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What is World Environment Day?
World Environment Day aims to increase worldwide awareness of the environment
and encourage political attention and action. The day was established by the United
Nations Environment Program and the World Meteorological Association in 1972 and is
celebrated annually on 5 June.

This year’s theme
The theme for World Environment Day this year is “Seven Billion
Dreams. One Planet. Consume with Care.” This year is also the
International Year of Soils. We have chosen to focus on soil as a
critical issue for the sustainable future of the planet and because
it needs to be a vital consideration in our patterns of sustainable
production and consumption.
Many of the earth’s ecosystems are nearing critical tipping points
of depletion or irreversible change, pushed by high population
growth and economic development. By 2050, if current
consumption and production patterns remain the same and with
a rising population expected to reach 9.6 billion, we will need
three planets to sustain our ways of living and consumption.
The wellbeing of humanity, the environment, and the
functioning of the economy, ultimately depend upon the
responsible management of the planet’s natural resources.
Living sustainably is about doing more and better with less. It is
about knowing that rising rates of natural resource use and the
environmental impacts that occur as a result are not a necessary
by-product of economic growth.
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This resource provides ideas for worship, reflection, awareness
raising and action. This year World Environment Day falls on a
Friday and while some of the worship resources are based on the
lectionary readings for 7 June, the following Sunday, the material
included can be used at any time.
To find out more about how you can get involved in World
Environment Day 2015 and environmental sustainability, contact
your local Uniting Church social justice representative.

Aletia Dundas (UnitingJustice Australia)
aletiad@nat.uca.org.au

Cath James (VIC/TAS)
cath.james@victas.uca.org.au

David Weddell (QLD)
david.weddell@ucaqld.com.au

Geoff Bice (WA)
geoffrey.bice@wa.uca.org.au

Miriam Pepper (NSW/ACT)
info@unitingearthweb.org.au

Basil Schild (Northern)
basil.schild@ns.uca.org.au
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Let’s talk about soil!
ALETIA DUNDAS
As children we engage with soil through sandy feet, mud pies
and a sense of wonder at the life of small creatures that inhabit the
earth. At the end of life we return to the soil, and in between it is
the dirt caked onto the soles of our gardening boots that reminds
us of the crucial role that soil plays in sustaining human life.
Food security is inextricably linked to soil. Ninety-six per cent of
the food we eat emerges from the earth beneath our feet.1 Those
of us who have ever grown our own vegetables know the joy of
sinking one’s hands into a vibrant earth, and the importance of
a rich, dynamic handful of compost for the creation of healthy,
edible produce. Yet very few of us produce even enough food to
feed our immediate household.
Soil provides not just food for humanity, but is the foundation
for the cultivation and management of fibre, fuel and medicinal
products. Cotton and linen garments clothe us, mud bricks have
sheltered us from the elements, agave is used in the production
of twine, ropes and more recently in mattresses, carpets,
automotive parts and in furniture. Medicinal herbs and plants
such as aloe vera and tea tree protect us from disease. Mineral
resources have provided the energy that has enabled us to

progress, travel and work. Yet, these resources are finite and nonrenewable, and are being extracted from the earth at a rate which
is not sustainable.

“Like the soil, [the] mind is fertilized while it lies fallow,
until a new burst of bloom ensues.”
John Dewey, Art as Experience, 1934
A handful of dirt contains billions of microorganisms as well as
thousands of insects, mites and worms, all working together as
part of a perfect ecosystem of life. The United Nations Food and
Agriculture Organisation estimates that dirt contains a quarter of
the planet’s biodiversity.
Soil is also important to moderate harsh climates. It stores and
filters water, breaks down our waste, improves resilience to
drought and flood and mitigates the desertification processes.
Soil also enables us to combat and adapt to climate change,
the biggest environmental challenge of our time, through the
planting of trees which absorb carbon and reduce greenhouse
gas emissions.

1 See the Frequently Asked Questions on the International Year of Soils
website for some of the facts included here and many more.
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“Essentially, all life depends upon the soil… There can be no life without soil and no soil
without life; they have evolved together.”
Charles E. Kellogg, USDA Yearbook of Agriculture, 1938

This powerful source of life is so often taken for granted, covered
with concrete, mismanaged, and left parched and dry. Studies
report that approximately 33 per cent of our soils are facing
moderate to severe degradation in forms such as soil erosion,
nutrient depletion, loss of soil biodiversity, soil pollution, loss of
organic matter and more. This will threaten the capacity of the
earth to meet the needs of future generations.
There is hope, however. We can work to rebalance the carbon
in the atmosphere, practise sustainable soil management, shrink
our carbon footprint, preserve and increase vegetable cover and
spread the word about the importance of soils.
Many Uniting Church in Australia communities are already hard
at work managing community gardens, particularly in urban
areas where green space is hard to come by, re-learning the art
of growing vegetables and creating compost—the gardener’s
gold. Another important way people are contributing to the
restoration of biodiversity is through seed saving and planting a
diversity of crops and plants. There is much we can do to reduce
our dangerous greenhouse gas emissions. Natural opportunities
for carbon capture include peat production, reforestation and
wetland restoration. For the sake of the earth, and a sustainable
future, let’s talk about soil!
Photo © Aletia Dundas
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We need the soil, but does the soil
need us?
A theological reflection
CATH J A M E S
Have you ever wondered what the world would be like if there
were no ants? Consider this:
If all humanity disappeared off the face of the earth, the
rest of life, except for domestic animals and plants, which
represent only a fraction of the plants and animals of the
world, would benefit enormously. The forests would grow
back and relative stability would return to the ecosystems
which control atmosphere and temperature. But of course
there would be no humans around to enjoy any of it.
If ants disappeared however, the results would be close to
catastrophic. Ants turn and aerate a large part of the earth’s
soils. They’re major predators of other insects and they’re the
chief scavengers of small animals, removing and breaking
up more than 90% of any small dead creatures as part of the
soil-nutrient cycle. They even pollinate many plants.2
But how do we think of ants? Do we think of them with respect,
with love or with contempt, as pests? Or do we simply not think of
them at all?
2 Edward O. Wilson in D. Suzuki and H. Dressell, Naked Ape to Superspecies,
Allen and Unwin, 1999, pp. 13-14.
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I confess to finding ants both amazing and annoying. Where I
live we have sizeable ant nests with which we try to co-exist. But
in summer it means being willing to have large ants crawl all over
your feet because there are so many of them. It makes sitting
outside and enjoying the natural world difficult. It’s tempting to
want to get rid of them but I wonder if doing that would cause
other problems.
The question of how we live with others and the desire for peace
between living things and between humans and animals is not
new. In the 1820s Edward Hicks painted over 100 images of the
peaceable kingdom based on the vision in Isaiah 11:6-9:
The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them.
The cow and the bear shall graze,
their young shall lie down together;
and the lion shall eat straw like the ox.
The nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp,
and the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den.
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They will not hurt or destroy
on all my holy mountain;
for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord
as the waters cover the sea.
Each of Hicks’ paintings wrestled with what this vision of peace
means for us and they encourage us to ask if this vision is
attainable here on earth or whether we will only ever see glimpses.
However, a vision of peace on earth that has ‘the calf and the
lion and fatling together’ seems also to deny the existence of
ecological processes and the necessity of death in order for life
to continue.
Does peace essentially mean a denial of the calf and the lion’s
nature? Is the issue about harm and suffering? Or can peace be
having a relationship with other living things that somehow offers
respect for the ecological role they play? What would it look like
to be integrated with the whole of creation?
The Uniting Church in Australia Assembly adopted a statement in
2009 called An Economy of Life: Re-Imagining Human Progress
for a Flourishing World. It sets out a vision for wholeness based on
some of the foundational principles of our faith:
The Christian faith understands that God’s goal for life is
wholeness. The biblical stories, sacred witnesses to the
history of our relationship with God, articulate a vision
for human wholeness and wellbeing grounded in the
values of the reign of God: love (of God and each other,
even our enemy and especially those most vulnerable),
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justice, peace, grace, mercy and forgiveness, hospitality,
inclusion, connectedness and compassion.3
How might our interconnected relationships with all living things
then be experienced in this way? This is not straightforward or
easy but it may be helpful as a guiding principle.

Christian roots that must change
In his notable essay written in 1967, Lynne White Jnr argued that
the roots of the ecological crisis that we are experiencing today
are deeply grounded in Christian dogma.4 More specifically, the
dualism set up between nature and humankind and the biblical
injunction to subdue the earth for our own human benefit. He says,
What we do about ecology depends on our ideas of the
man (sic)-nature relationship. More science and more
technology are not going to get us out of the present
ecologic crisis until we find a new religion, or rethink our
old one.
The fact that most people do not think of these attitudes as
Christian is irrelevant. No new set of basic values has been
accepted in our society to displace those of Christianity.
Hence we shall continue to have a worsening ecological
crisis until we reject the Christian axiom that nature has no
reason for existence save to serve man.
3 Uniting Church in Australia, An Economy of Life: Re-Imagining Human
Progress for a Flourishing World, 2009.
4 ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis’.
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It is now almost 50 years since that essay was written and there
are signs the work of re-thinking Christianity is slowly being
done. The Creation account in Genesis 2 has come to temper
how we see our role, “The Lord God took the man and put him
in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.” (Gen. 2:15). We have
seen the emergence of eco-theology which has re-shaped our
understanding of God in Creation and informed a worldview that
is a series of interconnected relationships rather than a dominant/
submissive one.
Various faith-based campaigns have also emerged around the
world such as ‘Hope for Creation’ which focus on the need to
wrestle with the effects of climate change and how that affects
how we think about God. The World Council of Churches
participates in the United Nations climate change talks. Churches
have installed solar panels on their rooftops as part of their
understanding of Christian mission. Many churches have turned
unused land into community gardens and incorporate their
garden produce as part of their mission. According to work
conducted by the National Church Life Survey, some 80% of
church attenders consider being active on environmental issues
to be a Christian responsibility.5
However, much more remains to be done.
So what keeps us from taking seriously the action that is needed
to address the ecological crisis? What would it mean to have a
different vision of how humanity and nature co-exist—one not
based on power but on peace?
5 Miriam Pepper and Ruth Powell, “Environmental activities of Australian
church attenders”, NCLS Occasional Paper 22, July 2013, p. 7
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An Economy of Life
I find the Uniting Church statement An Economy of Life an
inspirational document because it reminds me to think about the
possibilities for the world differently and how we might measure
our sense of progress and success.
In the preamble it says,
The point is not to find the solution (for there is no one),
but to foster all the ways that every human enterprise,
including theology, can help us imagine and live a different
abundant life, one that will make the earth healthier and
people happier. This is the great work of the twenty-first
century. Never before have we had to think of everyone and
everything all together.
The statement identifies a number of different ideas for rethinking how we measure our ‘progress’ based on the premise
that progress should be measured not in monetary terms but as
human and ecological wellbeing. Measures of genuine progress
would include how well we achieve the building of just, peaceful
and sustainable societies where individuals are secure in their
lives, free from fear, violence and persecution, and able to
participate in a meaningful way in their community and society.

So what might that mean for us—how might we think
differently?
Underlying the ‘Seven Billion Dreams. One Planet. Consume
with Care’ theme of World Environment Day this year, is the
idea of sustainable production and consumption and an
acknowledgement that the ecological problems the world is
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facing are tied up with the human drive for ‘more’. More money,
more time, more stuff, everything—quicker-faster-better-more
interactive; more resources, produced more cheaply—no
thinking about the waste.
This might not directly connect with soil in our minds or decisions
we face about what to do about ants for that matter. However,
when we acknowledge we are part of a series of interconnected
relationships, soil, ants, nutrients, the things that allow the natural
world to produce our ‘stuff’ become vitally important.
An Economy of Life reminds us that we already have enough.
God already provides for us in abundance. What needs to
change is how what we have is used and distributed.
An alternative vision for a world of peace with the earth has at
its core both abundance and limits. It is abundant because we
become free to take up our role of admiring creation and being
involved as creative, active citizens because the wellbeing of
people and the planet is prioritised over the accumulation of
individual wealth.
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In this vision these things are possible, because we recognise
there are limits. Encouraged by their citizens, governments would
set limits to how much coal we mine, how much we consume,
how much we advertise, how much profit is made, how much tax
is able to be dodged and, how much power is held in the hands
of the few. We would set limits on how much we consume, and
work. We would not assume never-ending economic growth,
but we would assume that there are limits to how much human
activity and interference the earth can sustain.
So, how does this vision change the way we see ourselves in
relationship to the earth? How does it change the way we view
the soil beneath our feet?
Partly this is an individual question as much as it is a collective
one. What are the values we live by and where do we draw the
line for ourselves in terms of how we live? But also important is the
question of how we talk to each other and share a vision for peace
for the earth. Most ideas start out as a conversation which grows
and becomes a conversation shared. Who will you talk to, so
peace with the earth becomes a reality?

Jesus embraced the image of a great international banquet
of peace among all peoples and with God as a powerful
expression of this good news. It gave special meaning to
shared meals in Jesus’ ministry and became the basis of
the shared meal of the Eucharist among his followers which
celebrates his hope and his broken and poured out life.6

6 From An Economy of Life: Re-Imagining Human Progress for a
Flourishing World.
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Reflections on the lectionary readings
Sunday 7 June 2015

R E V. D R C L I V E W. AY R E
Preaching on an environmental theme is not a matter of seeking
to insert material into the text, but rather of reading the text with
Earth in mind and asking ourselves what it is saying to our time
and situation. Further, a World Environment Day theme need not
present any conflict with a celebration of Holy Communion. In
chapter 7 of his fine book Ecology at the Heart of Faith (2006),
Denis Edwards has written of the ways in which Earth connects
with Eucharist if you are interested in exploring this further.

Genesis 3: 8-15
Genesis 3 offers an interesting perspective in the context of
World Environment Day, coming as it does hard on the heels of
the creation accounts. In the setting of a worldview in which God
could be pictured walking in the Garden in the cool of the day,
the question God asks the man is as relevant now as it ever was:
“Where are you?”
Without needing to rehearse the whole story, it is enough to
remind ourselves that it traces back to two related themes. These
are the need to recognise our place in the vast web of life and
not to seek equality with God, and the divine call to care for the
Garden—for the earth, as in Gen 2:15. Between them, the man
and the woman abused the trust and relationship between them
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But we are all players here. We are all involved. We all
face the temptation to grasp what we cannot have, and
that over-reaching greed is driving the planet to a crisis of
epic proportions. We are living beyond our means and
accumulating a debt that Earth will not be able to sustain. We
are claiming as our own what in fact belongs to God.
(us) and God, and so they sought to hide from God. So we too
face the question “where are you?” in terms of a relationship with
God that seeks to respond in a positive way to God’s purpose.
The question it raises is this: what does relationship with God
mean if it abuses that which God created and called good, and in
addition called us to a stewardship of care?
But rather than think about the answer to this question, what we
see being played out is the classic blame game: “It’s not my fault.
The devil made me do it.” We can play that game too. It’s the
politicians’ fault. It’s big industry’s fault. So it goes on. But we are
all players here. We are all involved. We all face the temptation
to grasp what we cannot have, and that over-reaching greed is
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driving the planet to a crisis of epic proportions. We are living
beyond our means and accumulating a debt that Earth will not be
able to sustain. We are claiming as our own what in fact belongs
to God.
There are consequences of this rebellion that leads to a
breakdown of trust. In environmental terms many of us may
escape the worst of that, but our descendants will not. They will
bear the full cost.

Psalm 138
At first glance this Psalm may not appear to have much to offer
us in an environmental context. Yet if it is read with Earth in mind,
some verses stand out. First, there is the Psalmist’s praise of the
love and faithfulness of God. When we are tempted to be overawed by strong opposition, we can reflect on verse 3, in which
the Psalmist affirms that God has made him “bold and strong”.
Second, in verse 6 we are reminded that God “cares for the lowly”,
or if you like, those who are most vulnerable to climate change.
Third, we are invited to identify the “enemies” that surround us.
In this instance we could suggest that they are the ones who are
working for short-term interest against long-term sustainability
and the care of creation. In other words, we see here that God is
on our side, although that is a claim that might need some further
definition. We might also reflect on verse 8, and ask how God’s
purpose will be accomplished in us; and we all might pray with
the Psalmist, “Do not abandon what you have made”.
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2 Corinthians 4:13 – 5:1
This is another passage in which the initial context appears to
have little to do with the environment; yet there are some points
of connection in terms of our approach as people of faith. First,
there is the theme of speaking out on the basis of belief. We
have always been called to give words to the faith and hope that
is nurtured within us. But now that must extend to being a voice
for the voiceless and a herald for God’s creation. Second, there
is the theme of perseverance; “No wonder we do not lose heart!”
(verse 16). For some it will seem that “we are marching to the beat
of a different drummer” as Peter Marshall once put it. Our values
may be different to the those of the prevailing worldview. But the
things that are most immediate or obvious are often not what is of
central importance or of eternal value. Politicians can talk about
the need to balance the budget and create jobs, and they are
certainly not unimportant, but without a sustainable and liveable
environment, their significance fades considerably. This is a call to
perseverance and courage; it is a reminder that we need to keep
eternal values in view—to be faithful to God in the care of God’s
good creation.

Mark 3: 20-35
The incident recorded in Mark 3 could not have been easy
for Jesus, when even his own family thought he was out of his
mind and the scribes thought he was possessed! If our Lord
should be so targeted and misunderstood, why would it be any
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In environmental terms the “traditional patterns” of behaviour are no longer appropriate
and are unable to provide a viable future for those who come after us.
different for us? Many of those who have spoken up for the natural
environment or social justice have had inappropriate labels and
false motives applied to them, and it can be irritating if not hurtful.
How did Jesus respond in the face of malice? What does that say
about how we should respond?
Pheme Perkins7 comments that “Ancient societies often used
charges of magic to reign in people whose extraordinary position,
gifts or behaviour challenged the established order. Many people
prefer to maintain the traditional patterns in personal, family or
social life rather than make radical changes that might bring
greater health or happiness to a troubled situation”. We may
wonder how much has changed! But of course in environmental
terms the “traditional patterns” of behaviour are no longer
appropriate and are unable to provide a viable future for those
who come after us.
We could also reflect on the fascinating image of “the strong
man”, and while we may not wish to plunder anyone’s house, it is
worth an attempt to identify who that might be today. Candidates
may include consumerism, greed, the doctrine of nature
disenchanted that leads to false economic policies, and more. If
we are to withstand these pressures, we need to be united.
Photo © Tess Keam
7 Pheme Perkins, The New Interpreters Bible Vol 8, Nashville, Abingdon Press
1994, p. 365.
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Resources for worship
R E V. D R PAU L C HAL SO N

Preparation

Welcome and Introduction

In setting up the worship area, place a large bowl or similar
container in a position which is both visible to the congregation
but also fairly central. In front of the aisle would be an ideal
location and preferable to the sanctuary area as it contains the
sense of being central to the people. However, in choosing the
location for this bowl please be aware that a lighted candle is to
be placed within it so if there are any safety concerns relating to
young children or others moving around the worship space these
should take precedence.

Welcome to our service recognising World Environment Day.

Gathering
As the service begins, pass a number of smaller bowls of soil
around the congregation. Don’t offer any commentary other
than the invitation to pass the bowls around. Include enough
bowls so that this part of the service does not become drawn out.
Once everyone has had a chance to interact with the bowls,
have them brought forward.

In 1972, the United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment began on the 5th of June and every year since then
this date has been marked as a day intended to raise awareness
about and inspire action on environmental issues. Many churches
around the world recognise World Environment Day on one of
the adjoining Sundays, as we do, as an expression of our Christian
vocation to be carers of creation.
In our celebration of World Environment Day this year we will
be recognising the International Year of Soils. Soil may not be as
visually striking as a green forest or appear as vital as fresh water,
but plain-looking soil is a natural resource just as essential to
sustaining life on Earth.
Soil provides nutrients, water and minerals to plants and trees,
stores carbon and is home to billions of insects, small animals,
bacteria and many other micro-organisms.
The multiple roles of soils often go unnoticed. Soils don’t have
a voice, and few people speak out for them. They are our silent
ally in food production. The scriptures speak of soil cooperating
with God in creation as God calls upon the earth to bring
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forth all forms of vegetation and animals. The scriptures further
acknowledge humanity’s intimate connection with earth as
humans too are formed from the humus, from soil.
We have gathered recognising our place within this amazingly
diverse and bountiful planet and we reflect on how we live
as members of our planet’s ecosystem. What does it mean
for us as followers of Jesus who calls us to paths of justice and
compassion? How do we use, or abuse, the resources and
produce of the world and the impact that may have upon those
who we share this planet with?

Call to Worship and Acknowledgement of First
Peoples
Pour the soil from the smaller bowls into the larger, central
location.
We gather in thanksgiving for soil which works with God in the
act of creation and which teams with life and sustains life. We give
thanks for the fruit of the earth which nurtures and sustains us.
We give thanks for soil which sustains and
nurtures us. We acknowledge we are intimately
connected with soil and have a responsibility
to care for soil as the soil cares for us.
With the soil and with all creation we give praise
to God in whom the universe was born and
who is present in and through all creation.
Aboriginal song sticks or a similar symbol of the First Peoples may
be placed next to the large bowl.
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We gather in acknowledgement of the (name of local People),
the first inhabitants (or traditional owners/custodians) of this place
who dwelt here and cared for it of old.
We gather attentive to their wisdom of living in
harmony with the land and in commitment to
the ongoing journey of reconciliation between
indigenous and non-indigenous Australians.
The Christ Candle is lit.
We gather as a people of God looking to Christ, the divine Word
and Wisdom in whom all things in heaven and on Earth have their
being and in whom all things are reconciled.
And the Word became flesh and dwelt amongst us,
we have seen his glory, the glory of a Father’s only son.
The Christ Candle is placed into the bowl of soil.

Song
For the beauty of the Earth—Together in Song 137
Where wide skies roll down—Together in Song 188
Canticle of Daniel—All Together Whatever 422
Endless Praise—NCYC 2007: Agents of Change 3

A Conversation
Invite members of the congregation to reflect briefly on their
thoughts and experience of soil. Are they gardeners who
regularly get their hands in the soil or can they remember ever
eating soil? Invite members to share their thoughts with their
neighbours.
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Prayer
To you, God who sang the universe into being
And cradles all creation within yourself
God who became flesh, born as one of us
Offering yourself for creation’s redemption
God who pours life and vision within our souls
And who is present in and through all creation
To you O God
Be all praise and glory
Throughout earth
And in this place where we are gathered.
Today we gather in celebration of soil
This complex part of our planet which we walk over, grow our
food from and yet so often take for granted
We celebrate the microbes, vegetable matter,
clay and rock particles
And give thanks for soil which is so vital for life.
We come in lament and confession
For not only have we taken soil for granted
We have distanced ourselves from soil and covered it over
We’ve overused it and drained it of nutrients
And drained poisons upon it
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As the above is said, the Christ candle could be lifted out of the
bowl of soil and a solid cover placed over the soil. The candle is
then placed upon the cover.
Forgive us our negligence and destructive practices
Forgive us that while soil sustains
us, we often disregard soil.
Guide us our God to paths of living
Which are attentive to the needs of all living creatures
And nurturing towards the planet.
Amen.

Assurance
In Christ all things in heaven and on Earth have their being and
through Christ God reconciles all things. This Christ who became
flesh and dwelt amongst us. Having confessed our sins, I assure
you that in Christ you are loved, you are healed, you are forgiven.
Thanks be to God.
The candle is lifted up and the cover removed from the soil.
The candle is placed again in the soil.
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A time with younger people
See the resources for children and young people.

Songs with younger people
God made a beautiful world—God Gives II p. 9
God gives us all good things—God Gives III p. 37
A range of songs about soil can also be found in the
Soil ain’t dirt songbook by Fay White.

Readings
As per the lectionary for June 7.

Reflection
See the theological reflection and the sermon notes.

Our response
Songs
Community of Christ—Together in Song 473
Touch the Earth lightly—Together in Song 668
Inspired by love and anger—Together in Song 674
The Pilgrims’ song—Songs that Unite
We will not stand by—Songs that Unite
Christ be our light—All Together OK 313
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Resources for young people

Action ideas
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Prayers of Intercession
Loving God,
You, who see us more completely than we know,
Give us the capacity to see the beauty in all people and all creation.
We pray for those who feel disconnected from the world
around them,
when we do things without thinking about our neighbour
Give us the courage to seek connection with you.
We pray for those who see the connections all too clearly:
for those whose food does not grow because of rising sea levels;
for those whose crops are destroyed through natural disasters.
Give us compassion to see our connections to our global
neighbours.
We pray for all of us as we face the uncertainty of our future
and the effects of climate change.
Enable us to trust the power of your transforming vision for our world,
so we might be disciples of your love and justice.
Amen.

The Lord’s Prayer
Offering
Communion
Communion Song
Here Lord we take—Together in Song 523
Community of Christ—Together in Song 544
Hand in hand—All Together Whatever 462
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God bless to us our bread—Inspired by Love and Anger
(Iona Community) p. 58
In the household of God—Songs that Unite
If communion is to be shared, the 2nd alternative Great Prayer
of Thanksgiving found on page 316 of Uniting in Worship 2
is particularly appropriate for World Environment Day.

Worship resources

Resources for young people

Action ideas
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Benediction / Recessional Song
The peace of the earth—There is One Among Us (Iona
Community) p. 78
For you deep stillness—All Together Whatever 494

Song
Let all creation Dance—Together in Song 187
May the Father of love (Prayer of Peace)—All Together
Everybody 301

Commissioning / Blessing
May the one who called all things into being
and who holds the universe and each one of us in
nurturing embrace
grant you the wisdom of Earth
and the humility of the smallest creatures.
May Christ,
servant who fed the crowd when others said
let them care for themselves,
lead you into the paths of compassion and generosity.
May the Spirit,
gentle breath of life and restless, disturbing wind
fill your mouth with praise and inspire you to love.
May God bless you, now and evermore.
Photo © Paul Chalson
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Resources for
children and
young people
JESSICA MORTHORPE

All age ideas
Lay down some protective coverings on your aisle and spread
soil over them. Encourage people to take off their shoes and
walk over the soil as they enter the worship space. Invite them
to let go of the week and reconnect with creation, to take their
time, to ‘squidge’ the soil between their toes and reflect on how
it feels. During the service, let the children play with the soil, draw
pictures in it etc.
Richard Louv is the author of Last Child in the Woods in
which he talks about ‘nature deficit disorder’ and the need
for children particularly to reconnect with nature to increase
wellbeing on a range of levels. He offers 13 ideas for families
to reconnect with nature.

Photo © Tess Keam
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Children’s Talk
Suggestion 1
The Secret in the Soil— from Season of Creation.
Or the alternate version adapted by Rev. Dr Jason John.

Suggestion 2
Read Isabella’s Garden—by Glenda Millard, illustrated by
Rebecca Cool (Walker Books – 2014). This should be readily
available from bookstores. However if you have trouble finding it,
here is a video of it being read at the State Library of Victoria.

Suggestion 3
Gather some weird and wonderful facts about soil and invite the
children to share them with the congregation. Here are five facts
to get you started:
1. There are more microorganisms in a handful of soil than there
are people on earth.
2. It takes 500 years to produce just under an inch of topsoil; this
is the most productive layer of soil.
3. Soil is a living system.
4. The amount of sand, clay and silt is what gives different soil
types their various textures. Most soils are a mix of all three.
5. Worms enrich topsoil by feeding on organic material in the
soil and converting it into nutrients for plants. As they move
through the soil it becomes more absorbent and better
aerated too.

Source: Quickcrop —the vegetable growers’ website
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Mini-liturgy for Sunday School
Classes
(20 – 40 mins depending on the options chosen)
The week before the service, ask everyone to bring a small jar of
soil from their garden to church for this service. You will also need
a bowl of soil, a candle and matches, water, a tray or plate lined
with white paper for each child (to spread their soil out on) and
craft materials for the reflection activities.

Lighting the Christ Candle (2 mins)
Sit in a circle outside. Encourage the children to remove their
shoes and dig their feet into the grass or soil.
Place the bowl of soil in the centre of the circle and place a
candle inside.
Ask a child to light the candle, and another to say:
“We light this Christ candle to recognise the presence of God
here with us, and in this soil. In one of the Bible stories of creation
God made human beings from the ‘Adamah’—the soil. The God
of the Earth created us from soil like this, and to the soil we return.
Thank you God for loving us, and the soil, and all creation.”
Optional: start with a song about soil (5 mins). There are
many options to choose from on the Natural Resources
Conservation Service website.
Optional: Tell a Godly Play story that uses the Desert box/
bag (e.g. The Great Family, The Exodus, The Ten Best Ways
etc.), or the Parable of the Sower (10 mins).

World Environment Day 2015

Jump to section:

Introduction

Background on the theme

Theological reflection

Soils Introduction (1 min)
It’s downtrodden, underfoot and often under appreciated, yet
nothing could live without it—it’s soil! It holds our crops, stores
and purifies our water, and provides habitat for amazing creatures
like the giant Gippsland earthworm, which can reach up to 3
metres in length. But most of us only think about it when we’re
trying to get it out of our footy socks on laundry day.
2015 is the United Nations International Year of Soils, and today
we are celebrating World Environment Day, so we are looking at
soils. Sadly, soils around the world are under threat: from erosion,
poor land management and urbanisation. At the same time, we
need soils more than ever to produce the food we need for a
growing population, to help manage climate change and to
ensure ecosystem health. So let’s learn some more about them.
Text adapted from a blog by Leon Braun on the CSIRO News Blog.
Watch one of these videos: January: Soils Sustain Life (3 mins) or
Let’s Talk About Soil (5 mins)

Our Soil, Our Place (10 mins)
Today we have brought with us samples of soil from each of our
homes. We all come from different places and the soil we bring
will be different. Our soil comes from our places, where we live
and belong. Though we may move, the places we come from
become a part of us, and we carry those memories with us as we
go through life. Our faith and the stories in the Bible are like this
also, as we learn and reflect on them they become a part of us,
helping to form our identity and who we are.
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Let’s examine our soils. Please tip your soil sample out onto your
tray, and sift through it to see what it is like. Is it sandy? Rocky? Are
there lots of leaves and twigs or black organic matter in it? If you
add some water does it get sticky? Can you mould it into shapes?
After you have had a play with your soil, pass it to the person on
your left, and see how the next sample of soil passed to you by
the person on your right feels. How is it different?
As an extension you may like to use some soil identification
questions from Eco Friendly Kids.
When you finish, ask for your original soil sample back.

Prayer
As you say this prayer (from Reformed Worship), encourage
the children to draw something in their soil or sand to symbolise
God’s good creation, like a flower or a mountain or to respond to
the words with actions.
Let’s pray.
Creator God,
who lifted up the mountains and formed
the dry land,
whose hands have shaped us out of
the dust of the earth,
who has formed the soils and made this earth
a place of beauty and abundance:
We give you thanks for the gift of soil.
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You could also do the following actions as you say it:

Soil Together (2 mins)

Create in us (mould the soil in your hands)
such a sense of wonder and delight (write ‘wonder’ in the soil)
in this and all your gifts, (hold the soil and invite the children to say
some of the things they’re thankful for—friends, family etc.)
that we might receive them with gratitude, (cup the soil in your
hands like waiting for an offering)
care for them with love,
(close your hands over the soil to hold it close)
and generously share them with all your creatures,
(open hands and spread soil over the tray)
to the honour and glory of your holy name.
(inscribe a cross in the sand)

Move back outside and get the children to sit in front of their soil
samples again.

Amen.

Take a bucket and mix the soil samples from everyone together
thoroughly to make a new soil sample. Add some soil from the
church garden if possible.
This is the combined soil of our church community. We belong
together, learning and growing.
Ask the children to hold hands.

Reflection activities (5 – 20 mins)

As the church community, sometimes we are gathered together,
and sometimes we are scattered. Now we are together, but soon
it will be time to leave. Use your jar to collect some of our church
community soil so you can take it home and keep it in your room.8

1. Making a person from clay
2. Drawing the things that live in and above the soil
or use the colouring-in version from the Royal Botanic
Gardens & Domain Trust.
3. Playing with the sand and praying or making a mud pie
4. Making a decorative sand jar—Creative Bug has instructions.
5. Colouring in the story of Sammy Soil (for younger children)
from the US Environmental Protection Agency.

Acknowledgements

Here at church, we are one community. Our different soils,
places and backgrounds mix together to make us who we are.
Though different we all belong, and we are all part of the whole,
all members of God’s family. We are going to symbolise that by
mixing up our soils.

Move inside for the reflection activities.

Allow the children to choose which activity they would like to do.
If you have more time they might like to do multiple activities:

Action ideas

Benediction
May the God of sand, soil, loam, peat, clay and rocks,
the God of land and place, be with us all, evermore,
Amen.
Make sure all children wash their hands thoroughly with soap
before leaving.
8 Please ask the children not to put this soil outside when they are finished
with it. When transferred soils can carry fungi and diseases that will kill
plants and harm local soil life. When no longer wanted this soil can be
placed in the bin and the jar recycled.
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For youth and young adult groups
Suggestion 1
A similar liturgy and activities can be used to the mini liturgy for
Sunday School classes. To extend, you can use extra videos like
these from the Soil Science Society of America.

Suggestion 2
Encourage the young people to do their own research about
the importance of soils. One resource they might like to use
to learn more about Australia’s different soils and landscapes
by viewing maps and data is the Soil and Landscape Grid of
Australia website.
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Suggestion 4
Get active and build a worm farm which they can take home.
Instructions can be found on the Earthwise Harmony website.

Suggestion 5
Create a community garden. The Justice and International
Mission Unit (Synod of Victoria and Tasmania) has a resource to
help you start.

Suggestion 6
Watch this TED talk by Fred Bahnson and discuss. The talk is
an interesting look at recent developments in the areas of food
and faith.

Suggestion 3
Offer some quiet reflective time. Invite them to stand barefoot in
some soil and reflect. Play some relaxing music to assist.
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Ideas for action
M I R I A M P E P P E R A N D C AT H J A M E S

Film screening
Hold a screening of “DIRT! The Movie” at your church. This
documentary brings to life the environmental, economic, social
and political impact of soil. It shares the stories of experts from
all over the world who study and are able to harness the beauty
and power of a respectful and mutually beneficial relationship
with soil. DIRT! The Movie is a call to action—to help affect the
relationships between humans and soil for the better.
dirtthemovie.org

Get to know the soil types
in your area
There are lots of things that we tend to know about our local
neighbourhood and community—who lives there, the main
economic activities, the community services and activities in the
area and so on. But what do we know and experience of the soil
and the vegetation that it supports?

Whether you live in a heavily concreted area or in a place where
you can more readily see and access the soil, you can find out
what the soil types are/were.
Ask somebody from your church who has knowledge about soils
and/or the ecology of your area to help compile a short handout
about the soil types and vegetation (including crops) that they
support. Perhaps arrange a small outing to visit and experience
some key sites. The environment and/or bushcare officer at
your local council is also a good source of knowledge, as are
Traditional Owners.

Soil types in Australia
For a broad map of the distribution of soil types in Australia, see
the UN Food and Agriculture Organization for a map.
For definitions of the different soil types, see the CSIRO’s
explanation of soil classification.

Did you know that there are 14 main types of Australian soil? And
although Australia’s soils are among the most nutrient-poor in the
world, they often support amazing biodiversity.
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Compost the food scraps
from your church

Seed planting
activity

Compost has been called ‘black gold’, because it supplies
valuable organic matter to nourish plants and help them to grow.
Composting the food waste from your church instead of throwing
it in the bin returns a valuable resource to the earth. It also diverts
waste from landfill and reduces the potent greenhouse gas
emissions that result from the rotting of food in landfill.

As a part of or after your church service, provide planter boxes or
egg cartons, soil and seeds. Invite people to place some soil in
the planter boxes or a cup and plant a seed in it. As you handle
the soil and the seeds, give thanks to God for the gift of soil and
the life that it makes possible. Invite people to reflect on their
relationship with the soil in your church yard, your home and
in society. Collect some water and water the seeds you have
planted. Invite people to take the seeds home for their garden,
balcony or windowsill.

You don’t need to have a community garden at your church to
compost—you can still set up a compost bin or pile, or a worm
farm, or even a small compost bin (bokashi bucket) in the kitchen.
Alternatively, ask church members if they would like to take food
scraps away to add to their home compost. The composted
product can be used in your church or manse garden, in
members’ homes, or by the local community garden.

Need some more guidance on how to compost?

Action ideas
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Variations
1. Plant some cuttings instead of seeds.
2. Plant a bush or tree in your church garden.

Based on an activity from the ARRCC Christian Climate
Change Action Kit.

Clean Up Australia has a good composting guide.
The NSW Government’s Office of the Environment and Heritage
has a guide to worm farming.
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Advocacy activity suggestion
Climate change represents a serious threat to the health of our
soils, the ecosystems they support and the food production that
they enable. Ask the Government to take a strong stance in the
global climate change negotiations culminating in Paris this year.
You can write to the Minister for the Environment. A sample letter
is opposite. Please rewrite in your own words before sending.
You can read the UnitingJustice Australia Submission to the
Government’s consultation on Australia’s post-2020 greenhouse
gas emissions reduction target here. The Green Church website
has ideas for action.
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The Hon. Greg Hunt MP
Minister for the Environment
Parliament House
Canberra, ACT, 2600

Dear Minister,
In the 2015 International Year of Soils, we celebrate soils, which are essential for life.
Life is precious and as a Christian I believe that humans are entrusted to care for
Earth’s resources in such a way that life can flourish.
Climate change represents a serious threat to that flourishing and to the health of
our soils, the ecosystems they support and the food production that they enable.
The world’s poorest communities who are least responsible for climate change
are likely to suffer most. For example, people in small island states in the Pacific
and low lying coastal areas of south Asia are already experiencing the salinization
of crops due to sea level rise and increased salt water incursion.
I write to express my hope that the climate conference to be held in Paris in
December achieves the outcome required to keep global warming below 2°C.
I note the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s advice that substantial
emission reductions are needed over the next few decades and near zero
emissions by the end of the century.
I urge the Australian Government to set a strong emissions reduction target of 40%
below 2000 levels by 2025 and go to the Paris conference with a commitment to
Australia doing its fair share to avoid dangerous climate change.
Yours sincerely,
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Resources from the Uniting Church, to help you reflect theologically about climate change,
reduce your carbon footprint at church and at home, and advocate for stronger government
policies on climate change can be found at:
NSW & ACT Synod: Uniting Earthweb
QLD Synod: Uniting Green
SA Synod: Solidarity and Justice
VIC & TAS Synod: Green Church Victoria and Tasmania
WA Synod: Ecochurches WA
Northern Synod
UCA Assembly: UnitingJustice Australia

Contributors
Cath James (Project Coordinator), Clive Ayre, Paul Chalson, Aletia Dundas, Jason John,
Jessica Morthorpe, Miriam Pepper, Basil Schild, David Weddell
UnitingJustice Australia, Uniting Church in Australia Assembly
222 Pitt Street, Sydney NSW Australia
April 2015
Designed by Equilibrium Design

25 | From the Ground Up: Caring for the Planet’s Precious Soil

World Environment Day 2015

