Christ Church Clifton Environment Studies – Leaders’ Notes
Introduction

The following two studies are designed for small groups and are intended to complement the teaching during Environment Sunday on 17th May 2009.

The Studies

Each study looks at several Bible passages, to give us a good foundation on which to base our Christian response to the environment.  There is a brief commentary on each section, followed by suggested questions.  Each section seeks to identify the main point of the passages and then to discuss our response.

In the first study, we look at God as creator and in the second study, we look at God as sustainer and redeemer.
There is quite a lot of material here so feel free to pick and choose the parts that you think would most benefit your group.

We’ve done the studies.  So what next?

We hope that your group will be inspired by Environment Sunday and the studies and it would be brilliant if your group could put the principles that come out of the studies into practical action.  Here are some ideas:

· Pray for God’s message to sink into our hearts and minds and that we would be prompted by the Holy Spirit to have God’s heart for creation.  

· Pray for environmental issues in individual and group prayer times.

· Take a look at the environment pages and links on Christchurch’s website www.christchurchclifton.org.uk/environment for ideas of how to care for creation in our personal lives.  Useful links include Tearfund www.tearfund.org/Campaigning/Climate+change+and+disasters/ and A Rocha www.arocha.org.
· Think prayerfully about how you can reduce your own personal burden on creation.
· Volunteer for some practical work with one of the following organisations (also a great way for your group to spend time together as a group and get involved in the local community):

· Avon Gorge and Downs Wildlife Trust – see www.avongorge.org.uk/index.php - contact is Robin Haward
· Avon Wildlife Trust - see www.avonwildlifetrust.org.uk/people/volunteer.htm or contact Sarah van der Meer on 0117 9177277

· BTCV – see www2.btcv.org.uk/display/volunteer – contact is Alex Forster

· National Trust – see www.nationaltrust.org.uk/main/w-trust/w-volunteering.htm - contact is Gail Gray-Newton

· Find out if there are any similar projects in your local area that you could get involved in.
· Support organisations who promote environmental care.

Further reading

Here are a selection of books which the Environment Team have found useful:

· Planetwise – Dave Bookless

· Jesus and the Earth – James Jones

· The care of creation – commentary on the Evangelical Declaration on the Care of Creation – edited by R J Berry

Please e-mail the Environment Team at environment@christchurch.org.uk if you have any questions.  We’d also like to hear from you if you have any ideas or comments which you’d like us to consider.
Environment Study 1
	Summary: God created the earth and it still belongs to him.  He declared it good and then entrusted it to humans.  The whole of creation declares God’s glory.
What is the main message for us?  We must acknowledge that the earth is not our property to do with as we please.  We must rule, manage and care for creation in the right way because God has commanded it, it is for our benefit and the benefit of others and God makes himself known through creation.  Caring for creation is integral to the Christian faith, displays our love for the creator and is an important witness.



Introduction
As an introduction and to get an idea what your group already know and think about this subject, try brainstorming ideas about the environment.  Do we think its important, do we think God has anything to say about it, what do we already know?
CREATOR
Read Genesis 1:31, Psalm 24:1-2 and Psalm 50:9-11
Brief notes
God created everything in the heavens and on earth and declared it good.  The earth still belongs to God and he knows every part of his creation intimately.
We should respect and honour God’s work, acknowledging that the earth is not our ‘property’ to do with as we like.
Suggested questions

1. What do these passages reveal about what God thinks about his creation?

2. If the earth belongs to the Lord, what implications are there for our use of the land?

Read Genesis 1:26-30 and Genesis 2:15
Brief notes
Once God had created the earth, he then entrusted it to man to rule and care for it.  As humans, we are the crown of creation and we were given a special responsibility for the rest of creation.  “This does not mean that he has handed it over to us in such a way as to relinquish his own right over it, but that he has delegated to us the responsibility to preserve and develop the earth on his behalf” (John Stott).  
The words “rule” and “subdue” in Genesis 1 may have negative connotations but these should be viewed in the light of what we know about God and his purpose for his creation.  The fact that we are made in the image and likeness of God and the commandment to rule are connected.  So we should rule in a Godly way, as God’s representatives.  It may be helpful to consider what “ruling” means in the kingdom of God – it’s about being a servant.  We were not told to leave creation alone but to subdue it, which means actively managing it and not letting it circle out of control.

We should cooperate with nature, not exploit it and work with the natural cycles and limits that God has put in place.

The phrases “work it and take care of it” in Genesis 2 can be translated as to “serve and preserve”.  So, we are commanded to rule with love, mercy and real concern.

Our responsibility to care for creation is often described as “stewardship”.  To see what stewardship looks like, in terms of the rights and responsibilities of a steward for his master’s property, see Matthew 25:14-30.  We should take what God has provided, nurture it, take care of it and enable it to produce more than might otherwise be expected.
We need the environment in order to survive so even self-interest should cause us to act.  Apart from our more obvious needs such as air, food, shelter and clothing, failure to understand God’s commandment may mean that we miss out on some of His good gifts.  For example, as we cut down the rainforests, we destroy many forms of plant life so we may miss out on discovering cures to some of our diseases.  There is so much that we can learn from the natural world around us, if only we would stop destroying it and start managing and ruling effectively. 
We also have a responsibility to love one another and, since the poor are often the people most affected by environmental degradation, we should take our responsibilities seriously.  There is a selfishness at the core of our being that is at the root of our troubles.  Greed drives us to use everything around us for what we want.  God wants us to enjoy the earth but we often disregard the consequences of our actions for others.
“It is a noble calling to cooperate with God for the fulfilment of his purposes, to transform the created order for the pleasure and profit of all.  In this way our work is to be an expression of our worship, since our care of creation will reflect our love of the creator.” (John Stott)  The way we respond to our responsibilities is critical to our witness to the world around us.  It will reveal our attitude towards God and help us to engage with the world.
Suggested questions

3. How would you describe what man’s relationship with the rest of creation is meant to be like?

4. What do you imagine when you think of a “ruler” or hear the word “subdue”? These verses have often been used to accuse Christianity of contributing to environmental damage.   Why do you think this is?
5. Bearing in mind what we’ve already learnt about God’s view of creation, what do you think God meant us to understand by “rule”, “subdue”, “work it and take care of it”?  How does the fact that we were made in the image of God help us understand these responsibilities?  (It might help to remind ourselves how God rules us.  What kind of dominion do we see God requiring of biblical kings and supremely, modelled in Jesus?)
6. Perhaps by splitting into pairs or 3s, discuss practical examples that might show what ruling, subduing or caring for creation might look like?
Read Psalm 19:1 and Romans 1:20
Brief notes
God reveals his work and his character through his creation.  His creation declares his glory.  Creation is one of the ways that God makes himself known and shows that God is awesome, powerful, beautiful and amazing.
God wants us to enjoy his creation but in such a way to preserve its beauty and maintain its capacity for glorifying him.  It has been said that whenever a species becomes extinct, we are silencing another song of worship to God.  “Those creatures of the earth are members of the choir with us who sing the praise of God…[God] has orchestrated a choral symphony in which there are many parts and without whom the paean of God’s praise is diminished” (James Jones).
Suggested questions
7. What can we learn about God from creation?
8. Why is it important for us to grasp these ideas as we seek to take care of creation?  

9. Many non-Christian organisations are promoting care of the environment.  How can we as Christians provide an extra dimension to the debate?

To end
Discuss as a group how you might use these passages to help you respond with God’s heart to environmental issues such as deforestation, air pollution, climate change, population growth, genetically modified crops, waste generation and disposal and species extinction?
What could you do as individuals and as a group to put this study into practice?

Environment Study 2
	Summary : Jesus is the earth’s sustainer and lord.  Creation needs liberating from its bondage and it will one day be fully restored.  God will make a new heaven and new earth.
What is the main message for us?  We can have great hope that, despite environmental degradation, the creation will be made new.  Until that time, we must care for creation now and work with God to begin the restoration process.



Introduction

You might like to recap what you learnt through Environment Study 1
SUSTAINER
Read Psalm 104:5-30 and Colossians 1:15-18
Brief notes
Jesus sustains all life on earth.  The world exists through him, for him, in him and under him.  Although God entrusted his creation to man, He has sovereignty over it.  So, even if man fails adequately to care for creation, Jesus is creation’s sustainer and lord.  Without Jesus, the whole of the created order would fall apart.
“The Holy Spirit is active in creation today – sustaining and renewing the earth, providing for animals, overseeing the rhythms and patterns of the seasons, of night and day” (Dave Bookless).

Psalm 104 looks at dependence of every living thing on God and on each other.  God has created a framework to order creation and there are regularities and boundaries in nature.  Our consumption must be set within certain limits.
Suggested questions

1. How would you describe God’s ongoing involvement in creation?
2. What does the Colossians passage tell us about Jesus?

REDEEMER
Read Romans 8:18-22, John 3:16, Colossians 1:19-20 and Revelation 21:1
Brief notes
Creation is not perfect – evil entered the creation at the Fall.  See Genesis 3:17-19 which says, “…Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat of it all the days of your life.  It will produce thorns and thistles for you.  By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return”.  Creation is affected by what humans do.  Also, in the animal kingdom, we see things that are difficult to come to terms with but God never meant his creation to be filled with viciousness and suffering.  The creation is currently “groaning” and in a “bondage to decay”.
But, there is hope.  The original Greek word for “world” in John 3:16 is “cosmos”, which means everything in the universe.  It was love for us and for all of his creation that moved him to send Jesus to rescue the cosmos and make it new again.  When Jesus died, the earth responded – the earth quaked and the rocks were split.  The wind and the waves also responded to Jesus.  He spoke and they obeyed (see Matthew 8:23-27).

Creation will one day be liberated and restored fully because of Jesus.  Jesus will “reconcile to himself all things”.  Until that great finale, the creation will still suffer but God can work through us, to begin the restoration process – we are his fellow labourers in expressing God’s love throughout all of creation.
Despite all the doom and gloom around about the state of our planet, we can have hope and what an amazing place the new heaven and new earth will be!  The earth will be healed and its beauty fully restored.  There is a beautiful picture in Isaiah 11:6-9 of what the new order of things will be like.
In the Revelation passage, the word used for “new” means renewed, restored or repaired.  So, in a similar way that sinful people become new creations in Christ (see 2 Corinthians 5:17), so God will renew creation.  The fact that we will be made new does not mean that we should not desire to become more like Christ this side of heaven.  In the same way, we should work towards the renewal of the rest of creation.
In answer to the question of “if God is going to destroy the earth anyway, why bother to care for it now”, Dave Bookless includes some useful answers in his book ‘Planetwise’.  He says that (1) we must be obedient to God’s command for care for the earth no matter what God’s plans are for the future and (2) the idea that God might destroy the earth is built on shaky biblical foundations…a balanced biblical understanding recognises that God’s judgement of all that is fallen, evil and sinful will mean a radical cleansing of the whole creation, but that God’s saving love towards all he has made will eventually lead to the remaking, reshaping and renewal of creation.

Tony Campolo puts it another way.  He says, “the attitude of ‘what difference does it make if I preserve the environment because its going to get worse and worse until Jesus returns anyway so we might as well enjoy it and not worry about the consequences’ is like a Christian version of ‘eat, drink and be merry’.  The second coming of Christ will signal the complete deliverance of creation from its present bondage.  But each of us has a responsibility to do something about our creation right now.  In anticipation of his coming, we must contribute to caring for creation, in the work that he will one day complete”.

Suggested questions
3. Looking at the Romans passage, what state is creation in at the moment?  In what ways do we see the “groaning” and “bondage to decay” happening around us?

4. What do these passages say will eventually happen to creation?

5. What encouragement can we take from God’s promise to restore creation?  How can we put this hope across amongst the doom and gloom of the messages about the environment in our world?

6. If God’s ultimate plan is to restore all of creation, does this let us ‘off the hook’ in terms of our own responsibility to care for creation now?  If not, what is our role in the restoration process?
To end

Suggest that each group member shares one main point that they will take away from the studies and how this will affect their lives.
Discuss with your group how you can put these studies into practical action.

Now pray it in!
