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Preface

 Growing up in a fairly non-green space that was Ferndale, 
Michigan in the 70s and 80s (a core suburb of  Detroit) wasn’t all bad--we 
did have two bookstores and a magic shop in our walkable downtown.  But 
aside from the stag beetles that we’d catch every summer and the acorn 
fights with friends, I always felt a bit empty.  I found solace, however, in the 
two glorious weeks that I would spend every summer with my maternal 
grandparents on Manitoulin Island in Ontario, Canada.  From the crisp 
smell of  the waters of  Honora Bay in their front yard to exploring the cow 
pasture and sugar bush behind their property, I found my senses most fully 
engaged outside.
  
 I packed those two weeks with swimming, fishing, exploring, and 
hanging with my grandpa.  Back at home, I always jumped at the chance 
of  going to the woods, fishing, or discovering some new park.  

 It’s only been recently, with the help of  my spiritual director, that 
I’ve understood that God was speaking to me, that the “Holy Spirit was 
burning in [my] trees” to quote the Innocence Mission.  Whether it’s the 
majestic circle-soar of  a hawk, the wobble of  a honeybee in flight, or the 
sight of  the blazing orange of  butterfly weed in the distance, I sense the 
Lord thrumming throughout creation.  Don’t misunderstand, He speaks 
through the Word, through others, and especially through the sacraments, 
but for me I hear Him and sense Him most clearly outside.  “The Heavens 
declare the glory of  God…there is no speech nor are there words,” exhorts 
the psalmist.

 The Gospel isn’t just about “saving souls,” Jesus has something 
much bigger in mind—the restoration of  the universe.  By breaking the 
grip of  sin, He will one day restore everything to a glory greater than even 
before the Fall.  I am energized by working in His creation, using scientific 
principles to help mitigate the effects of  man’s sin on the natural world.  
Make no mistake, we will never restore Eden, nor are we able to realize the 
eschatological glory by ourselves that will come some day, but we can try to 
lessen the damage we’ve created through ignorance, greed, and pride.  He 
has called us to work with Him in this glorious work of  restoration.  Won’t 
you join in the song and work with me?
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Greening God’s Earth:
 A Handbook for Stewarding Church Land

I. Introduction

“We are not going back to Eden, nor up to a (spiritual) 
heaven, but forward to the New Jerusalem, which comes 

down from heaven to earth as our proper home (Rev 21).”                                                                                                                                            
 --John G. Stackhouse, Jr. “A bigger-and smaller-View of  Mission”

 Why should you read this handbook about caring for creation 
when there are many more important issues your church could be 
tackling at this moment?  What about crisis pregnancies?  Racial 
reconciliation?  Supporting missionaries?  Supplying a food bank?  
Evangelism?  Those are all important issues; yet following the Gospel 
is not a zero-sum game.  If  your church supports poverty-ending 
programs can it still work on evangelism?  If  your church is involved in 
pro-life activities, can it not still combat human trafficking?  The point 
is churches usually have several focuses happening driven by people 
inspired by the Holy Spirit and who feel energized by putting hands 
and feet on their faith.  They see a problem and want to help rectify it.

 The farmer and writer Wendell Berry wrote that “To see 
and respect what is there is the first duty of  stewardship.”  We take 
for granted the land our churches sit on.  We generally accept the 
American paradigm of  turf  grass as the dominant natural feature of  
our built landscapes.  Are we aware of  what has been displaced by 
sod and ornamental plants?  What if  the way we steward, or fail to 
steward, our church properties is not a way that gives glory to God?  
What if  we could use the soil surrounding our churches as a way to 
glorify God and proclaim the Gospel of  Jesus Christ?  What if  we 
could draw people to our churches simply by the way we tend the 
land?  

 This handbook seeks to educate Christians on the possibilities 

that exist under their feet when they walk from the parking lot to 
the church entrance.  In section two we explore why we should be 
conscious of  the way we treat our church property.  Section three 
outlines some project possibilities for churches.  Section four showcases 
the vision of  two different churches.  The idea of  taking creation care 
from the property lines to the surrounding community is the focus of  
section five.  Finally, section six lists other related resources that may 
interest you.

II. Three Arrows: Why Christians Should Care for Creation

For The Bible Tells Me So
 Given that this is a handbook, this cannot delve in-depth in 
building a sustained argument for why Christians should care for the 
earth and its ecosystems; look for those in section six and elsewhere.  
But if  we believe what the psalmist wrote in the 24th Psalm (and Paul 
echoes in 1 Corinthians 10) that “The earth is the LORD’s, and the 
fullness thereof ” then we should realize that air, soil, and water are a 
gift from God and not ours to use anyway we see fit.  
 Essentially, this argument is composed of  three components:
•  God created the world
•  God redeemed the world
•  God has yet to fully restore (or reconcile) the world

 The fact that God is a 
loving creator is found easily 
enough in the first two 
chapters of  Genesis where 
he deems each day of  work 
“Good.”  Additionally, if  
you need more arrows for 
this quiver look no further 
than Exodus 20:11, Psalms 
8:3-4, 102:25, 104:14-21, 

Amos 4:13 and 5:8, Nehemiah 9:6.  These are simply a few; look in 
the New Testament to find more: John 1:1-11, Colossians 1:15-17, 
Hebrews 1, and Revelation 1:8 and 4:11; again only a few.
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 The Incarnation and Resurrection achieved redemption not 
only for people but also for every cell and ecosystem in the universe.  
As St. Paul points out in his letter to the Colossians, “For it pleased 
the Father that in Him all the fullness should dwell, and by Him to 
reconcile all things [Gr. ta panta] to Himself, by Him, whether 
things on earth or things in heaven, having made peace through 
the blood of  His cross (Col. 1:19-20 New King James Version).

 Lastly, God’s kingdom has yet to be fully realized, again, 
St. Paul: 

“For the earnest expectation of  the creation eagerly waits 
for the revealing of  the sons of  God.  For the creation 
was subjected to futility, not willingly, but because of  Him 
who subjected it in hope; because the creation itself  also 
will be delivered free from the bondage of  corruption 
into the glorious liberty of  the children of  God (Romans 
8:19-21 New King James Version). 

 St. John pulls back a bit of  the curtain for the culmination of  
this realization in Revelation 11:15-18 when the preparation for the 
melding of  earth and heaven is announced.  Later, in chapter 21 he 
is awed by the New Jerusalem descending from heaven when “he [the 
triune God] will dwell with them [humanity] and they shall be his 
people and God himself  will be with them.”
 
 If  God is the creator, sustainer, and ruler of  this world, then 
doesn’t it follow that we are obligated, like Adam, to care for it?  We 
are to steward it not only for ourselves, but our descendants and our 
fellow creatures.  Does a renter who inhabits a house or an apartment 
have the right to gouge the drywall, stain the carpets, and scrap the 
copper plumbing?  If  we claim to love God, we will learn to love what 
he loves too.  St. Maximos, quoted in the Philokalia responds, “But if  
we hate and despise things, failing to perceive that they were created 
‘wholly good and beautiful,’ we provoke the anger of  God” (Palmer, 
Sherrard, & Ware 1984). 

Faith of  Our Fathers
 Many Protestants might be 
surprised to find that Christians who 
lived after the apostles had much to 
say about caring for creation.  Catholic 
and Orthodox Christians have had 
access to riches that may have been 
obscured by the prejudices of  the 
Reformation, but some, Evangelicals 
especially, have been rediscovering 
what Christ has provided through his 
church all along.

“Not to improve the world, but to transform all creation”
 Our Eastern Orthodox brothers and sisters have been 
meditating on the meaning of  creation almost since the beginning of  
the church.  They view the entire earth as a sacrament, a visible sign 
of  invisible grace.  St. Basil, in his homilies on the six days of  creation 
exhorted his hearers, “I want creation to penetrate you with so much 
wonder that everywhere, wherever you may be, the least plant may 
bring to you the clear remembrance of  the Creator.”  The fact that the 
earth exists at all with its extravagant beauty and diversity in geology 
and biology attest to the fact that God loves all his creatures and cares 
for us with the gifts of  sun, soil, and water.  Orthodox theologian 
Elizabeth Theokritoff  points out that the material world is a gift.  “Not 
a ‘gift’ in the sense that it is handed over to us to do what we like with; 
rather, in the sense that it is never ours by right.” (Theokritoff  2009). 

 Most in the West know of  St. Francis, but less might know 
of  the story of  the saint and the wolf  of  Gubbio, how Francis tamed 
the wolf  that was terrorizing a small Italian town. Eastern saints have 
those kinds of  stories too.  Perhaps the most well-known is that of  
St. Seraphim of  Sarov and the bear, but there are other stories.  Paul 
of  Obnora and the creatures of  the Russian forest, St. Sava and his 
lion companion, Makarios the Egyptian and the hyena.  Whether 
these stories are literally true or not at issue; the point is that through 
sanctification, or theosis as it’s called in the East, we “catch a glimpse 

In making a case for reading 
the Bible as an agrarian story, 
Ellen F. Davis observes: “Adam 
comes to Eden as a protector, 
answerable for the well being 
of  the precious thing that he 
did not make; he is to be an 
observer, mindful of  limits that 
are build into the created order 
as both inescapable and fitting… 
The land instantiates limits that 
God has set; we encounter it as 
a fellow creature to be respected 
and even revered” (Davis 2009). 
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of  paradise, of  the created order restored to 
its intended state” (Theokritoff).  These stories 
point to a kingdom without violence, without 
fear, without enmity between man and beast, 
and ultimately, the land.  By growing closer to 
Christ, we grow closer to his creation healing 
the fissures of  sin. 

 St. Ephrem the Syrian (306-373) a poet 
and theologian expressed that restoration in 
one of  his “Hymns of  Paradise”:

At our resurrection, both earth and heaven will God  
renew, Liberating all creatures, granting them paschal  
joy, along with us. 
Upon our mother Earth, along with us, did he lay  
disgrace when he placed on her, with the sinner, the 
curse; so, together with the just, he will bless her too; 
this nursing mother, along with her children, shall he 
who is Good renew. (Theokritoff)

 Another contemporary Orthodox theologian, John 
Chryssavigis, sums up the Eastern church’s worldview thusly: 

It is time we began considering salvation less as a 
damnation of  a certain part (smaller or larger) and 
more as the integration and reconciliation of  all 
things in Christ.  We have been forbidden to judge 
and commissioned to heal.  Salvation then must be 
considered on broader, more universal terms—not 
restricted to the individual, but embracing a community, 
and thus social or ecclesial.  Likewise, it is not restricted 
to humanity but extends to the whole of  creation; it is, 
therefore cosmic (Chryssavgis 2007).

Do As the Romans Do
 Some Protestants might be aware of  the social teaching of  
the Catholic church, which says there is a “preferential option for the 
poor.”  Catholic social teaching doesn’t stop there, along with sharing 
seven ancient ecumenical councils and many saints with the Orthodox 
churches, the teaching authority of  Rome states in the Catechism of  
the Catholic Church: 

Each creature possesses its own particular goodness and perfection 
[Italics mine]. For each one of  the works of  the “six 
days” it is said: “And God saw that it was good.” “By 
the very nature of  creation, material being is endowed 
with its own stability, truth and excellence, its own order 
and laws.” Each of  the various creatures, willed in its 
own being, reflects in its own way a ray of  God’s infinite 
wisdom and goodness. Man must therefore respect the 
particular goodness of  every creature, to avoid any 
disordered use of  things which would be in contempt of  
the Creator and would bring disastrous consequences 

for human beings and their environment 
(Catechism 339).

 Pope (now Saint) John Paul II’s 1990 
World Day of  Peace message was solely 
focused on caring for the earth: “[A] 
new ecological awareness is beginning 
to emerge which, rather than being 
downplayed, ought to be encouraged 
to develop into concrete programs and 
initiatives” (John Paul II, Peace with God 
the Creator, Peace with all of  Creation, 
1).  Likewise, Benedict XVI’s World 
Day of  Peace message for 2010 was 
titled “If  You Want to Cultivate Peace, 
Protect Creation.”  It is inescapable that 
Christianity clearly and emphatically 
teaches care and reverence for God’s 
creation.

Anyone who loves God loves 
not only his fellow man, but 
the entire creation as well: 
trees, grass, flowers.  He loves 
everything with the same love. 
 –An Athonite saying

Some people, in order to 
discover God, read books. But 
there is a great book: the very 
appearance of  created things. 
Look above you! Look below 
you! Read it. God, whom you 
want to discover, never wrote 
that book with ink. Instead, He 
set before your eyes the things 
that He had made. Can you ask 
for a louder voice than that?  
--St. Augustine
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The Ecological Factor
 The National Wildlife Federation and a host of  scientific 
studies report that habitat loss is the primary cause of  extinction and 
threat to the continued thriving of  plants and animals in the United 
States.  We have, as the Joni Mitchell song says “…paved paradise and 
put up a parking lot.”  We have destroyed ecosystems for agriculture, 
our homes, businesses and entertainment complexes.  Building human 
habitat is not intrinsically wrong, but to voraciously gobble up land 
without much thought for the other creatures just might be.  Even in 
ancient Israel, the prophet Isaiah decries this practice, “Ah, you who 
join house to house, who add field to field, until there is room for no 
one but you, and you are left to live alone in the midst of  the land” (5:8 
New Revised Standard Version).

DP (Displaced Plants)
 Entomologist Douglas W. Tallamy realized that over 35% of  
the plants in his 10 acre Pennsylvania home were not native to the 
region.  This lead to his research that showed the way we tend to 
plant here in the US does not support native food webs and is a form 
of  habitat destruction.  “Plants are not optional on this planet.  With 
few exceptions, neither we, nor 
anything else, can live without 
them.  We invariably take plants 
and the benefits they provide for 
granted” (Tallamy 2009).

 By removing plants that 
feed and shelter native creatures 
we are driving away not only 
insects, but birds and mammals 
as well.  “I cannot overemphasize 
how important insect herbivores 
are to the health of  all terrestrial 
ecosystems,” asserts Tallamy.  
“Worldwide, 37 percent of  animal 
species are herbivorous insects” 
(Tallamy 2009).

 Fewer insects, though, is a good thing right?  Fewer caterpillars 
on your tomatoes and cucumbers;  fewer flies and mosquitoes; all good, 
yes?  Tallamy counters: “If  you count all the terrestrial bird species in 
North America that rely on insects and other arthropods…to feed their 
young, you would find that figure to be about 96 percent—in other 
words, nearly all of  them” (Tallamy 2009).  In starkest terms, fewer 
insects mean fewer birds.

 Tallamy pleas that if  we would turn 50% of  our yards back to 
native plants, just our yards, mind you, we could create a habitat larger 
than all of  the national parks in the US.

 Shouldn’t we submit our church lands to that kind of  
restoration?  What do we say to the world when we follow the 
suburban paradigm of  turf  grass and ornamental trees and shrubs?  
How much greater could our testimony be if  we decided to follow 
God’s order of  plant and animal flourishing?  When the King of  Glory 
returns how do we want the place to appear?

III. Projects

     Not only can we help to provide habitat for plants and animals 
with most of  the following projects, but we will add a different (though 
hardly new) aesthetic to our churches.  We will witness to the world 
that God is not only creator of  life, but author of  all beauty.  Think of  
these as ways of  evangelizing our neighbors.  

 All of  these projects vary in scope and complexity.  The most 
important factor needed before that first shovelful of  dirt is turned is to 
get buy-in from our congregations.  And, perhaps, more importantly, 
secure commitment from volunteers.  After the excitement of  the 
building or creation phase has passed, people sometimes become 
bored.  None of  these projects require thousands of  hours of  work, 
but most do require at least a few hours weekly or monthly.  Be sure to 
have a core team of  volunteers that have the vision of  the project to see 
it to perpetuation.
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What Is Composting?
 Of  all the projects discussed for church grounds, composting 
has to be one of  the easiest.  If  people eat at your church, if  food is 
prepared in the church kitchen and all the scraps are thrown away, 
your church is missing out on some of  the best free soil additive.

 Stu Campbell says composting is nothing more than “speeding 
up and intensifying natural processes” (Campbell 1998).  When 
composting happens, vóila, soil occurs.  A home and food source 
appears for microorganisms such as bacteria and fungus, and macro-
organisms including earthworms, insects, and nematodes that break 
down the organic matter e.g., orange peels, coffee grounds, half-
eaten cucumbers, tree leaves, grass clippings, etc.  These creatures 
transform what we consider garbage into a rich food source for plants.  
Essentially, fertilizer is created, though this is much more gentle and 
beneficial than commercially available fertilizers (Savage 2013).

Why Compost?
 Compost is messy, dirty, full of  worms 
and other “icky” creatures, and it won’t 
win your church the “Prettiest Landscape 
Feature” award, but it might help to 
mitigate the loss of  topsoil occurring all 
around the country.
 
 You’d be replacing what so many of  us 
are poisoning, using up, and allowing 
to blow away.  Meanwhile, it takes from 
100-500 years to produce one inch of  
topsoil naturally.  By composting, you’re 
creating a rich soil additive and lessening 
what’s dumped into landfills.

That Goes in There?
     If  your church is not preparing food (I have to stop and say, “What’s 
wrong with your church?”) then perhaps your church can’t compost—
some may be renting a space and the rules don’t allow for meals.  Does 

the property contain plants and trees?  Do you ever have church clean-
up days?  The plant “waste” can be composted.  The vegetable matter 
left over from meal prep and eating can be composted.

     There are different ways of  containing a compost pile, too.  Your 
church could use a purchased barrel or bin specifically designed for 
compost to keep the pile safe from easily-offended eyes or from animals 
or you could create a pile that is surrounded on three or four sides by 
some kind of  barrier, e.g. fencing, reused wooden pallets, etc.  Your 
group would have to decide what best serves your church.

 If  you plan on having a vegetable garden on the property, then 
a compost pile would be most beneficial.  There is also the option of  
composting simply to give the finished product away to parishioners 
and church neighbors who garden.  That’s a fairly easy and low-cost 
way to reach out to your town.

The Same Rain Falls
 Rain barrels are another relatively easy project almost any 
church could have, whether it owns a lot of  real estate or a little.

 Rain barrels are simply containers, usually able to hold 55 
gallons or more, attached to down spouts that collect the rainfall 
spilling off  of  roofs into gutters.

 Barrels can be homemade contraptions or rather pricey plastic 
barrels made in any number of  colors and textures; they can be found 
on many websites, in gardening and seed catalogs, and some stores 
carry them as well.  A quick search on the internet turned up rain 
barrels for sale at Tractor Supply Company, Ace Hardware, The 
Home Depot, and Amazon.com.  Another option is supporting local 
businesses and organizations that might sell them.

Catching Rain
Here are three reasons to present to your congregation for having at 
least one rain barrel…

  In 2010 the USDA estimated 
that in Iowa alone 5.2 tons of  
topsoil per acre was blown or 
washed away.  The “sustainable” 
amount is 5 tons per acre.  
However, the Environmental 
Working Group found data 
that suggests that in some areas 
of  Iowa, as much as 64 tons 
per acre per year are lost 
to wind and rain (Cox, Hug, 
& Bruzelius). Your church’s 
compost pile won’t fix Iowa, but 
just as faith need only be the size 
of  a mustard seed, so our actions 
can be small yet faithful.
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 1) You can store God’s gift of  rain and use that free water for a 
garden or plants located in and around the church.  Consider that just 
for a house, lawn and watering make up 40% of  total household water 
use during the summer (EPA, n.d.).  If  your church has a number of  
plants this could create savings on the water bill.  One barrel could 
save as much as 1,300 gallons of  water during peak summer months.

 2) If  a particular downspout creates a new “wetland” after 
every rain event (ecologists prefer the term “event” over “storm”) a 
rain barrel attached to that downspout and managed carefully will help 
to mitigate that wet spot.  Another solution for that problem is a rain 
garden which will be covered later.

 3) Lastly, as noted every church is located in a watershed.  
Every time there’s rain, what isn’t lost to evaporation winds up in your 
watershed’s body of  water.  It’s only natural that water runs downhill, 
so think of  all the water pouring off  roads, roofs, and parking lots, 
collectively known as impervious surfaces.  This great amount of  water 
can move so fast into your local river that serious erosion occurs such 
that habitat is destroyed and sometimes even property damage.

Good to the Last Drop
Rainwater is free of  salts, inorganic ions, and fluoride compounds 
found in most tap water.  This means, on the one hand, it is good 
for native vegetation, lawns, and ornamental plants; however, the 
University of  Minnesota Extension cautions that “due to lack of  
research data, water collected in rain barrels is not recommended for 
watering fruit or vegetable gardens” nor should humans or pets drink 
this water to be safe.

If  the water in the barrel is not used regularly, some should be emptied 
to prevent overflow from the next storm.  Additionally, barrels should 
be emptied if  the temperatures drop below freezing in the winter. 
Other than that they are relatively maintenance free.

If  you want to impress your congregation with the amount of  rain that 
falls from your roof  use this rainfall-to-roof  runoff  calculation:
• Take the dimensions of  the footprint of  your roof  and convert them 
to inches. (So, a 50’ x 20’ roof  is 600” x 240”.)  Flatten out your steeple 

or any Gothic arches!

• Multiply the roof  dimensions by the number of  inches of  rainfall. (In 
this example, 600” x 240” x 1” = 144,000 cubic inches of  water.)

• Divide by 231 to get the number of  gallons (because 1 gallon = 
231 cubic inches). (144,000/231 = 623.38 gallons). (Friends of  Little 
Hunting Creek)
 

Food Gardens
 The Biblical story 
of  mankind begins not in a 
wilderness, but in a garden.  
How fitting then, when churches 
takes up this theme and produce 
food themselves.  A food garden 
does not have to take up much 
space, as evidenced by apartment 
dwellers and rooftop gardens.  
 
 A garden is an easy way 
to bridge the gap between a 
church and the community.  Your 
congregation could dedicate all 
the food grown to be given to 
local food banks (check to see if  
they accept perishable donations) 
and soup kitchens.  Neighbors 
of  your church could be invited 
to use your garden space to tend 
and grow.  

  Whether your church 
decides to give away the produce 
or distribute to parishioners is a 
discussion worth having.  Simply 
having members work together 

The Pervasiveness of  
Imperviousness 
 That large noun “Imperviousness” 
is the sum of  roofs, parking lots, 
sidewalks, and other impermeable 
surfaces.  In other words, surfaces 
through which water can’t penetrate, 
though anyone who’s had water 
damage in their attic will tell you 
otherwise.  
     The problem with all our paved 
and covered surfaces is that stream 
degradation occurs when as little as 
10-20% of  a given area in a watershed 
is paved and roofed.  Rain water has to 
go somewhere.
     What can increased storm water 
flow do to your friendly neighborhood 
watercourse?  For starters, a one acre 
parking lot has 16x more runoff  
than a meadow.  This increased 
flow usually means erosion of  a 
stream bank, habitat degradation 
and biodiversity loss, and increased 
water temperatures—sometimes as 
high as 12°F—all that from a short 
rain event and some concrete and 
roofing shingles.  Are the rivers we 
have nothing more than catchments 
for storm water or do they serve other 
purposes?  (Schuler 1994).
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in a garden can create strong bonds of  friendship if  nothing else.  
According to the National Gardening Association, at least 43 million 
(37%) of  U.S. households had a food garden in 2009.  The odds are 
good that at least one person from those 43 million households has 
a garden and belongs to your congregation.  He or she would be an 
excellent person to solicit advice and help from for a church garden. 
Before planting, identify your region’s hardiness zone.  Here’s a link 
that can tell what that zone is: http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/
PHZMWeb/#

Beyond Tomatoes
 Growing a few tomato plants in a container- style garden if  
space constraints are an issue or members simply want to start small is 
one way to begin gardening.  If  space allows, try a variety of  different 
vegetables.  Many books on all 
kinds of  gardening techniques 
can be found; a few are listed 
in the “For Further Reading” 
section.  If  your church is open 
to it, an orchard could be created 
with fruit or nut trees.

 Beekeeping could also 
be a possibility.  Even if  none of  
your members are beekeepers, 
there exist plenty of  them who are always looking for spaces to place 
a hive or three.  Signage can help with fears of  liability.  Here in 
southeastern Michigan we have SEMBA (www.sembabees.org).  There 
should be an analogous organization near you.

Rain Gardens: Not for Growing Rain
 Rain gardens (formally known as bioretention areas) are simply 
“shallow, surface depressions” full of  native plants which are drought 
tolerant, but simultaneously can withstand saturated soils for 24-48 
hours (SEMCOG 2008).

 They can serve two purposes: the first is capturing or reducing 

runoff  from impervious surfaces which improves water quality by 
filtering suspended solids and other pollutants, increasing infiltration 
rates (this helps replenish the water table under the property), and 
reducing flooding and soil erosion.  Secondly, the proper placement of  
a rain garden on church property can ease the problem of  perpetual 
wet spots that may occur after rain storms.

 In addition to the purposes above, rain gardens reduce the 
need for turf  grass, increase habitat and biodiversity, and add aesthetic 
appeal.  Another consideration, though it should be low on any 
church’s priority list, is the increase of  property values.

Everything in its Place
 Rain garden placement should be strategic, but flexible in 
design, i.e., your church is not stuck with a square-shaped rain garden.  
The garden should be placed in a perpetual wet spot or near a 
downspout to fulfill its purpose.  Just like any kind planting you might 
do, one must consider sun and shade, existing vegetation, slope, and 
foot traffic.  Foot traffic is important for a congregation to think about 
as they might hold picnics or have sports or youth group activities that 
require considerable space for running and playing.  Beware the stray 
soccer ball!

Form Follows Function
A rain garden is designed a 
somewhat differently from 
ornamental and food gardens in 
that the overall area will have to 
be trenched in a V-shape in order 
to channel water. (image courtesy 
of  Randy Marks) 

By doing so, one is creating two 
slightly different growing zones.  

The lowland zone in the center will receive more water volume and 
consequently, will be wetter longer, while the upland zone on the edges 
will be less so.  Choose plants accordingly.
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Native Landscapes
 Nothing in biology seems more in the spirit of  the Gospel 
than the discipline named Restoration Ecology.  This practice seeks 
to restore or closely mimic the original ecosystem that existed prior to 
development.  As our Lord seeks to restore people to Himself, we can 
restore (or at least approximate) some of  the biosphere to His design.

 The idea is to plant species that were extirpated for one reason or 
another, which will draw in a larger variety of  animal species than were 
present before the restoration.

 If  that still isn’t convincing parishioners, try the economic 
argument.  In an informal survey I conducted with several lawn care 
companies in Metropolitan Detroit, I was informed that an acre of  turf  
grass, with minimal trees and other obstructions, would cost around 
$61.50 to mow for the 2014 season.  If  one assumes a six-month 
mowing season, May to October, once a week that will total $1,476.  
That’s assuming very few to no obstacles, no trimming or other services 
provided; costs will be higher if  your church has more than an acre to 
mow.  Could that money be better spent elsewhere?   

 Here’s a table put together by members of  an ecological 
restoration company that, even though a few years old, can be useful in 
comparing the costs of  maintaining turf  grass versus a native landscape:

Existing Turf  Grass vs. New Natural Area 
from Seed Per Acre Cost Comparison

Existing Turf  Grass
 
    Year 1            Year 5            Year 10            Year 20
Mowing     $3,500            $3,824.54      $4,433.70        $5,958.52
Fertilizer    $525               $573.68   $665.05          $893.78
Overseeding & Aeration       $1,075            $1,250
Annual per acre expense   $4,025          $4,398.22      $6,173.75        $8,102.29
Cumulative per acre expense  $4,025          $22,691.10  $48,767.40     $112,572.40

New Prairie, Savanna or Wetland from Seed
    Year 1            Year 5            Year 10           Year 20
Installation    $3,500
Herbicide   $330
Weed Control   $2,000
Burn Management            $546.36        $633.39         $851.22
Annual per acre expense   $5,830           $546.36         $633.39         $851.22
Cumulative per acre expense  $5,830           $13,187.31    $16,175.0   $23,653.93
Per Acre Savings   -$1,805          $9,503.79      $32,592.35 $88,918.46
Percentage Savings   -44.8%          41.9%            66.8%            79%
 
Assumptions: Project area is greater than one acre. Rate of  inflation is 3 
percent. Labor rate is non-prevailing wage.

Lawn is maintained by a professional landscape maintenance company 
(Pizzo, Hauser, & Ritterbusch).

Where to Start?
 If  this project is suitable and amenable to your church, you 
should begin by learning about the kind of  ecosystem that existed 
prior to where your church now stands.  You would best be served 
by consulting with an ecologist from a local university or department 
of  natural resources.  Local libraries may have survey maps of  the 
area prior to settlement.  If  you live in Michigan, the Atlas of  Early 
Michigan’s Forests, Grasslands, and Wetlands is an invaluable resource.  With 
it one can pinpoint if  the area was an aspen-birch forest, a black oak 
barren, or a cedar swamp.  If  your state has something similar, make 
the investment—it’s worth it.  Just as reconciliation with God is a 
restoration as well as a new creation, so ecological restoration seeks to 
restore the landscape to its previous design (which is not quite possible) 
and create something new at the same time.   

Digging in the Dirt
 If  your group has determined the ecological history of  your 
church, the next step is to determine where the best location on your 
property would be for your native landscape.  People may be tempted 
to place it in the back of  the church for fear of  the appearance of  
unsightly “weeds.”  I would recommend against that.  Many have 
argued that beauty is evidence for God.  As a church, why would you 
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want to hide your reason for 
being?  Should crosses, icons, 
and crucifixes be placed in 
low-lit corners?  No, the Gospel 
must be proclaimed and if  
restoration of  the earth is part 
of  the gospel, why should it be 
placed out of  sight?

 One ongoing task with 
a native landscape will be education, both of  congregants and of  
neighbors, passersby, and local government officials.  You’ll want to talk 
up this new way of  envisioning landscaping.  Think of  it as another 
opportunity to tell others about Christ’s reconciliation of  all things.

 After you have determined the best place for the landscape, 
consult with utility companies to avoid hitting electrical or gas lines.  
Create a landscape design that honors the original.  Select the species 
that will thrive in your ecosystem.  Tear out the turf  grass (smothering 
it or tilling it are options) and plant.

Details, Details, Details
 How will you fund this project?  Who will volunteer to weed 
and water until it is established?  Do you want paths or places within 
the landscape for meditation?  Will there be signage?  How will you 
promote the landscape?  Will it be mowed or burned on a seasonal 
basis?  Is it better to start out small and expand later or do you want to 
dedicate an acre or five right away?
 
 These are questions only your church can answer.  Know 
that a native landscape takes about 2-3 growing seasons to be fully 
established.  That means weeding and watering while in its infancy.  
After that, it requires minimal management.  If  your group chooses to 
plant from seed know that there won’t be much “action” the first year.  
Even seedlings or plugs may not flower the first year. 

Decontextualized Organisms: A Word about Invasive Species

If  your church has any areas that are not dominated by regularly-mowed turf  
grass, chances are there are invasive plant species growing on the land.  They 
could be as innocuous (and annoying) as dandelions, as serious ecological threats 
as garlic mustard or glossy buckthorn, or even a hazard to human health like giant 
hogweed.

Invasive species, whether plant or animal, are species removed from their proper 
context and living in a foreign one (they are a bit like sin).  This happens naturally 
with migration, seed dispersal and transport, and through humans, sometimes 
accidentally and sometimes willfully.

They become a problem when 
established in a new ecosystem, 
because they generally have no 
predators or diseases that will 
control the population.  With those 
advantages (as well as occasionally 
some unfair aggressive characteristics) 
they are able to out-compete native 
species and can (and have) displace 
native animals and plants.

Here in the Great Lakes we have over 180 alien species that cause anywhere from 
minor ecological disruptions to some that are costing millions and millions of  
dollars to control or eradicate.  According to the National Wildlife Federation, 42% 
of  threatened or endangered species are at risk primarily due to invasive species.

Take a survey of  your church’s land, with someone knowledgeable of  native and 
exotic species for your area.  Work to extirpate the species if  possible.  If  you are 
going to dig for a garden or a native landscape, be aware that disturbed soils are 
ripe for colonizing by invasive plants which tend to be opportunistic.

Reaping
 Your native landscape will bring insects, birds, and mammals 
that perhaps aren’t all that common to your area, though they should 
be.  The landscape will bring peace to those that look upon it or spend 
time in it.  Use it as an outdoor classroom.  Make sure your pastor or 
priest draws upon it for sermons and homilies.  Enjoy it and praise 
God from whom all blessings flow.
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 IV. “Go and Do Likewise”:
Two Examples of  Church Possibilities

Killing the “Anti-Christ Turf  Monster”
Note: A version of  this profile originally appeared in the Spring 2010 issue of  
Flourish

 Trinity Church (Evangelical Covenant Church) in Livonia, 
Michigan, a suburb of  Detroit, sits on nine acres of  property.  About 
seven acres are turf  grass with some cottonwood and maple trees 
scattered about.
 Trinity Church’s vision is “To teach and model the integration 
of  faith and life under the Lordship of  Christ,” and the community 
has been concerned with a whole Gospel message since the 80s. But 
it was in 2006 that our creation stewardship component inchoately 
formed after a visit and talk by Dr. Orin Gelderloos, a biologist from 
the University of  Michigan-Dearborn. During his talk he challenged 
us (and other churches) to become stations of  creation stewardship.

 Shortly after that, a few members met on Sunday mornings to 
study and discuss Calvin DeWitt’s brief  but enlightening Earth-Wise. 
Our next logical step, with the urging of  our pastor, Dr. Michael Van 
Horn, was to act.  What could we do that would mesh with our vision 
that called for an end to dualistic thinking about the spiritual and 
material worlds?
 Thus was born the Blue-Green Ministry. Blue for water and 
fidelity, green for (duh!) the land, but also hope. Using Gerard Manley 
Hopkins’ line that “the world is charged with the grandeur of  God,” 
and Colossians 1:20 as touchstones, we set out to change our little part 
of  Southeastern Michigan.

 We’ve had an energy audit, added some recycling bins, 
experimented with different kinds of  table settings for our potluck 
meals (eliminating Styrofoam, for one), and installed two rain barrels.

 We have an open courtyard area that seemed to pond 
after storm events, so with plant donations from a local watershed 

stewardship group—Friends of  the Rouge—we created two rain 
gardens under our downspouts. Not only have they helped with the 
moisture problem (though it isn’t a perfect solution) the gardens have 
softened the hard square of  the courtyard and added a small, but 
pleasing, addition of  color and texture to an area visible from the 
narthex. Our most ambitious project, however, has to be our native 
landscape project.

 Maintaining more than seven acres of  turf  grass has, as you 
might surmise, has a cost attached to it: namely, lawn care. We spent 
over $5,000 a year tending that biological desert, and to what end? No 
one really knows. I dubbed all that high-maintenance green the Anti-
Christ Turf  Monster.

 So on an overcast day 
in October 2008, we broke 
ground on the beginning of  
a native landscape. With help 
again from Friends of  the 
Rouge (they obtained a grant to 
purchase the plants) we planted 
black-eyed Susans, penstemon, 
June grass, lupine, and other 
Michigan prairie natives in the 
spring of  2009.

 While still small, about 25 feet in diameter, the landscape 
has attracted butterflies and bumblebees, the black and gold flash of  
goldfinches, iridescent blue-black mud daubers, and other species we’ve 
just been too busy to notice. We’ve increased biodiversity in an area 
that previously supported only a handful of  species, we’ve helped with 
water quality, and we’ve increased the aesthetic appeal of  our grounds, 
not to mention that we are on our way to saving on lawn care costs. 
The one lesson we can pass on to any church that would like to attempt 
such a venture is to weed early and often. Ragweed, dandelions, and 
other pests love colonizing disturbed areas.



30 31

 In addition to the native landscape and the rain garden, we’ve 
been experimenting with a community garden. Our goal is to slowly 
remake our landscape from one of  suburban conformity to one that is 
God-glorifying and provides food for many different kinds of  creatures, 
including humans. We want to truly steward all of  the church, not just 
the offices, classrooms, and sanctuary.

 Perhaps someday, our “Anti-Christ Turf  Monster” will meet 
its just destruction. And perhaps when Jesus returns he will find native 
species and land that is loved as he begins his reign on a renewed earth.

“Don’t Fight God”
 The surrounding community of  Annunciation of  the Mother 
of  God Byzantine Catholic Church didn’t want them to buy and build 
on the 10 acres where she now sits.  Father Thomas Loya said that 
residents feared an increase to their already present water problems 
in that area.  The parish built the church,  located in the eastern edge 
of  the United States’ previous tall grass prairie, southwest of  Chicago. 
She came from a combination of  other dwindling parishes, and 
proceeded with traditional landscaping, i.e. turf  grass and ornamental 
plants (T. Loya, personal interview, March 19, 2014). 
 
 When the surrounding community came up with a “green 
visioning” plan, Fr. Thomas said that’s when “light bulbs went on.”  
This realization happened shortly after the building was finished and 
had to retrofit rather than design from scratch.  

 He realized the sacramental view of  all of  reality as practiced 
by Eastern Christians would fit with the newly created community 
of  Homer Glen, Illinois.  He offers that “nature’s order helps us to 
participate in God.  Byzantine spirituality is all about using nature, 
water, bread, oil, wine, and blessing things.”

 He wanted a plan to restore the prairie and to better manage 
the water around the church, including a detention basin on the edge 
of  church property.  He hired a firm to create a plan to manage the 
water and the landscape.  After the plan was implemented, the church, 

and the community, saw that native plants were the key to solving the 
overflowing water.  The church’s new landscape won several awards 
and continues to be a showcase for land stewardship.

 Father Loya remarked, “You have to be true to what God has 
created, instead of  fighting it.”  Annunciation church has found that 
not only is their restored ecosystem beautiful, but it’s a “tremendously 
powerful evangelization tool.” “We meet environmentalists where they 
are,” he says.  When he takes groups on tour, he always starts in the 
nave and tells them, “Without this [the church] here, you wouldn’t 
have what’s outside.”  His parish strives to make the connection 
between worship of  Jesus with caring for the creation.  “You become 
what a church should be—a stabilizing force in a community.”

 In addition to the prairie restoration, the church researched 
property lines of  an abandoned detention pond with neighbors.  
Once the boundaries were established, the church turned the area 
around the pond into a park—Transfiguration Park.  What was once 
considered a hole for storm water overflow is now a place where people 
come to walk and pray.  Families bring children to play and fish in the 
pond.  It has developed a “positive curiosity about the church.”

 In fact, Father Thomas says that the whole project has sparked 
an interest in faith, in the church, and has even brought some people to 
conversion.

 He had to overcome some skepticism with his plan at first, even 
within the church, but through maintenance and education, everyone 
is now on board.  He says that people simply needed a “retooling of  
their concept of  landscape.”  Loya was able to show that the mowing 
costs for the property were cut in half.  When some permeable pavers 
were installed in the parking lot, he pointed out that there no ice or 
puddling exists where they are located.  

 Even though more traditional landscaping is situated next to 
the church building, there are little to no mosquitoes during the height 
of  their season.  That isn’t due to spraying; insect control is maintained 
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through a proper stewardship of  an ecosystem.  Birds and other 
animals that are insectivores keep the number of  pests at a manageable 
level.

 The whole project was funded by the Annunciation of  the 
Mother of  God parish.  As the prairie established itself  over the years, 
the costs have fallen to maintain it.  A prescribed burn happens usually 
early every spring and they hire a company to do two walkthroughs 
during the growing season to remove invasive plants.  That’s still 
cheaper than mowing 10 acres according to Father Thomas.

 As a result of  all this restoration, parishioners have spotted an 
increase of  dragonflies (even a species that is endangered in Illinois), 
birds, and butterflies trafficking the prairie.  Rabbits and coyotes 
can be seen as well.  The church has a partnership with a beekeeper 
who placed a hive on the property that is thriving.  In exchange, 
Annunciation receives honey.  

 Now every August the 
church sponsors “Prairie Fest,” a 
celebration of  art, music, food, 
the church, and, of  course, the 
landscape.

 Last summer, the 
students in the Vacation Bible 
School program planted their 
own prairie gardens in the medians in the parking lot.  “It’s an outdoor 
classroom and the children feel a sense of  ownership with their 
gardens.”  He frequently uses plants from the prairie to illustrate points 
in his homilies.  “Everything [the ecological restoration company] 
promised has happened: color, more species, water management.  
Everything.”  

 His advice to other churches?  “There’s always something you 
can do.  Every little bit is a witness.”

V. Partnerships

As Father Thomas Loya declared in the previous section, “Churches 
should be a stabilizing force” in their neighborhoods and communities.  
If  your church has “finished” stewarding its land or doesn’t have any 
land to steward (ala a store-front church) your congregation could set 
its sights further outward.

Partnerships with Organizations
Consider partnering with your local watershed group.  Friends of  the 
Rouge, the Huron River Watershed Council, and Tip of  the Mitt 
Watershed Council are examples of  fine organizations in Michigan 
that would love to partner with churches to steward their local 
watershed.  They could help pinpoint areas of  concern that you might 
not even know exist, but that a few extra people could help remediate.  
They most likely have ongoing projects occurring anywhere from 
once a year to seasonal frequency and having a good-sized group 
representing your church is an easy way to reach out to the community.

No matter where your church is found, most likely there is a soil 
conservation district office in the county; you might even have a county 
university extension office that helps with agricultural and natural 
resource issues.  Either one might be able to point your church to 
projects in need of  extra hands as well as offer advice or assistance for 
stewarding church property.

Wildlife and land preservation groups such as The Audubon Society or 
The Land Conservancy might also be excellent resources for projects.  
If  your church is found in a rural area, hunters in your church 
might belong to or know hunting organizations that work on habitat 
restoration.

One other advantage that partnering brings is their ability to secure 
grants on your church’s behalf.  Trinity Church of  Livonia paid only 
for food to feed our planting volunteers.  The plants were purchased 
through a grant.  If  your church is worried about the up-front costs of  
some of  these projects, grants might mitigate some of  that anxiety.
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Vacant Land and Parks
Look around your church’s surrounding community; are there parks 
or vacant land nearby?  Perhaps the parks have invasive plant species 
or a problem with trash.  Could your church help construct or place 
bat or bird houses in a park?  Turning a vacant lot, with the owner’s 
permission, of  course, into a community garden goes a long way in 
proving concern and commitment from your church and proclaiming 
the Gospel.  Don’t forget opportunities found in state parks too.

The limit for service and 
outreach projects related to 
creation care is only limited by 
your church’s openness to the 
Holy Spirit.  You can probably 
think of  several more that 
haven’t been mentioned.  What’s 
stopping your church from 
preparing a place for the coming 
Kingdom?

VI. For Further Reading

Gardening
There are more than enough gardening books available.  However, if  
the choices are overwhelming here are three to get you started.

Bartholomew , M. (2005).  Square Foot Gardening: A New Way to 
Garden in Less Space with Less Work. Emmaus, PA: Rodale.
 Bartholomew’s system is good for churches that might have 
only a small amount of  space to dedicate to gardening.  He prescribes 
raised beds that are only six inches deep and allows one to plant 
different crops within the same bed.  The caveat is, if  you follow his 
system slavishly it can be a bit expensive.  However, one excellent 
aspect of  gardening is that there is no one right way to do it.

Jeavons, J. (2012). How to Grow More Vegetables: (and Fruits, Nuts, 
Berries, Grains, and Other Crops) than You Ever Thought Possible on 

Less Land than You Can Imagine. Berkeley, CA: Ten Speed.
 Jeavons’ philosophy of  “biointensive” methods materialized in 
1974.  He advocates for sustainable, healthy planting that requires as 
few outside inputs as possible.  The drawback is, while cheaper than 
the square foot method, it is more labor intensive.  Again, find what 
works for you and your church, mix and match methods, have fun, and 
grow food.

Pears, P. (2005). Rodale’s Illustrated Encyclopedia of  Organic 
Gardening. New York, NY: DK.
 This is a one-stop source for general organic gardening 
information.  From common pests and how to thwart them to soil 
conditioning to garden layout, one could easily get started from this 
book.

Ecology
Adelman, C. & Schwartz, B. L. (2011). The Midwestern Native 
Garden. Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press.
 This is an illustrated guide to native plants that would work well 
in a rain garden or a native landscape.  Obviously some, if  not all, of  
the species highlighted might not thrive in a different region.  Consult 
a similar guide if  you reside outside the American Midwest.

Tallamy, D.W. (2009).  Bringing Nature Home: How You Can Sustain 
Wildlife with Native Plants. Portland, OR: Timber.
 Tallamy makes a case for supporting biodiversity beginning 
with our yards.  By replacing useless ornamentals and turf  grass with 
native plants that usually have aesthetic appeal, we can bring insects to 
our yards which will in turn attract birds and other animals that feed 
on those insects.  He emphasizes birds and includes specific plants and 
insects with their characteristics, features, and benefits.  This is one of  
those books that changes your thinking for the better.

Theology
Berry, W. (1982). The Gift of  Good Land. New York: North Point Press
 The majority of  the essays in this volume are about agriculture, 
but Berry, a contemporary prophetic voice, lays down a beautiful 
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