your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask for more details.
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