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A MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRPERSON

Our link with the environment includes our relations with
others and with God. We must acknowledge that we have
not fulfilled our responsibility and prophetic obligation to
promote the well-being of the whole earth community. In
fact we have each, wittingly or unwittingly, contributed to
environmental destruction both in what we have done and
what we have left undone. We have condoned or closed
our eyes to practices that are harmful to people and the rest
of creation. 

The time is now ripe for us to give full attention to our
responsibility towards the environment. The Social Justice
Season 2003 challenges us not only to reflect on these
issues but also to take action for change. The Season
reminds us that every part of this earth is sacred and to be
treated with respect.

We congratulate and affirm you and your congregation
for taking up this challenge. We pray that your
congregation’s active participation and initiatives will be
an example to the whole Christian community of Durban.

May God bless you as you work through this book and
greatly enrich your understanding of “God’s Gift: The
Earth, Our Home”.

Bishop Rubin Phillip
CHAIRPERSON
Diakonia Council of Churches
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INTRODUCTION

Four things on earth are small,
yet they are exceedingly wise:

the ants are a people without strength,
yet they provide their food in the summer;

the badgers are a people without power,
yet they make their homes in the rocks;

the locusts have no king,
yet all of them march in rank;

the lizard can be grasped in the hand,
yet it is found in kings’ palaces. – Proverbs 30:24-28

These bible studies and liturgies were written for use in
local parish groups during the Social Justice Season,
August 2003, in Durban. They would, however, be
useful to any group wanting to explore how to link
their concern about environmental issues with their
faith and to what kinds of action God might be calling
them as a result.

The theme reminds us that the earth where we live is
indeed God’s gift to us and not of our own making. It is our
home, the only home we have.

In the first session we will try to bring to light something
of the beauty, diversity and wonder of creation from a
Christian perspective.

In the second session we will focus on some global chal-
lenges to God’s beautiful creation. We will examine specific
areas such as global warming, the pollution of water and other
ways humans are harming and sometimes destroying nature.
It is true that some people are unaware of the harm they are
doing to creation. Many are very aware but because of greed, a
need for power, or simply because of an “I-don’t-care” atti-
tude, they proceed to trash and destroy nature.

The third session is based on the principle “think glob-
ally but act locally”. We will take up particular local chal-
lenges and show how everyone from the least to the greatest
is responsible for the environment. 
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The final session will examine the best way forward
founded on reflection, commitment, implementation and
accountability, so that the communities we belong to can be
addressed in the most effective manner.

These bible studies and liturgies include personal reflec-
tion by members of the group on their own experience, facts
and stories about other experiences, bible passages and the
thinking of other Christians, and challenges to action.

There are also suggestions for ways in which liturgy can
be used in congregations to help focus attention on environ-
mental issues.

After the final session, you will find additional biblical
and theological reflections which could be used at any time
during the Social Justice Season related to the theme: “God’s
gift: the earth, our home”.

Additional suggestions for liturgies are also included,
that could be used either by a full congregation or by small
groups, which focus on this theme.



7

NOTES FOR GROUP LEADERS

If you are leading a new group, it will be important to
spend some time at the beginning of the first session
helping people get to know each other.

When inviting people to the group, ask them to bring
their own notebook, pen/pencil and bibles. It often
provides a new understanding to have a bible verse or
passage read in more than one translation. 

Each session is planned to take about two hours. The
suggested times for each part of a session can be adjusted
depending on the size of the group.

The sections for each session are intended for use as a
guide for discussions. Groups are not expected to do all the
sections. The material can be used as a basis for input from
your own church.

Maximum participation takes place in a group of about
seven people. If your group has more than 13 people, it may
be best to divide into smaller groups.

Encourage everyone to speak by often dividing the large
group into pairs or groups of three. 

There are no “right” answers. Because each person is
unique and special, each has a different life story and under-
stands their faith differently, so:

• Listen deeply with respect for each person.

• Allow others to speak out what they want to say, even
if it disturbs you or you disagree.

• Some of the issues may be emotive. Be ready to deal
with this in a calm way.

• Be open: God may have a wonderful surprise for you
through new insights.
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LITURGY

Liturgy is the summit towards which all the activities of
God’s people are directed. It is also the fountain from which
great spiritual power flows. Liturgy enables people to expe-
rience the awesomeness of God; to give expression to their
union with each other in Jesus and to internalise the divine
mission to go out and extend God’s Kingdom on earth. “Do I
not fill heaven and earth? Says the Lord” (Jer.23: 24). That is
why creation and environmental matters have an important
place in the liturgy. 

During the liturgy people should set aside all titles,
ranks, privileges and categories. It is of the essence of
liturgy that it asks much of the assembly. God does not need
liturgy, people do. Liturgy should enable participation and
bonding of people to God, to each other and to God’s
creation. We need to create a welcoming atmosphere, which
includes everyone. 

In the liturgies during this Social Justice Season, we
want to help people to experience an affinity with God’s
creation, to worship the God of this creation, and to accept
our responsibility as called by God to be good stewards of
creation. We are called to honour the earth.

We suggest that one or two of the groups taking part in
the Bible study sessions be asked to help prepare the liturgy
for the following Sunday, using either the ideas at the end of
that particular session, ideas from the last part of this book,
or their own ideas that might come to them as a result of a
deeper understanding of God’s creation and their part in it.
The set readings for that Sunday may be appropriate, or you
may be able to offer alternative readings. Hymns listed at
the end of each session are just suggestions, churches are
free to select their own hymns.



INTRODUCTION
Great is thy faithfulness, O God my father,

All I have needed thy hand has provided.

Summer and winter, springtime and harvest,

sun, moon and stars in their courses above,

join with all nature in manifold witness

to thy great faithfulness, mercy and love.

– Thomas O. Chisholm 1866-1960

Leader
The purpose of this first session is to remind ourselves of the
splendour and excitement of God’s creation and to realise
God’s call to practical action to conserve and preserve it, as
well as to celebrate it in liturgy. 

We know that the physical and spiritual survival of
human beings is closely connected to the air we breathe and
also to God’s ‘breath’ of fresh air – the spirit, that swept over
the face of the waters during creation (Gen: 1:2). 

But we also know that the spiritual dimension of creation
cannot be separated today from ethical aspects of the envi-
ronment as well as socio-economic justice. For example, is it
right that one billion people are affected and two million are
killed each year due to drinking and washing with polluted
water? Or is it right that intensive farming methods can lead
to topsoil being lost thirty times faster than it is replaced?
Agriculturists tell us it takes about 500 years to form one
inch of topsoil.
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AND WONDER OF CREATION1
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REFLECTION

Individually read and reflect on the questions
below
Jesus often alludes to the beauty and wonder of nature
when talking about God. A sparrow does not fall without
God’s knowledge (Mt 10:29). The flowers in the fields have
more finery than Solomon in all his glory (Mt 6:25-33). Both
the rain and the sun are from God (Mt 5:45). The wind and
the waves are under God’s control (Lk 8:22-25). 

Perhaps the greatest treasury of God’s praise in nature is
to be found in the book of Psalms. Each of these poems is
more than 2000 years old and over the centuries they have
been the staple diet of worship of God, both for the Jewish
community in which they originate and for Christian
communities. Look at Psalm 104. It gives a picture of the
world at its construction: the beauty of its mountains,
streams, rivers and oceans. Everything has its place and
there is a full sufficiency for plants, animals and human
beings. No wonder the psalmist cried out: “O Lord, what
variety you have created, arranging everything so wisely!”

1. Try to trace a link between the following: water, earth,
air, plants, birds, animals and human beings. If one is
seriously harmed, how might it affect the others?

2. In what way do you feel part of, or apart from, the
world, as a living organism? Think about why this is so.

In the whole group
Share something of your personal reflection.
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STORY-TELLING

A member of the group reads aloud the following
story

One October evening Clive walked down a seaside village
street on a sad mission. He was visiting his close friend who
lay very ill. There was a full moon and Clive felt the silver of
it quieten his heart. The world lay lustrous; every scrawny
bush and stone was transfigured. A breeze carried marshy
odours over the brimming salt tide. When he arrived to find
his sick friend he learned from him that he, too, was aware
of the beauty of the night. From his window he could see
the glamour, the light flooding the tide and running white
lances through the trees. As Clive sat beside the sick friend,
a bird began to sing in the moonlight. Months later his
friend said to him: “I thought that night would be my last.
But from the time the bird song came through the window, I
knew I would get well”. “I don’t talk much about such
things”, he said, “but I felt all that beauty and peace was
really the love of God. That the great beauty people freely
enjoy before nature is a veil behind which is a God of mercy
and tenderest love”.

Individual reflection on the story

In the whole group

1. Relate any personal story about how you may have
experienced God in nature. 

2. List some of the places where Jesus speaks of natural
things: trees, weather, flowers etc. Do you think that from
this evidence, we can detect Jesus’ attitude towards
nature? If so, how would you express his attitude? What
significance does this have for the world today?
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REFLECTION

Individually read and reflect
Humans and the rest of creation are profoundly intercon-
nected. Modern science has made extraordinary advances in
re-constituting the history of the world – an adventure, it
seems, that has been going on for some 12 billion years; an
adventure that brings together the universe, life, and
humankind, as if they were three chapters of one long
epoch. A President of Queen’s College Cambridge, England,
and Professor of Mathematics and Physics, John
Polkinhorne recently received the one million dollar
Templeton Prize (2002) for his insights on the relationship
between science and religion. Writing in the cultural context
of evolution, Polkinhorne notes that God is interiorly and
intimately present to every particle of every one of the more
than a hundred billion galaxies that make up our known
universe. God’s “imperishable spirit is in all things”-
(Wisdom 12:1). 

We can see this connectedness reflected in the great hymn
of Colossians. Not only are “all things” created in Jesus
Christ, but also “all things” are to be reconciled in him.
There is only Christ: he is everything and he is in everything
(Col 3:11).

Yet nature is not to be identified with God. Nature is
finite. It lacks constancy. “There is a time for giving birth, a
time for dying; a time for planting and a time for uprooting”
(Eccles 3:2). Nevertheless, we do say that God is in all of
nature, and all of nature is in God. So when we humans
destroy living forms on the planet, the first consequence is
that we destroy modes of divine presence (Thomas Berry).
This allows us to affirm that there will be no human life in
the future unless we preserve and sustain the continuation
of other life; that there will be no peace on earth unless we
first make peace with the earth.

Today, all our reflections need to take place within a
global perspective. We must test our actions against an intel-
ligent assessment of their impact on the biosphere. We are
answerable before God for our care of the earth. It is our
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responsibility to undo as much as we can the damage
already done, and to make our contribution in creatively
saving the planet and enriching its future. 

In the whole group
Share anything that particularly struck you from this reflec-
tion.

ACTION

A member of the group reads aloud and the group
discusses

There is a well-known line: ‘Nero fiddled as Rome lay
burning’. Some would say this is the problem that confronts
many Christian communities today. People know there is a
crisis concerning nature but they do little about it. Yes! They
will agree that all sorts of checks and constraints should be
issued: ‘Keep to the nature trail’; ‘Do not pick wild flowers’;
‘No fires; No camping’; ‘Do not swim when the red flag is
up’; ‘Do not pollute’; ‘Be vigilant when using water’, etc.
But, there is little congregational or community commitment
to anything specific. As congregations we need to learn how
to live in harmony with each other and with God’s creation. 

1. How can we deepen our biblical understanding of
creation, while at the same time becoming more open to
learning from the insights of peoples of other cultures
and faiths?

2. How can we practise an eco-spirituality that would help
us deepen our understanding of the sacred character of
all creation, human and non-human alike?

3. How can we ensure that we have regular acts of worship
with an environmental theme?

4. How can we pray and work for peace, justice and the
wise use of resources, and for our church or meeting
group to promote careful stewardship of our planet?
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Share: Some ideas we might want to consider

1. Join with others – young people, local or national 
environmental groups, scientists, economists, social 
activists of different backgrounds and religions - 
who work to maintain the ecological balance of 
creation. 

2. Write letters to newspapers or contact your local 
authority representatives about specific environmental
issues in your area.

CLOSURE

Leader
We have now completed the first session focussing on the
beauty, diversity and wonder of creation. Our hope is we
can celebrate it joyfully in the Sunday Liturgy. We want to
say a big ‘Yes!’ to God for all of creation. It is a most beau-
tiful gift that God has entrusted to us humans. God is
present in each and every part of it. So let each of us make a
commitment to work for its protection and conservation, not
only for our sake but for that of future generations. 

Share in a time of prayer and a song for celebration 
(If you have time you may like to use a sample liturgy at the
back of this booklet).

LITURGY
Enact a story about someone who is known to you as
one who has befriended the animals and the earth. An
outline script could be prepared in advance.

Take, for instance, one of the stories about St Francis of
Assisi and mime it or act it.

Francis of Assisi was a great ‘friend of the earth’, and is a
popular saint with people of all ages and all religious tradi-
tions. The many stories of his associations with animals, his
closeness to creation, his love of the Creator, show him as
being led to address all natural things as his ‘sisters’ and
‘brothers’, e.g. Brother Sun, Sister Moon, Brother Fire, Sister
Water, etc. 
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Of the many legends of his relationship with birds and
animals one story is selected here about St Francis and the
Wolf of Gubbio. A person could be chosen to narrate the
story. Others could be chosen to mime or act, e.g. St Francis,
the woman who led him to the wolf, the crowd, the wolf,
onlookers at the scene, etc. Helpful ‘props’ might include
cut-outs of the sun and moon and stars, a copy of the prayer
attributed to St Francis, “Make me an instrument of your
peace”, or his prayer of praise known as “The Canticle of the
Creatures”. Conclude with a joyful dance or song.

The story of St Francis and the Wolf of Gubbio
One day, St Francis set out from Assisi on the high road to Gubbio. He
no sooner entered the city than he heard the buzzing of a rumour
about a wolf – which was known to steal into the town from time to
time for food, and even to kill little children. Francis asked the people
if anyone knew where the wolf’s lair was. The fearful townsfolk were
dumbfounded. Who would go out to the wolf’s lair? Finally a simple
woman stepped forward. She said she would take Francis out of the
town and show him the lair.

The two of them walked right through the sceptical crowd and out
through the city gates. The crowd followed but somewhat behind.
They soon came to a turn in the road and the woman pointed to an
overhanging rock that lay about 500 yards ahead. “Under that”, she
said and inched closer to Francis. As they approached the rock,
without warning they heard a low growl and a pounding of the
ground. Then Francis saw the wolf charging wildly towards them.
Francis made the sign of the cross over the wolf. He then took a deep
breath and started walking slowly towards the wolf.

The wolf slowed his pace and finally came to an abrupt stop.
Francis stopped a few yards from the wolf and stared at him as kindly
as he could under the circumstances. Anger flashed in the wolf’s eyes
and he was working his jaws, slobbering into the ground. Francis
spoke: “Brother Wolf, in the name of Jesus, our brother, I have come
for you. We need you in the city. These people here have come with
me to ask you, great ferocious one, to be the guardian and protector
of Gubbio. In return we offer you respect and shelter for as long as
you live. In pledge of this I offer you my hand”. The wolf became
calm, scanning the crowd with his large, bloodshot eyes. Then slowly
he walked to Francis and lifted his paw into his warm, steady hand.
The two remained in that position for a long time. Finally Francis
leaned over and put his arms about the wolf’s neck. Then he and his
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new brother walked back to the crowd along with the woman. The
three of them together led the stunned, silent crowd back to
Gubbio.

Moral of the Wolf of Gubbio and St Francis’ story
Francis felt sympathy for the wolf. There was something of
the wolf in all of nature, that ravenous hunger, that restless
pursuit, that baring of the fangs, so symbolic of what is wild
and violent in all of us. But he saw in the wolf not so much
the stalker as the stalked. He saw in the eyes of the wolf a
fear, a haunted look, an anger and hostility that wanted to
devour everything in sight in order to avenge his own hurt
and alienation. Wolves, after all, are like people. If you fear
them and ostracize and exclude them, they eventually turn
into what you were afraid they were anyway.

READING
By the Leader

1. The Lord made the stars, the Pleiades and Orion. The
Lord turns darkness into daylight, and day into night.
The Lord calls for the waters of the sea and pours them
out on the earth. God’s name is the LORD (Amos 5:8)

SHORT PAUSE FOR REFLECTION

2. Make it your aim to do what is right, not what is evil, so
that you may live. Then the Lord God Almighty really
will be with you, as you claim God is. Hate what is evil,
love what is right, and see that justice prevails in the
courts. Perhaps the Lord will be merciful to the people
of this nation who are still alive (Amos 5: 14-15).

SHORT PAUSE FOR REFLECTION

3. Let justice flow like a stream, and righteousness like a
river that never goes dry (Amos 5:24).

SHORT PAUSE FOR REFLECTION
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Individual participants read the following texts: 

Agriculture & Land:  Praised be You, my Lord, through our
sister Mother Earth, who sustains and governs us, and who
produces varied fruits with coloured flowers and herbs.

– Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of Brother Sun

Response from Group: PRAISE BE TO YOU MY LORD

Water:  Praised be You, my Lord, through Sister Water, which is
very useful and humble and precious and chaste.

– Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of Brother Sun

Response from Group: PRAISE BE TO YOU MY LORD

Air:  Be praised, my Lord, for Brother Wind, and through the air,
cloudy and serene, and every kind of weather by which you give
sustenance to your creatures.

– Francis of Assisi, The Canticle of Brother Sun

Response from Group: PRAISE BE TO YOU MY LORD FOR

LIFE, FOR THE WONDER OF CREATION AND ITS

AMAZING VARIETY.

ALL
You are worthy to receive glory, honour, and power, for you

created all things, and by your will they were given existence and

life. 
– Revelation 4:11

WE PRAISE YOU

for this universe of countless stars
for this planet earth and its abundance of life
for the oceans and sea creatures
for the deserts and their unexpected life
for the mountains and cascading waterfalls
for the plains and the grasses and flowers
for the forests with their prolific variety of life
for the beauty of birds and the wonder of wildlife
for domestic creatures
and for one another – our fellow human beings.

LET EVERYTHING THAT HAS BREATH PRAISE THE LORD 
– Psalm 150:6

17



COMMITMENT

CONCLUSION
Closing hymn followed by a final Prayer prepared by the
leader or a liturgical team.

Suggested Hymns 

1. All things bright and beautiful

2. God whose farm is all creation (John Arlott 1914)

3. For the fruits of His creation, Thanks be to God
(F. Pratt Green 1903)

4. All things praise thee, Lord most high
(George William Conder 1821-74)

5. O, Lord my God, when I in awesome wonder
(Carl Boberg 1850-1940)
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INTRODUCTION
Opening prayer

Leader
In the first week of our Social Justice Season we reflected on
the beauty, diversity and wonder of creation. 

We praised and thanked God for the wonderful gift of
creation entrusted to us. 

We affirmed our responsibility to care for all of it. 
We discussed the linkages between the environment and

social and economic justice. 
When God created the earth God saw all that was made,

and indeed it was very good (Gen 1:31). However, all is
not well any longer. Our consumption patterns and our
striving for economic growth are having a devastating
impact on the environment and on the lives of the majority
of the earth’s people. 

In this session we will look at two of the many challenges
the world is facing as a result of humanity’s exploitative
relationship with the earth and its resources: global
warming and pollution. 

REFLECTION ON PRESENT EXPERIENCE
(Before this session, put up on the walls around the meeting place 
newspaper clippings/photographs/typewritten sheets with the 
following news articles, or others related to industrial pollution or 
flooding.)
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Durban, 4 April 2001–
“A child from the Settlers’ Primary School in Merebank was
hospitalised with severe respiratory problems due to the emission
of odorous H2S from Engen.”

Durban, 14 September 2001 –
“Flair failure from SAPREF due to a power dip has left thick
black smoke and gas hanging over the Merebank and Bluff
residential areas.” 

Deadly mudslides – Jakarta –
“Mudslides triggered by flash floods in eastern Indonesia have
killed 27 people, with at least five others reported missing”. 

Maputo – 
“Heavy rains in a northern Mozambique province have destroyed
homes and roads and knocked down power lines. The provincial
capital of Nampula was left without power and strong winds
prevented planes from landing.” 

Rain and wind lash Cape communities – 
“Storms and floods have cut a swathe of destruction from the
Garden Route to the Little Karoo town of Montagu and surrounds.
In Knysna, Mxolisi Njokeni (34) was killed when a tree fell on his
shack. In Riversdale, more than 200 people from the town’s
informal settlement were moved to the local sports centre after
their houses were damaged by rain and wind”. 

Blantyre – 
“Flooding has left many thousands of people homeless in
Mozambique and Malawi” 

Leader
In recent years South Africa and many other countries
around the world have experienced erratic climatic condi-
tions and calamities with devastating effects on the lives of
thousands of people.

From the 1950s the South Durban area has been the site
of simultaneous industrial development and forced reloca-
tion of African, Indian and Coloured communities under the
Group Areas Act. The residential areas of South Durban
suffer very high levels of air, ground and water pollution,
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not least because they are close to two oil refineries and
many petro-chemical industries.

The group then walks around looking at and
reading the clippings

Engen refinery in Wentworth residential area

In groups of 6 /7 discuss the following questions

1. How did you feel and what were your thoughts when 
you read these clippings?

2. Have you ever been flooded? How did you feel? 
Have you heard or read about other floods in the past
years? Where? 

3. Why do you think there are so many floods worldwide?

4. Do you notice any climate changes in your region? 
What are they? 

5. Do you know how many petro-chemical factories there
are in your area? Do they cause any environmental
problems?

6. What other kinds of pollution are there in your 
area?
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ANALYSIS
In small groups, read the following input, letting each
person in the group read one paragraph at a time:

Global Warming
What is global warming? Carbon gases such as carbon
dioxide and methane, which are also known as greenhouse
gases, form layers in the atmosphere, which trap heat and so
make the world hotter – that is, they cause global warming.
This changes the patterns of rainfall and causes floods in
many parts of the world. 

Carbon dioxide is responsible for about 60% of global
warming. Most carbon dioxide comes from industries and
from burning oil products and natural gas. The destruction
of forests also leads to a build-up of carbon dioxide because
trees make oxygen from carbon dioxide as part of their
natural life process.

There has been growing evidence that human actions
have a serious effect on global climate. People of the indus-
trialised countries make up just 20% of the world’s popula-
tion yet they consume 80% of the world’s resources. As a
result of this privileged lifestyle, the industrialised coun-
tries are also responsible for most of the pollution, which
causes global warming. 

In some developing countries like South Africa many
people admire and imitate the lifestyles and habits of the
North. South Africa is the third largest producer of green-
house gases per person in the world – about 10 tons of
carbon dioxide equivalent per person per year. This is about
twice as much as other developing countries.

Global warming and the resulting climate changes are a
global concern and one of the most disturbing environ-
mental challenges we are faced with in this millennium. 

Pollution
Pollution is the contamination of the environment (air, land
and water) with humanity’s waste. Globally we are
polluting the earth and producing waste at a much faster
rate than we can efficiently and in an environmentally
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friendly way dispose of. We live in a fast food, throwaway
world. It is true that the more developed and industrialised
countries are the bigger polluters but some developing
countries like South Africa are fast catching up.

• We pollute the air with chemical gases from industry,
vehicles and burning of fossil fuels. 

• Our electricity is derived from burning coal, which
produces sulphur dioxide, which in turn is responsible
for acid rain. 

• Asbestos dust from mining construction and industry
causes a deadly condition known as asbestosis and
mesotheloma. 

• We pollute our soil and groundwater with chemicals
used in agriculture.

• We pollute our oceans – more than 80% of pollution in
the sea comes from sources such as pipeline discharges.

Unless we all make an effort and stop being a society
obsessed with buying things that we think make our lives
easier, and throwing away things we no longer need, all that
we will leave for future generations will be mountains of
waste, polluted air and water and barren soil. 

Discuss
1. In what way do we as South Africans – as a nation and

as individuals – contribute to global warming?

2. How can you help to ensure that your local municipality
deals effectively with industrial polluters and pollutants
in your area? 

3. In what way can we reduce the rubbish we create in
factories, homes and wherever we are?

4. Can you think of some items you use and throw away
which can be replaced with environmentally friendlier
ones?

In the whole group, share responses from each
small group briefly
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BIBLICAL REFLECTION

Two members of the group read the following
passage aloud, preferably from different transla-
tions:

Isaiah 24:4-6: A challenge to work for environmental
justice
The earth dries up and withers, the world languishes and withers, the
exalted of the earth languish. The earth is defiled by its people; they
have disobeyed the laws, violated the statutes and broken the ever-
lasting covenant. Therefore a curse consumes the earth; its people
must bear their guilt. Therefore earth’s inhabitants are burned up, and
very few are left.

After a short time of silence, discuss

1. What relation does the scripture text have to our world
today and the current situation?

2. In what ways do we defile the earth?

3. Doing what is right and just is not easy and often risky.
What should be our motivation and attitude when we
fight for environmental justice?

Several people read the following text, a para-
graph each
The challenges posed by environmental degradation (also) require us
to re-examine our theologies. We must admit that we have not always
remained faithful to the gospel in this regard. We have not remained
prophetically alert to discern the signs of the times.

We have adopted and defended a notion of stewardship that
allows for an aggressive domination of the earth community. As
keepers of the land we have to learn that we do not own the land, we
cannot use and abuse it for our own purposes.

We have usurped the authority of God and put ourselves as the
centre of creation. We have regarded the created order as being there
for the benefit of humanity only. We have regarded ourselves as the
crown of creation but we have brought misery, not joy, to the earth.
We have to learn that a position of responsibility implies service, not
domination.

We have allowed theologies to flourish that disengage God from
the world, that are preoccupied with the soul and disregard what is
bodily, that look for salvation from the world and not of the world,
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that long for what is heavenly and do not cherish the gift of the earth.
We have to learn to re-integrate the Christian doctrines of creation,
sin, providence, salvation and the final destiny of creation with one
another.

Pope John Paul II
(The Social Concern of the Church 1987)

Discuss in pairs

1. What message/s did you receive from the quotation?

ACTION

A member of the group reads aloud and the group
discusses
As people of faith we believe that “the world and all that is
in it belongs to the Lord. The earth and all who live on it are
God’s” (Ps 24:1). It is not ours to destroy. We should keep in
mind that we are accountable to God for how we live our
lives and how our behaviour influences the lives of our
fellow human beings (Genesis 9:5) and creation.

Most of the things we buy for consumption we do not
really need. Often they are packaged and the packaging is
thrown away. We are a ‘throw-away’ society. Our lives are
ruled by convenience and consumption. Before planning
what to do let us reflect for a moment on how our throwaway
lifestyles contribute to destroying nature and ultimately the
lives of future generations.

Our use of the earth’s resources should not be to the detri-
ment of the environment and the lives of our fellow human
beings.

Why are we planning to take action about global
warming and pollution? – It is a matter of justice:

Justice for poor people who will be most severely impacted
by changing weather patterns and rising seas and who have
the least capacity to adapt.

Justice for future generations who will inherit an unstable
climate and potentially catastrophic rises in sea level, migra-
tion of tropical diseases and disrupted agricultural production.

Justice for all creation that is threatened by climate change,
consumerism and pollution.
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1. What can the Church do to change the present consump-
tion pattern in the world?

2. How can we develop a relationship with nature that is
true to our Christian tradition?

Share

Some suggestions of actions that can be taken:

1. Recycle newsprint, cardboard, glass and metal, and
avoid excess wrapping by taking a shopping bag/basket
to the shops or market.

2. If you have a car, keep it tuned up and the tyres properly
inflated, which will save carbon dioxide emissions into
the atmosphere.

3. Plant trees to provide shade while absorbing carbon
dioxide.

CLOSURE
Leader
We have reflected on some of the environmental challenges
that we are faced with and the role that we as Christians are
expected to play in sustaining and living within an environ-
ment that we do not own, but of which we have been made
stewards by God, the Creator. Let us close in prayer.

Share in a time of prayer

LITURGY

Opening Hymn

Greeting and Introduction
The leader welcomes the people and explains that this is a
special liturgy on the theme of environmental justice, global
warming and pollution.

Opening Prayer
The leader begins the liturgical celebration with a prayer
that creates an atmosphere of openness to the Word of God
and the Christian tradition so that we may respond with
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love and justice. Creation itself will one day be set free from its
slavery. We should never give up hope no matter how big the chal-
lenge we are facing seems.

SCRIPTURE READINGS & REFLECTION

First Reading: Romans 8:21-28
Creation itself would one day be set free from its slavery to decay and
would share the glorious freedom of the children of God. For we know
that up to the present time all of creation groans with pain, like the
pain of childbirth. But it is not just creation alone which groans; we
who have the Spirit as the first of God’s gifts also groan within
ourselves, as we wait for God to make us God’s children and set our
whole being free. For it was by hope that we were saved; but if we see
what we hope for, then it is not really hope. For which of us hopes for
something we see? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for
it with patience.

In the same way the Spirit also comes to help us, weak as we are.
For we do not know how we ought to pray; the Spirit pleads with God
for us in groans that words cannot express. And God who sees into our
hearts, knows what the thought of the Spirit is; because the Spirit
pleads with God on behalf of God’s people and in accordance with
God’s will.

Reflection on the reading
Some comments are provided in point form below to help
you prepare your presentation.

1. God’s Spirit is always with us and we should trust the 
Spirit to guide us.

2. No matter how difficult and how unattainable our hopes
for the future may seem we should not give up working
for what is right and just. As Paul says in his letter, we
should not give up hope because the results of our
actions are not visible to us, but we should persevere
with patience. 

Psalm 19: 7–11
The law of the Lord is perfect and it gives new strength. 

The commands of the Lord are trustworthy, giving wisdom to those
who lack it.

The laws of the Lord are right, and those who obey them are happy.
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The commands of the Lord are just and give understanding to the
mind.

Reverence for the Lord is good, it will continue forever. The judge-
ments of the Lord are just, they are always fair.

They are more desirable than the finest gold; they are sweeter than
the purest honey.

They give knowledge to me, your servant; I am rewarded for obeying
them.

CONCLUDING PRAYERS
You may want to add to the liturgy something of your own
according to the normal custom or rite of your church
community after the scripture readings, or you can conclude
with a few prayers of intercession and a final prayer.
Perhaps you could also pray the Lord’s Prayer (‘Our
Father’).

Suggested Hymns

1. O God, our help in ages past (Isaac Watts (1674-1748)

2. Sing it in the valleys (Mike Anderson)

3. Walk with me, O my Lord (Estelle White)

4. Seasons come, Seasons go (Michael Cockett)
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INTRODUCTION

Opening prayer

Leader
Globalisation has had mixed results for the world. It has
enabled people across the globe to communicate easily
with each other. At the same time it has actually made
poor countries poorer and left them in deep debt, while it
has encouraged degrading of the earth in order to gain
more wealth for the rich. 

Often this has been done in the name of development.
Development is necessary, but who and what is being
developed when what is called development is responsible
for flooding, pollution, widespread illness and hunger? 

In our last session we looked at two global challenges made
worse by the growth and consumption demands of globali-
sation: global warming and pollution. As we saw, no
country is immune from these problems.

In this session we shall explore some of the most pressing
issues from a local perspective: land, water and food security. 

REFLECTION ON OUR SOUTH AFRICAN
EXPERIENCE

In groups of 3, share

1. In what sort of home do I live? Is there a garden or any
land around it? What grows on that land? 

2. How do I get my water? What do I use it for? What form
of sanitation system do we have at home?

LOCAL ENVIRONMENTAL
CHALLENGES
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3. Where do I get my food? Do I grow any at home, or get it
all from the shops? Have I ever experienced a shortage
of food? If so, why?

4. Do any of my family or friends live on a farm? What do
they grow there? Do they eat their crops or sell them?
What farming methods do they use? Are they able to
provide for their families’ needs from their farming? Do
they get any help from the government? Do any of them
use genetically modified (GM) seeds?

ANALYSIS
In the whole group:

Land
Leader
The issues of land, water and food security are closely
linked. 

In South Africa the majority of the population was until
recently unable to own land. Millions of black people were
driven from their land under apartheid and forced to live in
slums with no land on which to grow crops or keep live-
stock to sustain their households. Since 1994 attempts have
been made at changing this, but it is proving difficult.

A member of the group reads the following extracts from the
AFRA Annual Report 2003:

“Poverty in rural areas is at unacceptable levels. It’s an injus-
tice. Land and access to land is but one, though important,
element determining rural poverty. The market-driven
approach to land reform and issues related to this minimise
the contribution of land redistribution to the eradication of
rural poverty. Poor people continue to be disadvantaged and
continue to be beggars for justice, their voice hardly heard in
the places where decisions are made. 

“In 1994 AFRA commissioned Cheryl Walker to carry out
research around women’s access to land, (which) raised a
number of issues for land reform, including the need for
infrastructural and social development, the need to be
cautious in identifying heads of households and the need for
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women to have the right to acquire land and membership of
land trusts in their own right.”

In pairs
Share what struck you most about this reading.

Water /sanitation

Leader
Access to clean water is acknowledged as basic to healthy
living conditions. Yet many of our rivers and streams in
South Africa are polluted by industry and by the fact that,
without piped water, people in both rural and urban slums
are forced to use their only water supply for drinking,
cooking and washing, while lack of sanitation facilities
means that rivers and streams get polluted by human waste.
All these conditions lead to the threat of illnesses such as
cholera, and provide the conditions under which HIV/AIDS
leads to premature death.

In attempts to get clean, piped water to increasing
numbers of people more quickly and efficiently than the
government can do itself, attempts are being made to priva-
tise delivery of water to overseas companies. But this means
charging people for water. Poor people cannot afford this
and where it is being forced on them a backlash is devel-
oping.

A member of the group reads the following extract
from the “Mail & Guardian” 11-16 April 2003:

“The 3-year deal spearheaded by Britain’s BiWater and
signed in Mpumalanga’s capital Nelspruit in 1999 was
supposed to rapidly expand basic water services into the
region’s impoverished villages without placing a financial
burden on the taxpayer.

“But the people supposed to benefit most, 300 000 rural
villagers and township residents, weren’t convinced and
instead embarked on a concerted rates boycott.

“(Anti-Privatisation) Forum spokesman Henry Nkuna said
township and village residents had only been required to
pay R14 a month for water under apartheid. This rose to R88
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a month after 1994, before leaping to an average R500 a
month after the GNUC (Greater Nelspruit Utility Co. –
Biwater’s local partners) took over in 1999.

“’It’s pure profiteering. Almost half the township residents
are unemployed. How are they expected to pay R500 a
month?’ Nkuna asked.”

In pairs 
Share what struck you most about this reading.

Food security

Leader 
Food security means everyone having fair, affordable access
to the food they need for growth and health for the whole of
their lives, and knowing that their children will also have
this access. 

Some of the things that threaten food security in South
Africa are:

• Unemployment and poverty – not being able to afford
the food in shops.

• Lack of access to land on which to grow food crops.

• The use of land for profitable cash crops such as sugar
cane, rather than for local staple foods like maize, vegetables
and fruit which could then be available more cheaply to
everyone.

• Distorted international marketing systems, which force
countries to export and import food, instead of developing
local crops and becoming agriculturally sustainable.

• The increasing use of genetically engineered crops,
which threaten health and the ability of farmers to continue
farming, and which in the long term threaten whole species
such as maize, and create artificial shortages of food.
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A member of the group reads: 
Each living organism is made up of genes in every cell, which gives it
particular characteristics and determines what it is. Genetic engi-
neering is a technology that inserts new genes into an organism to
change certain characteristics. Genetic engineering (GE) or genetic
modification (GM) is done in a laboratory and is substantially different
to natural breeding processes. GE or GM can be performed within a
species, for example a gene can be taken out of a grape and inserted
in another grape, or genes can be transferred between unrelated
species. For example a gene can be taken from a bacteria that
produces a toxin which kills a certain pest of cotton crops, called the
boll worm, and inserted into the genetic code of the cotton plant to
produce a cotton plant that is toxic to boll worms. This can benefit
farmers in that they do not have to spray their crop with toxic chemi-
cals. Small-scale farmers on the Makhathini Flats in northern KwaZulu-
Natal are involved in a project that encourages them to grow GM
cotton.

However, scientists have warned that genetic engineering is a
random and imprecise technology with unknown consequences, some
of which may be harmful to humans and the environment. In 2002
Zambia refused to accept GM food aid despite being in the grip of a
terrible famine. Their scientists stated that GM foods could produce
new food toxins, new allergens, bring about anti-biotic resistance and
there is the potential for changed nutritional quality of GM food.
Zambia's scientists also warned that once GM crops had been intro-
duced they would contaminate conventional crops and destroy
Zambia's lucrative export markets to Europe where consumers do not
want GM food.

In the 2002/3 planting season South Africa planted 70% of its cotton
crop from GM seed, 12% of its soya crop as GM, 20% of its yellow
maize and 3% of its white maize crop as GM varieties. White maize is a
staple food and this has raised serious concerns in certain quarters,
especially with the high prevalence of HIV/AIDS in this country and the
need for affected people to receive only top quality food.

GM crops can be patented and are promoted by international seed
corporations on the basis that they will increase yields, reduce the use
of harmful pesticides and help solve hunger in Africa. These claims are
all proving false. GM crops do not always increase yields, with GM soya
producing 5-10% less than non-GM varieties. Insects are developing
resistance to pest resistant GM crops, and thirdly, making small-scale
African farmers buy expensive patented GM seeds each year will only
increase hunger on the continent since the farmers are not permitted
to save the seeds or replant them in the next season. Farmers are
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obliged to use only the provider’s seed fertiliser. Ultimately the inter-
national seed companies benefit the most from GM crops. GM foods
are on our plates with the consent of the government but without the
consent of the people i.e. without public participation.

In pairs
Share what struck you most about this reading.

In small groups, discuss

1. How does lack of access to land affect real development?

2. What are the advantages and disadvantages to having
the supply of water and sanitation privatised in South
Africa?

3. What do you think of the patenting of life in the form of
GM seeds? What does it mean when we claim that God
is the creator of life?

BIBLICAL REFLECTION
Two members of the group read the following passage
aloud, preferably from different translations: 

Mark 6:34–44:  Everyone has the right to eat
When Jesus got out of the boat, he saw this large crowd, and his heart
was filled with pity for them, because they were like sheep without a
shepherd. So he began to teach them many things.

When it was getting late, his disciples came to him and said: ‘It is
already very late, and this is a lonely place. Send the people away, and
let them go to the nearby farms and villages in order to buy them-
selves something to eat.’ ‘You yourselves give them something to eat,’
Jesus answered. They asked: ‘Do you want us to go and spend two
hundred silver coins on bread in order to feed them?’ So Jesus asked
them: ‘How much bread have you got? Go and see.’ When they found
out, they told him: ‘Five loaves and also two fish.’ 

Jesus then told his disciples to make all the people divide into
groups and sit down on the green grass. So the people sat down in
rows, in groups of a hundred and groups of fifty. Then Jesus took the
five loaves and the two fish, looked up to heaven, and gave thanks to
God. He broke the loaves and gave them to his disciples to distribute
to the people. He also divided the two fish among them all. Everyone
ate and had enough. Then the disciples took up twelve baskets full of
what was left of the bread and the fish. The number of people who
were fed was five thousand.
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After a short time of silent reflection, another two
people read the following passage, preferably from two
different translations: 

Romans 13:1–7:  A challenge to stand up to our
leaders, when necessary, to work with them when
it is for the common good.

Everyone must obey the state authorities, because no authority exists
without God’s permission, and God has put the existing authorities
there. Whoever opposes the existing authority opposes what God has
ordered; and any who do so will bring judgement on themselves. For
rulers are not to be feared by those who do good, but by those who
do evil.

Would you like to be unafraid of those in authority? Then do what
is good, and they will praise you, because they are God’s servants
working for your own good. But if you do evil, then be afraid of them,
because their power to punish is real. They are God’s servants and
carry out God’s punishment, but also as a matter of conscience.

That is also why you pay taxes, because the authorities are working
for God when they fulfil their duties. Pay, then, what you owe them;
pay them your personal and property taxes, and show respect and
honour for them all.

After a short time of silence, someone else in the group
reads:

In the very first pages of Scripture we read these words: “Fill the earth
and subdue it” (Gen 1:28). This teaches us that the whole of creation is
for humans, that they have been charged to give it meaning by their
intelligent activities, to complete and perfect it by their own efforts
and to their own advantage.

Now if the earth truly was created to provide humans with the
necessities of life and the tools for their own progress, it follows that
every human has the right to glean what they need from the earth.
The recent (Second Vatican) Council reiterated this truth: “God
intended the earth and everything in it for the use of all human beings
and peoples. Thus, under the leadership of justice and in the company
of charity, created goods should flow fairly to all.”

Popular Progression (Pope Paul VI March 1967)
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After another short time of silence, discuss: 
What do these passages have to say to us about the land,
water and food security?

ACTION
In the whole group, discuss:
1. What do we think should be done to ensure more just

access to land for those who need it to sustain their
families? What might our role be in this?

2. In what ways can we assist the government in their
efforts to provide water services and sanitation for
everyone in our communities?

3. How can we as Christians contribute towards having
food security for the people in our region?

Share:

Some actions that we could take:

1. Conduct an ecological audit on how church property,
land and resources are being used in your area or
diocese, in the light of our belief in shared community
life and the integrity of creation.

2. Think about how the ground around your church and
home could be used to show people what you believe
about land and water as gifts of God that need to be
used with care for the future, as well as the present.

3. Pay your rates, taxes and water/electricity accounts
promptly, and encourage others to do the same. Insist
that the services for which these pay are effectively
delivered to yourself and your community.

4. Brainstorm questions you would like to ask the
Departments of Agriculture, Health, and Environment
about genetically engineered crops, and decide how you
are going to ask them and discuss their answers.
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CLOSURE

Leader
We have explored three serious issues that we need to deal
with in South Africa. Let us pray that God will help us to be
open to the Word of God and the Christian tradition, so that
we may respond with love and justice.

Share in a time of prayer

LITURGY

Opening Hymn

Greeting and Introduction
The leader welcomes the people who have gathered and
explains that this is a special liturgy on the theme of Water.

Opening Prayer
The leader begins the liturgical celebration with a prayer
that creates an atmosphere of openness to the Word of God
and the Christian tradition so that we may respond with
love and justice. Creation itself will one day be set free from its
slavery. We should never give up hope no matter how big the chal-
lenge we are facing seems to be.

‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the
end. To the thirsty I will give water without price from the
fountain of the water of life’. (Revelation 21:6)

Scripture Readings & Reflection
First Reading: Joel 1:14–20
Give orders for a fast; call an assembly! Gather the leaders and all the
people of Judah into the Temple of the Lord your God and cry out to
God. The day of the Lord is near; the day when the Almighty brings
destruction. What terror that day will bring! We look on helpless as
our crops are destroyed. There is no joy in the Temple of our God. The
seeds die in the dry earth. There is no grain to be stored, and so the
empty granaries are in ruins. The cattle are bellowing in distress
because there is no pasture for them; the flocks of sheep also suffer. I
cry out to you, Lord, because the pastures and trees are dried up, as
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though a fire had burnt them. Even the wild animals cry out to you
because the streams have become dry.

Reflection on the reading:
Some comments are provided in point form below to help
you prepare your presentation:

• Water is essential for all living creatures.

• Water is a gift from God, which should be treasured and
shared fairly amongst all peoples.

• No one has the right to make water a commodity for
personal gain.

Second Reading: Psalm 65:9–13
You show your care for the land by sending rain; you make it rich and
fertile. You fill the streams with water; you provide the earth with
crops. This is how you do it:

You send abundant rain on the ploughed fields and soak them with
water; you soften the soil with showers and cause the young plants to
grow.

What a rich harvest your goodness provides! Wherever you go there is
plenty.

The pastures are filled with flocks; the hillsides are full of joy.

The fields are covered with sheep; the valleys are full of wheat.

Everything shouts and sings for joy.

CONCLUDING PRAYERS
You may want to add to the liturgy something of your own
according to the normal custom or rite of your church
community after the scripture readings.

Suggested Hymns:

1. Bread for the world broken (Christopher Walker)

2. We plough the fields and scatter (M.Claudius 1740-1815)

3. For the fruits of his creation (Fred Prett Green)

4. Guide me, O thou great Redeemer (W. Williams 1717-91)
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Opening Prayer

Leader
The following prayer to be read by different people reading
different verses. The last two verses to be read by the whole
group.

Member 1
We thank you Lord,
for the marvellous grace of your creation.
We pour out our thanks to you our God,
for the sun and the moon and the stars,
for the rain, dew and winds,
for winter cold and summer heat.

Member 2
We pour forth our praise to you
for mountains and hills,
for springs and valleys,
for rivers and seas.

Member 3
We praise you, O Lord,
for plants growing in earth and water,
for life inhabiting lakes and seas,
for life creeping in soils and land,
for creatures living in wetlands and waters,
for life flying above the earth and sea,
for beasts dwelling in woods and fields.
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Member 4
How many and wonderful are your works, our God!
In wisdom you have made them all!
But we confess, dear Lord,
as creatures privileged with the care and 
keeping of your creation,

that we have abused your creation gifts
through arrogance, ignorance and greed.

Member 5
We confess risking permanent damage to your creation, we
confess impoverishing creation’s ability 
to bring you praise.

Yet we confess that your creation displays your glory, leaving
all of us without excuse but to know you.

Member 6
We confess that your creation
provides the context of our living;
it is our home, it is the realm
in which we live the life of your kingdom.

Member 7
Creator God,
you have given us every reason
to live our lives
in harmony with creation.

All
May we, your servants, increasingly serve.
May we, your servants, increasingly come to love 
your creation as we come to love you,
through Christ our Lord. Amen
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INTRODUCTION

During the past three weeks we have reflected and shared
on the beauty of creation and the environmental problems
facing our communities. We may have identified other prob-
lems within our local context that we need to address.

In this week we will be reflecting on the issues in the
previous sessions with the intention of drawing up a plan of
action to address these problems.

Deal with each step thoroughly so that you eventually
come up with a faith-based and practical plan of action.
Use this guide for each of the previous sessions.

1. Identify the Problem
Put into simple words a concrete objective that you can
really manage. Write it down.

2. Brainstorm
Suggest as many solutions as you can imagine, even if
they sound impractical or stupid! Do not discuss them at
this stage.

3. Prioritise
Discuss a Few Solutions
Choose what seem the most Christian and practical
solutions. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages of
each.

4. Choose one solution
Choose and discuss one of the possible solutions you
wish to work on.

5. Appoint
Decide who is going to do what, when, how and where.
Be very practical and precise. Write down what has
been agreed on.

6. Evaluate
Arrange a time and place when you will report back on
the action taken. If it was successful, talk about why
and how you acted. Consider what further steps you can
take. If it was not successful, discuss what went wrong
and how you can change your plan next time. Do not
give up!
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GOD’S GIFT: 
THE EARTH, OUR HOME

Supplementary Bible Studies & Liturgies
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS

Reflect upon one (or more) of the following: 

1. Today, many people see the beauty, diversity and
wonder of creation as something more than scenery in
front of which humans play out their life. They under-
stand the whole of creation as a single self-regulating
system forming a great living being or organism.  The
soil is like a mammoth digestive system in which all
things are absorbed, broken down and recycled. The
oceans, waterways and rain function as a circulatory
system. Vegetation, plants and trees provide the respira-
tory system. The animal kingdom provides the lower
functions of the nervous system. Human beings are
understood to be the cosmos itself come to self-
consciousness. The whole is seen to have a fundamental
unity in the one God. Christians believe it is in Jesus of
Nazareth that God accepts the world, and that the world
accepts God.  

2. Sometimes when we return to places, which in our
childhoods were meadows and forests but now are bull-
dozed by development; or when we scan once verdant
fields which now are littered with garbage, a sense of
violation, of tragedy, of sacrilege almost, wells up
within us. Just as we are called to treat the garden of the
Earth with respect, so are we summoned to treat all
persons sustained by the garden with justice.

3. In the past people often ‘objectified’ nature and reduced
it to a mere ‘thing’. Some would say ‘Nature is only
made up of dead matter; it has no soul; it does not matter
how it is used’. On the other hand, others would elevate
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nature to such an extreme that humans come to be seen
as secondary and even unimportant. The bible takes a
healthy middle ground.

4. The Bible looks at creation with a clear, caring, unsenti-
mental gaze. It sees nature as exciting, fascinating, and
beautiful; yet it acknowledges it can also be strange and
unpredictable. Clearly there is a duty placed on all to
respect nature, but there is also a right for humans to
exercise some control over it. Without plants and insects
there would be no gardens. Without gardeners to
oversee plants and insects, there would be no gardens.
So nature is ambiguous just as humans are. While
nature is not all ‘red in tooth and claw’, neither is nature
full of cuddly furry animals which are vegetarian.

5. Scripture says that creatures have their own inherent
value. In Proverbs we read that the Spirit of Wisdom
‘delights’ not only in human beings but ‘rejoices’ over
the whole inhabited world (cf. Proverbs 8:22-31). And
in Ecclesiastes we read: “The fate of humans and beasts
is identical ... both have the selfsame breath” (Eccles-
iastes 3:19). That is why everything in creation needs
to be cared for and not just appraised for its practical
value for humans. In truth, God’s all-encompassing
love, for humans and non-humans alike, is the unifying
principle of all creation.

6. The bible states if people are attentive to the beauty of
nature, they will not only recognize the Creator’s joy in
the goodness of creation, but experience God in
creation. “Ask the animals, and they shall teach you; the
birds of the air, and they shall instruct you. Speak to the
Earth and it shall teach you” (Job 12:7-8). “The heavens
declare the glory of God ... day after day they pour forth
speech” (Psalm 19:1-2)

Questions for reflection e.g. what do you think
your role is in this situation? etc.
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ADDITIONAL LITURGY

Preferably the liturgy should commence outside – in the
garden?

Remote Preparations:
Begin by listing all the requirements for the liturgy: e.g.
Scriptures, night-light candles, poetry, music, cloths, table,
chairs, basket etc.

Have one lighted candle in a central place in a room or
church with some symbols of creation: a leaf, a shell, fruit,
some water, stones, soil.

Leader
Open the liturgy in the garden with a simple prayer. Each
person is then asked to spend about 20 minutes communi-
cating with nature, prayerfully and silently. It may be
helpful to suggest that they relate to something in particular
(a blade of grass, an insect, sun-light or shadow on the floor
etc).

Each person brings back to the convening room an object
that symbolizes their personal experience in the garden e.g.
flower, leaf etc. Then gathered together they begin with a
song or hymn, preferably with a nature theme.

A suitable passage from Scripture can then be read (for
example, Psalm 104).

In pairs
People bring their symbols to the table in the centre. One
carries the object, the other a ‘night-light’ candle. The one
who carries the symbol speaks first: 

The first symbol is, say, a leaf…

■ 1st: Lord, we praise you for the trees in the forest. We
recognize their beauty, their service to humankind and the
good influence they have for our health and the climate of
our region.

■ 2nd: We light this candle as a prayer for protection of the
world’s forests and all the people, animals and insects who
live there (lights it).

REFRAIN: Everyone sings ‘Amen, Amen…’ or other refrain
they know.
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Then the second symbol, say a shell

■ 1st:  Lord, we praise you for all the fish and plants that
live in the sea (places shell on table)

■ 2nd: We light this candle as a prayer for protection of the
earth’s water and the people who depend on it (lights it).

REFRAIN

Then the soil

■ 1st:  Lord, we praise you for the soil in which all plants
grow (places soil on table).

■ 2nd: We light this candle as a prayer for the soil of Africa
which is often dried out by drought or erosion of top soil
(lights the candle).

REFRAIN

Then a jar of air

■ 1st:  Lord, we praise you for the air we breathe (places the
jar on table).

■ 2nd: We light this candle as a prayer that the air will be
kept clean for plants to absorb and for animals and people to
breath (lights the candle).

REFRAIN

Then an apple

■ 1st:  Lord, we praise you for the fruits of the earth and all
our food (places fruit on the table).

■ 2nd: We light this candle as a prayer that the world’s food
will be shared with all and hunger will be no more (lights
the candle).

REFRAIN

Continue with any other creation symbols
members of the group have chosen…
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Create a prayerful atmosphere by placing a lit candle in the
centre of the group. Read the following Scripture aloud at
least twice either as a group or invite one or two members to
do the reading. Pause for a while after each reading. 

Matthew 23:23–28: A challenge to practise what
we preach
How terrible for you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees! You
hypocrites! You clean the outside of your cup and plate, while the
inside is full of what you have obtained by violence and selfishness.
Blind Pharisees! Clean what is inside the cup first, and then the outside
will be clean too!

How terrible for you, teachers of the Law and Pharisees! You
hypocrites! You are like whitewashed tombs, which look fine on the
outside but are full of bones and decaying corpses inside. In the same
way, on the outside you appear good to everybody, but inside you are
full of hypocrisy and sins.

After reading the text, reflect individually for a
moment on a word or phrase that has touched you.
Look at the question below and discuss in the group.

Record your responses in writing to share in the plenary.

• Name some harmful effects pollution has on people’s
lives and the environment in your region?

• How often do we criticise the injustices done by others?

• For how much of the pollution of the earth are you
responsible?

2
session 

POLLUTION AND WASTE
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Texts to be read in plenary

We cannot support the dominant vision of development that under-
mines both the earth and the poor. Our commitment is to communities
that live and develop by caring for, nurturing and sustaining the
people of the earth and the earth which belongs to God, and which
God has given us for our sustenance. This is a vision that has sustained
the people of God for centuries in many and diverse circumstances. It is
a vision that grows out of obedience to the God of life. God has told
you, O mortal, what is good; and what does God require of you but to
do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with your God?

This is God’s Earth (A Synopsis of the SACC Policy Statements 

on the WSSD 2002).

It would be possible to illustrate our ethical responsibility as regards
the environment from many starting points. Let us take just one ques-
tion: that of waste. First of all, it is a familiar concept. We are all aware
of what it is, and we know equally well that we can all do something,
however small, about it. But waste has another connotation. It is also a
by-product of a capitalistic, consumer-oriented society and of certain
technologies that have been developed without concern for their
long-term consequences.

Despite this need for collective responses in seeking a solution to
the growing problem of waste, individual attitudes and behaviour are
immensely important. In democratic societies public opinion can even-
tually effect societal change. We see this in such simple things as the
increasing use of biodegradable packaging and the recycling of paper
and for their educational value as regards the effects of an over-
consumption that actually produces waste.

Taken from an Address to a Working Group of the Pontifical 

Academy of Sciences on Chemical Hazards in Developing 

Countries 21 October 1993.

Here are some suggestions of action that can be taken

• Find out from your local municipality what to do with
recycling material such as paper, glass, tins, batteries and
unused medication etc.

• Start a recycling group in your community.

• Buy only what you need and will use.

• Many craftspeople use recycled material. Find out who
they are and what they use and collect it for them.
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WATER
Read the following

Taken from an EMG publication: ‘Trading the Summit’. 

Artwork: Carlos Arnato
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In groups of 4–5 people discuss the 
following questions:

• What do you understand by the phrase “water is a
common good”?

• Do you experience any problems with water services in
your area?

• Do you think water services should be privatised?

• Can you think of things that water is used for?

Share your responses in plenary (newsprint)

Form groups (4 –5 people)
Read the following text and discuss the questions
The United Nations (UN) has proclaimed the year 2003 the
International Year of Freshwater. Without water there is no life. We
use water to drink, to bathe, to prepare food, to feed our animals. But
not everyone has access to clean drinking water let alone water for all
the other things mentioned above. Many people still have to walk for
hours and some even days to find water. Statistics supplied by the
United Nations tell us that people in the industrialized world use an
average of 400-500 litres of water each day. People in developing
countries are considered to have access to freshwater if they are able
to obtain 20 litres of water per person per day within one kilometre
walking distance from the household. In many areas people have to
live with less. 

Globally water has become big business. ‘One of the effects of
globalisation is the rapid and often unnecessary pressure for the
privatisation and corporate takeover of public services’ such as water
management and municipal services.

Main actors on the world water scene are transnational companies
who see a big chance for profits in the water and sanitation sectors.
The ‘Bretton Woods Institutions’ such as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF), finance certain projects but not without conditions which
often put pressure on countries where projects are financed. Another
player in the water big business game is the World Trade Organisation
(WTO) with its General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).
‘Services’ could include water and sanitation.

As Christians and social justice activists we should continue to advo-
cate that access to clean water and basic sanitation remains a common
good.
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South Africa’s new democratic government has been praised for its
achievements in providing access to clean water to almost seven
million people since 1994. The battle is however not yet won. More
than 70% of households in South Africa do not have a tap in the
dwelling. Action on sanitation also has to be improved to avoid the
outbreak of water-borne diseases. The Department of Water Affairs
and Forestry (DWAF) has put together a draft white paper on water
services. A solution for water services can only be found if all stake-
holders participate in strategy planning and implementation.

• Who is the water service provider in your area?

• Do you know areas where water is still collected from
rivers and streams?

• What other sanitation systems are used in South Africa
besides flush toilets?

• Do you think the water situation has changed in your
area since 1994? How?

Share your responses in plenary (newsprint)
• Water is a common good. What responsibilities does this

give us as individuals and community? 

Text to be read in plenary
A Christian understanding of social struggles and development must
begin with an affirmation that this is God’s earth, and all that we seek
to do in, with and to it, should be done out of this recognition. This
means that all human life, and all living things, including the earth
and its bounty, are a gift from God and are to be cherished, respected
and enjoyed. Any right to private property must be circumscribed by
this recognition of God’s fundamental ownership of all things. Every
human owner must therefore recognize the ‘social mortgage’ on
property, meaning that property should be stewarded for the good
not just of the owner but for the good of others.

We cannot therefore be party to any process or system that treats
the earth as a commodity, nor anything that does not recognise that
all people hold ownership of the resources of the earth in common,
what is sometimes known as the ‘global commons’.

This is God’s Earth (A Synopsis of the SACC Policy Statements 

on the WSSD 2002)
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Go back into groups and discuss the following:

• What message/s did you receive from the two quotations?

• Name a number of the earth’s resources which you think
are part of the ‘global commons’?

In many cultures water has a divine connotation. Water is
life giving, water is fundamental for life and health. Water is
a pre-requisite to the realization of all other human func-
tions.

“Water should be treated as a social and cultural good and
not primarily as an economic commodity”. Reflecting on the
Sermon on the Mount we remember how Jesus empowered
the people to feed each other by sharing what they had
(Mark 6:35). Just relationships and sharing resources
assures that all that is needed for life will be given because
there is enough for everybody. Water for domestic use is a
human right for all and should be kept from being merchan-
dised. We remember the early Christian communities who
lived a life of sharing and just relationships where “no one
claimed private ownership of any possessions, as everything
they owned was held in common”(Acts 4:32). Private
ownership should be conditioned by the fact that the use of
property must be beneficial for society as a whole. 

GENETICALLY MODIFIED (GM) CROPS
“It would be wise for those who feel they cannot resist the ‘fatal
attraction’ of GM crops to remember the old Zambian adage: ‘ if you
have to test the depth of a river, do not put your legs into the water’”

(Chinsembo and Kanbikambi 2001)
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In groups of 4 –5 people discuss the following
questions
• What do you think is the difference between GM crops

and other crops?

• What do you feel when looking at the above map and the
information on it?

• Have you ever eaten GM food? What did you feel about
it?

Share your responses in plenary (newsprint).

Form groups of 4 –5, read the following text and
discuss the questions
Genetically Modified (GM) crops have been cultivated for at least a
decade. 

Besides the moral and ethical questions about this practice, there
are questions about the environmental impact, the economic impact
on small subsistence farmers and the impact on consumers’ health
which all remain unanswered. 

The proponents of GM crops claim that these crops are the answer
to the food security problems of developing countries. The truth is

Biowatch SA – South African People and Environments

in the Global Market Booklet 4 – August 2002
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that the international agrochemical companies, which produce the
GM seeds, have patents and plant variety protection (PVP) on all GE
plants they produce. These are forms of intellectual property rights,
which give the inventors monopoly rights for commercial purposes
over a period of time. For our government and for farmers this means
a long-term dependency on the multinational seed producing compa-
nies. 

For a nation to remain independent, it needs to have control over
its own food supply. Food security exists when all people, at all times,
have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious
food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active
and healthy life

World Food Forum 1996

• Does the right to food include access to information
about the food we are provided with?

• Name some information that can be given about the food
we eat?  

• How many family farmers and/or small-scale farmers do
you know in your region? 

• What farming methods do they use? (Saving seeds from
their crop for the next planting season, buying seeds,
exchanging seeds with one another, organic farming?)

Share your responses in plenary (newsprint)
Look at the questions below and discuss in the group.
Record your responses in writing to share in the plenary.

1. Is the right to food something that can be achieved by
each individual on their own at all times?

2. Who do you think are the key role players in assuring
that everyone in this country has food security?

Texts to be read in plenary
Humans, who discover their capacity to transform and in a certain
sense create the world through their own work, forget that this is
always based on God’s prior and original gift of the things that are.
Humans think that they can make arbitrary use of the earth,
subjecting it without restraint to their will, as though it did not have
its own requisites and a prior God-given purpose, which humans can
indeed develop but must not betray. Instead of carrying out their role
as co-operator with God in the work of creation, humans set them-
selves up in place of God and thus end up provoking a rebellion on the
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part of nature, which is more tyrannized than governed by humans.
Humans can therefore enter inside the natural order and guide it for
their development, but they must do so as the Creator does, with
wisdom and love, respecting the intimate structure of this order and
its natural balance. 

Pope John Paul II, Centesimus Annus, 37

Private property itself is not an absolute right, but by its very nature
takes on a social function and must be tempered with an equitable
and shared distribution to all people of the goods of the earth. We
could say that, in a Christian sense, cultivation of the land and human
dominion over nature in general are to be understood as means for
providing food for humankind and for transforming the earth into
bread for everyone’s table, especially for the poor.  We are therefore
called at every level – in the various political, social and economic situ-
ations – to give an account to present and future generations of the
actual use that we make of the goods of the earth.

Document for the Day of Thanksgiving 

for the Gifts of Creation  November 2000

Go back into groups and discuss the following

• What message/s did you receive from the two quotations?

• As Christians do we believe that any technology or means
can be used to ensure that all peoples have food security?

• What do you think are the ethical and moral aspects,
which should guide the use of any technology?

We understand that the dominion granted to us by the Creator
is not an absolute power to use and misuse or to dispose of
things as we please. The Lord God placed humans in the
Garden of Eden to cultivate and guard it.(Gen 2:15). When
dealing with the subject of Genetically Modified (GM) crops
we need to remember that we are subject not only to biolog-
ical laws but also moral ones which cannot be violated with
impunity. There are many unanswered questions about GM
crops and foods. Risks for the environment, health risks for
consumers, threatened livelihoods of poor farmers, food secu-
rity and local control over genetic resources are all questions
that are being debated. We should join the consumers,
farmers, scientists and environmentalists who voice their
grave concern for the rapid commercialisation of a technology
that has not been adequately tested or assessed and call to
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mind that we have been entrusted with the task to cultivate
and care for the land. We are jointly responsible for the goods,
which the land produces, caring for it as God does.

Organic Farming is one of the alternatives to GM and
conventional commercial farming and agriculture. It takes
into consideration the environment, and the livelihoods of
small subsistence farmers. Alternatives like these can and
must be investigated with the same vigour. 

Liturgy Preparation
After reflecting together it is good to get together and pray as
is our Christian tradition.  The challenge which we are faced
with is a difficult one. We pray for God’s Holy Spirit to come
and help us. The following liturgy may be helpful in
preparing a special Sunday liturgy in line with the theme of
the past week.  

A few days before the Sunday on which this liturgy will
be celebrated, the team of organisers needs to have a “dry
run” that is, they practise the presentation in the church
building where it will take place on Sunday. They also
decorate the church building with posters, banners, flowers,
special symbols, an exhibition of relevant press cuttings etc,
and choose appropriate hymns for the liturgy.

LITURGY

Opening Hymn

Greeting and Introduction
The leader welcomes the people who have gathered and
explains that this is a special liturgy on the theme of envi-
ronmental justice and GE.

Opening Prayer
The leader begins the liturgical celebration with a prayer
that creates an atmosphere of openness to the Word of God
and the Christian tradition so that we may respond with
love and justice. We pray that we may use the resources of
the world for the benefit of people and conservation of the
natural world.



SCRIPTURE READINGS & REFLECTION

First Reading:  Matthew 7:15 –20
Be on your guard against false prophets; they come to you
looking like sheep on the outside, but on the inside they are
really like wild wolves. You will know them by what they
do. Thorn bushes do not bear grapes, and briars do not bear
figs. A healthy tree bears good fruit, but a poor tree bears
bad fruit. A poor tree cannot bear good fruit. And any tree
that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown in the
fire. So then, you will know the false prophets by what they
do.

Reflection on the reading
Some comments are provided in point form below to help
you prepare your presentation

1. Because we do not know whether there are any serious
risks to the environment or human health, to produce
and market genetically modified food is morally irre-
sponsible.

2. All that glitters is not gold.

3. Do not be afraid of people. Whatever is now covered up
will be uncovered and every secret will be made known
(Matthew 10:26).

Psalm 91:1–3
Whoever goes to the Lord for safety, whoever remains under the
protection of the Almighty can say to the Lord:  ‘You are my defender
and protector. You are my God; in you I trust.’

God will keep you safe from all hidden dangers and from all deadly
diseases.

Concluding Prayers
You may want to add to the liturgy something of your own
according to the normal custom or rite of your church
community after the scripture readings, or you can conclude
with a few prayers of intercession and a final prayer.
Perhaps you could also pray the Lord’s Prayer (‘Our Father’).
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ORGANISATIONS AND RESOURCES

ORGANISATIONS

The following organisations may be of assistance to your
initiatives:

1. Wildlife & Environment Society of South Africa (WESSA)
100 Brand Road, Glenwood, 4001
Tel: 031 201-3126
E-mail: wlskzn@saol.com
Website: http://www.wessa.org.za

2. WESSA Umhlanga Branch
Contact: Alastair Carnegie
Tel: 031 566-4018
E-mail: alph.car@mweb.co.za
WESSA Umhlanga Branch also has its own website: 
http://www.wessa-umhlanga.org.za

3. Coastwatch – Project of WESSA 
Contact: Grant Trebble 
Tel: 031 201-3126
E-mail: gtrebble@iafrica.com
Coastwatch deals with all marine and coastal issues.

4. Bergwatch – Project of WESSA 
Contact: Meridy Pfotenhauer
Tel: 033 394-4064 
E-mail: bergwatch@futurenet.co.za

5. Treasure Beach Project
P.O. Box 16126, Brighton Beach, 4009
Tel: 031 467-8507/8

6. Wilderness Action Group
P.O. Box 1098,Westville, 3630
Tel: 031 267-1822 Fax: 031 267-1838
E-mail: wrbainbr@iafrica.com

7. GroundWork 
Contact: Bobby Peek  
Tel: 033 342-5662 
E-mail:bobby@groundwork.org.za
Website: http://www.groundwork.org.za
Groundwork deals with pollution issues in general but mostly
concentrates on air emissions.

8. Durban Natural Science Museum
Contact: Dr. Brett Hendey 
Tel: 031 311-7645 Fax: 031 311-7509
E-mail: bretth@crsu.Durban.gov



9. South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA)
Contact: Desmond D’Sa 
Tel: 031 461-1991
E-mail: sdcea@sn.apc.org
SDCEA deals with pollution issues in the Durban South Area.

10. Earthlife Africa eThekwini 
Contact: Bryan Ashe 
Tel: 082 652-1533
E-mail: bryan@earthlife.org.za
Website: http://www.earthlife.org.za
Earthlife deals with pollution issues especially nuclear power and
incineration and Genetic Engineering to some extent, with a
strong community component.

11. SA Freeze Alliance on Genetic Engeneering (SAFeAGE)
P.O. Box 18977, Wynberg, 7824
Tel: 021 761 0549  Fax: 021 762-2238
E-mail: safeage@mweb.co.za
Website: http://www.safeage.org.za
Tollfree: 0800-221330
Durban contact: Dulcie Krige: 
dulciekrige@cybertrade.co.za
SAFeAGE is an alliance of organisations and individuals
concerned about the effects of genetic engineering on our health,
farmers and society.

12. Association for Rural Advancement (AFRA)
Tel: 033 345-7607 or 345-8319 /8007
Fax: 033 345-5106
E-mail: afra@wn.apc.org 
Website: http://www.afra.co.za

13. Environment Branch, Durban Physical Service Unit
P.O. Box 680, Durban, 4000 
Tel: 031 300-2697

14. Botanical Society of South Africa
Contact: Wally Menne 
Tel: 031 201-4648 
E-mail: plantnet@iafrica.com
Website: http://www.botanicalsociety.org.za

15. Mountain Club 
Contact: Steve Cooke 
Tel: 031 701-0155 
E-mail: steve@cookeandson.co.za

16. Food Gardens Foundation 
P.O. Box 41250, Craighall, 2024
Tel: 011 880-5956 or 442-6835 or fax 442-7642  
Sells good, fresh seed cheaply to members – also produces good
newsletter and planting tips
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17. Environmental Monitoring Group (EMG)
P.O. Box 18977, Wynberg, 7824
Tel: 021 761-0549
Website: http://www.emg.org.za

18. Keep Durban Beautiful Association
P.O. Box 1535, Durban 4000
Tel: 031 303-1665

19. Environmental Justice Desk South African Catholic Bishops’
Conference (SACBC)
Contact: Ms. Dawn Linder
Tel: 012 323-6458
E-mail: dlinder@sacbc.org.za

20. Network of Earthkeeping Christian Communities in South
Africa (NECCSA)
Contact: Prof. Ernest Conradie
Tel: 021 959-2206
E-mail: econradie@uwc.ac.za
Website: http://www.neccsa.org.za

21. Crane Foundation 
Contact: Janis O’Grady
E-mail: janis@futurenet.co.za

22. Centre for the Rehabilitation of Wildlife (CROW)
Tel: 031 462-1127
Wild Animal Rescue

23. FALCON 
Contact: Mandy Crerar/Steve Smit
Tel: 031 763-4530
Animal rescue and the rights of animal activists

24. Tortoise Society 
Contact: Terri Moore
Tel:031-765-3002

25. Clivia Club (Natal Branch)
P.O. 126, Eston, 3740 

26. Fitzsimons Snake Park
P.O. Box 10457, Marine Parade, 4056
Tel: 031 307-6456

27. Natal Bird Club
P.O. Box 1218, Durban, 4000 
Tel: 031 203-4340 or  031 806-5045

28. Umgeni River Bird Park
Tel: 031 831-733/4
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WATER

1. Umgeni Water
P.O. Box 9, Pietermaritzburg, 3200
Tel: 033 341-1111
Website: http://www.umgeni.co.za

2. Department of Water Affairs and Forestry
Private Bag X313, Pretoria, 0001
Tel: 012 299-9111

FOOD AND LAND

1. Food and Trees for Africa
P.O. Box 2035, 2052 Gallo Manor
Tel: 011 803-9750
Email: trees@cis.co.za
Website: www.trees.co.za or www.eduplant.org

2. Valley Trust
P.O. Box 33, Bothas Hill, 3660
Tel: 031 777-1955

RECYCLE

1. Mondi Recycling
P.O. Box 29074, Maydon Wharf, 4057 
Tel: 031 206-0650 
(Mondi in Merebank 031 451-2111)

2. Reclamation Group (Jacobs) 
Tel: 031 465-2080 
Paper and plastics

3. Collect-a-Can 
Tel: 031 700-5935 or  Toll free: 0800 111 232 (Westmead)  

4. The Can Man 
Tel: 031 701-3902

5. Enviro Plastics  
Tel: 031 700-8126 (Westmead)

6. Nampak Paper Recycling
Tel: 031 507-1763

7. Natal Waste Paper  
Tel: 031 902-8339

8. Will Gro Recycling  
Tel: 031 205-2777  For paper, plastics and cans
Tel: 031 205-3865 For glass
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9. Sappi Waste Paper 
Tel: 031 462-2033
Recycling office: 031 303-1665 

10. Recycling plastics
Tel: 031 465-3961

11. Recycling Coordinator: Durban Solid Waste
P.O. Box 1038, Durban, 4000 
Tel: 031 302-4841/2

RESOURCES
(available from The Diakonia Council of Churches)

1. A Rainbow over the Land: A South African Guide on the
Church and Environmental Justice in South Africa
Edited by: Ernst Conradie & David Field.
2000, Western Cape Provincial Council of Churches

2. The Land is Crying for Justice: A Discussion Document on
Christianity and Environmental Justice in South Africa
June 2002, Ecumenical Foundation of Southern Africa (EFSA)

3. Ecotheology: Voices from South & North
1994, Edited by: David G. Hallman, WCC: Geneva

4. Earth Community, Earth Ethics
1996, Larry Rasmussen, WCC: Geneva
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