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Environmental Stewardship: The Case for Sustainability

Last week, I started a reflection on environmental stewardship by focussing on the importance of trees.  Yet every piece of our creation is part of an integrated whole.   In Genesis 2: 15 we read “the Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it”.  Stewardship requires both use and care.  God has given mankind the stewardship of His garden, and we will be accountable to Him for our performance.

It is becoming abundantly clear today that the earth’s resources are not limitless and that mankind is making a significant impact on these resources and much of it is negative.  Is our rate of usage sustainable?  Can we continue using up the earth’s resources as we are today well into 2100?   Resources like oil, water, clean air, fish in the sea, wild animals, minerals, forests, arable land, the ozone layer and even rain though abundant are not limitless.  We cannot sustain an exploitative approach ignoring the replenishing cycles that God himself has established for all resources.

As a part time farmer, I am glad to be a part of a group of Christian farmers that really takes stewardship seriously.  Even though, as farmers, we might be short-sighted at times (too focussed on the ‘bottom line’), for the most part the farmers I meet at Christian Farmers Federation of Ontario (CFFO) meetings are committed to doing what is best for the long-term viability of their land and farm.  ‘Mining the soil’ and exploiting its goodness in the short term is ‘out’!   What is ‘in’, is a commitment to understanding and improving agricultural practices.  It requires a stubborn commitment especially when the cost of good stewardship makes us less able to compete with today’s increasingly large-scale, specialised approach to farming.   Competition often favours farmers, in the short run, who exploit now and profit at the cost of the long term viability or sustainability of the soil.  

Scripture is clear that we need to think long-term.  In the book of Leviticus we learn of God’s requirement of Sabbath – a year of rest - for the land every 7 years and a complete rest every 49 years – a jubilee (Lev. 25:1-12).  Leaving land fallow was God’s provision that helped the long-term stability or sustainability of the land.   Through careful land stewardship, today’s farmer ensures the long-term productivity of the soil by annually returning manure or growing a green manure crop and fallowing.  Farmer stewards plan their crop rotations so that soil health is improved – not mined.

Sustainability of the earth has a cost that we should not ignore any longer.

In Luke 14:28 Jesus says:

“Suppose one of you wants to build a tower, will he not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough money to complete it?”

The costs of the impact of mankind on the resources of our planet as well as the long-term impact on our health and livelihood are being exposed in ever more frightening terms.  The depletion of oil and fresh water and the effects of global warming and acid rain are some very obvious signs of our impact.  The demands of our Euro-North American consumptive lifestyle on the earth’s resources are not sustainable in the long-term.  This is not new – yet how many of us don’t understand or appreciate what the ‘Kyota protocol’ is trying to do.  It’s not perfect and it’s only a start, yet many of us choose to do the ‘ostrich-thing’ – or we take on the attitude ‘not in my backyard or my lifetime!’ 

A better way is to be like the person in Jesus’ example.  We all need to think ahead for the long-term.  What are the long-term costs of our decisions today?  We need to be thinking beyond the economics.  Instead of ‘Can I afford it?’ we need ask ‘Can the earth afford me doing this or buying this?’  The long time viability or sustainability of the earth’s resources demands that we take our stewardship seriously.  In the large scale we need to be cutting back on non-renewable energy consumption, pushing back the deserts, planting trees, scale back the denuding of the earth of forests and reduce the long distances between supply and demand (made possible by cheap energy and cheap labour in the developing world).  On an individual scale and for our health’s sake we need to, at minimum, walk more and drive less.

Consider how we tie up earthly resources that could be used for even greater purposes – kingdom purposes.  Consider the resources we tie up to build large facilities for sport, recreation, entertainment and our pets.   Do we need more tsunamis and ‘live8aid’ concerts to make us aware of the needs in this world?   And let’s not forget the need for bringing the gospel as we are commissioned in Matthew 28.   A friend of mine working for another denomination lamented the fact that her church has billions of $ tied up in valuable real estate (downtown old churches).  These properties serve as the place of worship for a dwindling number of worshipers – and that contrasts with her awareness of the shortages in the mission work of her denomination.  She envisions what could be done today if these assets were ‘freed’ up for kingdom work.  

What can we do today?  We can start by doing more with less and recycling what we have.  It will move us in the right direction for sustainability.  We may even find it liberating after all ‘do you possess your possessions or do they possess you?

· Stewardly Tip: 

In your buying decisions – think long-term.  Think – do I really need this?  Is the convenience worth the cost of tying up earth’s resources?  We tend to collect too much stuff that we only use once or twice.  And when you do buy, think durability and whether or not at the end of its service life it is recyclable.  Recycling makes sustainability possible.  

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.

Next issue: What’s a Steward?

