25 Yancey Church Leaders Reflect

 On Caring for God’s Creation 

Part one of a three part summary of in-depth interviews with 25 clergy and laity church leaders.  Interviews were conducted by volunteers with the Christian Stewardship Listening Project.  CSLP interviews enable Christians to consider doubts and fears as well as hopes, ideas and solutions related to stewardship of the environment as God’s creation. Church leaders were also asked to reflect on a local, Christian based approach to stewardship of God’s creation.  Of those interviewed, there were 13  who were Baptist, Southern Baptist or Free Will Baptist; 4 United Methodists; 3 Independent / Non Denominational Churches, 3 Presbyterians,  1  Episcopalian and 1 Lutheran.  
Rev. Frank Wyatt, pastor of Liberty Covenant Church agrees with the other pastors interviewed by CSLP – yes, environmental issues some-times cause divisions between people and groups.    

“The biggest point of division,” says Pastor Wyatt, “comes when you are dealing with any kind of responsi-bility.  Whenever someone moves into affecting other people’s rights, then problems can arise.  I can scream responsibility at my kids but what’s really needed is to teach them and help them learn to become more responsible.”

“Government shouldn’t just legis-late changes onto people; change needs to come through education and getting people involved so they understand how things affect them and their community,” says Rev. Wyatt. “I think because environ-mental matters have sometimes been done wrong, without enough regard for the people it affects, many people react to anything environmental and throw the baby out with the bath water – in other words they react to anything environmental when really some things need protection.  I remember when I was young some things got pretty bad here.  Some of the pit mines really left a mess and the South Toe River was brown with scummy foam, it was really polluted.  I’m glad it was cleaned up.  I want the clean water here for my children and grandchildren.”  
Rev. Wyatt’s views are similar to other ministers interviewed by the Christian Stewardship Listening Project.  And those views reflect the very reason why CSLP was formed.  CSLP seeks to see if a local, Christian based approach to Stewardship of God’s Creation can help produce local, sensible solutions to some of the difficult environmental issues we  face.     

The majority of church leaders interviewed by CSLP see caring for the environment as a desire to take care of ourselves, our families, other people and all of creation.  
Rev. Forrest Westall, pastor of Mt. Mitchell Baptist Church also remembers when rivers and streams in our county were badly polluted.  He agrees with Rev. Wyatt on the need for more input from citizens and education.  “We also need to understand that when it’s done right, government reg-ulation can have positive results that benefit our communities,” says Rev. Westall.  “That’s what saved our rivers.”   

Church leaders also noted that there are concerns and some negative feelings about environ-mentalists because they are at times too extreme, or some of them seem to care more about the environment than about people or God. 
When asked the question: “What thoughts or feelings arise for you in relation to the word environ-mentalism?” CSLP interviewers received the following types of responses.  (Responses are from written notes taken at each interview by one member of the interview team).  
· Sometimes environmentalism is segregated as science, but I see it as taking care of God’s world.

· It is a positive word for me.  As we all are related like a house-hold.  It is the healthy way to live. 

· It is taking care of and being concerned about our earth.  It is a Christian and a Biblical issue.

· We shouldn’tt worship Creation rather then the Creator  

· It is a thoughtful, reasonable approach to taking care of everything. 

· There are some things that can be done to help keep people from tearing things up.  The good Lord put everything here for us and I mean I know we got to have wood to burn and make paper and other things out of it.  But some people just go in and clear-cut and they’ll leave everything torn up.  That aint serving no purpose. 

· Environmentalism has two streams: Positive (taking care of environment for the health, well being and enjoyment.  Negative (in some cases people go overboard). Most of us don’t know enough to know what is necessary.  We need to know more. I want to do something rigorous to protect the environment. 

· I have a problem with extremists on both sides.  The ones that say you can’t cut a tree or harvest plants and animals or the ones that want to take everything. We have to have a balance.  We have to balance our needs vs. our wants.  You need to use common sense.  We have to have paper, we have to have food, but we have to balance our needs now with the future. 

It was noted by some church leaders that environmentalism tends to be secular and scientific.  All those interviewed appreciated being able to talk about “Caring for God’s Creation” as a faith based way to view things.  For some this was a new and welcome way to approach environmental concerns – a way more meaningful to them and their parishioners.
Church leaders believed that creation care is a Biblically based responsibility and most had specific Bible passages that they cited in support of this position.  Genesis was often cited.  One Baptist minister referred to Genesis as he reminded us that “God looked at all He had done and said it is good.  And it is very, very good.”  “Therefore,” he continued, “we must be its caretaker.” 
Other passages were noted in Mathew, Luke, Proverbs, Isaiah, Corinthians and elsewhere in the Bible.  “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof,” was cited by Teresa Young, principle of Tri-County Christian School.  Teresa has recently agreed to serve on the CSLP steering committee, along with her daughter, Sara.
 “Inasmuch as you have done unto the least of these, you have done unto me” was cited by one minister.   
Before CSLP asked questions about Christian Stewardship of Creation, they wanted to know what the general term “Christian Stewardship” meant to pastors and lay leaders.  Answers to this question quickly revealed how blessed we are to have such thoughtful, faithful and wise church leaders in Yancey County.  Here is a sample of what church leaders think stewardship means:
Taking care of what God has blessed me with.  It means being accountable and, overseeing God’s blessings. 

Loving our neighbor as ourselves involves stewardship of land, time, money and talents.  We need to use our resources to glorify God and love one another. 

Taking care of everything, not just the church.  We are given material creation as well as spiritual gifts to use wisely.

Responsibility at every level, not just monetary. Stewardship relates to how we use all our resources and for me it includes my responsibility to the gifts that each parishioner brings to the church. 

 I’m a very firm believer that each of us in being created in God’s image has been given gifts and talents and abilities that God wants us to use in order to reach out and help bring about the Kingdom of God.  One of the real difficulties in living in this society  that is so self-centered and obsessed with wealth, is to get folks to realize and understand that everything we have is from God, and is not to be used for strictly our own pleasure or self-satisfaction but for the good of all.

Being positive instead of negative.  All the news through the media today is so slanted to be negative and we approach too many problems in a negative way. 

Question 6 in CSLP’s interviews really helped focus on the more specific idea of “Creation Stewardship.”  The question was:  “What are your thoughts about the earth as God’s Creation and the idea that Christians should be good stewards of the earth?”
Everybody interviewed agreed that Christians should be good stewards of Creation. The following sample of individual responses tells us what that means. These responses also show us how important and powerful faith can be in communicating the importance of caring for our natural resources.   

· Christians should be the most non-polluting people in the world.  Everything God makes reflects Him and we need to treat it as such.

· It should be a basic principle, that we are protectors of God’s Creation. 
· Genesis mandates that to govern as stewards is for all of us.  Sometimes we make fun of “tree huggers” when we as Christians  should be the ones supporting and leading the way.
· Jesus stood up and calmed the storm and brought peace.  As Christians we need to calm the storm so we don’t sink as a planet.

· Creation is not the deity and it is to be used. God loved us enough to give us Creation and we are to interact with it. 

· A large part of being a Christian is a feeling of wonder and awe for Creation as a gift from God.  Christian worship should be a part of our wonder.  We must respond with grati-tude and by being good caretakers. 

· God has always meant for us to take care of everyone and everything.  Nothing on earth is a kleenex that can just be tossed away.  We need to care for all of God’s Creation. 

· Stewardship should be our guiding principle though there are different interpretations of how we do it.

· God made the earth and gave it to us.  It is a gift.  It’s like a car – if someone gives you a car, you have a car to get to work, to take care of your family. If you don’t take care of the car, you will destroy your way to get to work.  

“CSLP involved many volunteers from our area churches in conducting these interviews,” says Claude Vess, director of High Pastures Retreat Center.  “As co-chair of the CSLP steering committee, and on behalf of all our interviewers, I’d like to say how blessed we feel by this experience.  We are honored by these folks being willing to give their time to be interviewed and equally their willingness to share their thoughts and ideas for the benefit of our community.” 
CSLP plans additional inter-views and in the Fall they will have dialogue, prayer and reflection opportunities for the community.  “This will enable us to see what our common concerns, desires and priorities are for creation steward-ship,” says Vess.  
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