Stewardship of Land: Seeking Ways to Care for God’s Creation and Use it for Good


This month our congregation’s chapter of United Methodist Women hosted a program about sustainability.  Rev. John Pitney, U.M. pastor, song-writer and activist for social and environmental justice, was our guest speaker.  What I remember most from his message were two points:

1. The way we choose to impact the planet is a spiritual matter for Christians because “The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it…” (Psalm 24:1, NRSV).

2. We can make a much bigger positive impact as a faith community than we can as individuals.

John encouraged us to think not just about how we can personally make a “lighter carbon footprint” on the world, but how our churches can work together to bring about better, fairer environmental practices in our communities.  He gave an inspiring example of this: in Eugene, members of 16 churches have banded together to support 11 local farms by paying in advance for boxes of fresh produce grown on those farms.  It’s a triple-win proposition because the farmers get more money for their labor, the church members get wonderfully fresh fruits and vegetables delivered to them weekly throughout the growing season, and fewer fossil fuels are burned to transport food from farmer to consumer – a win for God’s creation.

John’s presentation has been on my mind a lot recently, and it has made me rethink my understanding of how to be a good steward.  As chair of the Conference Ministry Team on Stewardship, I’ve focused mostly on helping churches in their annual finance campaigns.  I believe deeply in tithing, and have tried to share and encourage that belief with others around the conference.  But I am realizing now that my view about stewardship has been too narrow.  The first biblical call to stewardship is a call to care for God’s creation (re-read the first few chapters of Genesis and see if you agree).  There is also a consistent biblical call to financial stewardship, yes, but before money existed, God called his people to be stewards of the land entrusted to them.

How are we, as Christians, doing with that call?  Are we caring for the land God has entrusted to us in the most thoughtful, prayerful way we can?  I don’t know about you, but I personally fall way short on this score.  Most of what I have done with my yard is simply maintaining the lawn and shrubs that were here when my family moved to this home.  But as I plant and prune this spring, I’m going to try being more mindful of how to make my garden productive.  I’m also going to think more about where my food comes from and how I can vote with my grocery dollars for more sustainable agricultural practices.  

But if all I do is respond as an individual, my impact on the earth will be a small one.  John Pitney’s urging to work together as faith communities rings true to me, and it makes me think about how our churches use the property entrusted to us.  Are we the best stewards of our church properties that we could be?  Part of this is a landscaping issue: are we planting things around our buildings that soak up carbon without requiring a ton of water every summer?  But part of being good stewards is also asking if we’re making the best use of our property to help people.  


Here is an example of what I mean.  Members of St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church in downtown Portland have decided to stop throwing good money after bad.  Instead of trying to maintain their dilapidated old building any longer, they’re going to tear it down and build a new structure that provides badly-needed affordable housing as well as a place for worship.  After much prayer and discernment, their congregation has concluded that this is the best way they can be stewards of their urban property.  My dad is helping a committee charged with securing grants and loans for this project.  I haven’t seen him so excited about what his church is doing in years!

I believe many United Methodist churches in our conference could honor God’s land and God’s children by embarking on similar creative endeavors.  I am not advocating that we all tear down what we have and build anew; some of the church buildings in our conference are historic, in good condition, and serving to house many worthwhile ministries.  Some congregations might plant a community garden, or build a retirement home on some of their undeveloped property.  I’ve suggested to my senior pastor that we should consider creating an assisted living facility for people with disabilities over a parking lot adjacent to our church building.  What could your congregation do to improve stewardship of your church property?  Perhaps you could start the conversation and see where the Holy Spirit leads your part of the body of Christ.
Blessings,

Anne Kayser

If you are interested in connecting with people who know how to fund housing projects on church property so that they become income streams as well as ministries for the church, contact Robert Tayler: 503-227-5783.

For more information about supporting local farmers, contact the Interfaith Network for Earth Concerns and Oregon Interfaith Power and Light (of Ecumenical Ministries of Oregon).  John Pitney says this is one of the strongest networks in the country to support congregational work (Jenny Holmes, Director, inec@emoregon.org, 503-221-1054).
