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an environmental toolkit for churches

Module 9b
Planting and conserving Eden

Practical ideas to care for church land
A Rocha Eco-congregation is an ecumenical program to help churches make the link between environmental issues and their Christian faith and respond in practical action in the church and wider community.

Eco-congregation (USA) is a project of A Rocha USA, a 501(c) organization

A Rocha USA, PO Box 1338, Fredericksburg TX 78624

830.522.5319 / usa@arocha.org / www.arocha-usa.org
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We have attempted to credit photographs and quotes correctly. 

We apologize if we have not given credit appropriately; please write to us to amend any errors.

Conserving Eden

The Living Churchyard Project

Many churches have graveyards, some of which have been used for a century or more. The Living Churchyard Project encourages churches to care for their graveyards as places of respect - where loved ones are laid to rest - and as wildlife havens.  The following good practice drawn from the Living Churchyard Project can be applied to churchyards or gardens with or without graveyards.

· Value your walls and old stones (but don’t scrub them clean!). Filled with niches at different levels, they can be a haven for a variety of plants and animals.
· Trees and shrubs are visually attractive and provide a range of vertical habitats. When planting trees try to choose native species - you could also encourage children within your church to plant some seeds. Take care not to plant trees too close to your church building or drainage system.

· Hedges are like the edge of a woodland for wildlife. They provide places of refuge, nesting sites, song perches and a rich crop of berries, seeds and insects and can be under-planted with wildflowers. Native hedging, if bought ‘bare-rooted’, is quite inexpensive and many nurseries and garden centres stock wildflowers or wildflower seed. Don’t dig up plants from the wild.
· Compost heaps cut down on the waste churches produce – ‘recycling’ garden, flower and vegetable waste (www.howtocompost.org) 

· Feeding stations and nest boxes can be provided to attract wildlife. Open grassy areas with trees are often prime places for bluebird boxes (visit http://www.nabluebirdsociety.org/) 

· Buildings, including the church itself, can act as a safe habitat for a range of species for perching, nesting and roosting. Bats, owls, kestrels, and swallows are among the species that often nest or roost in and around churches

· Mowing regimes: the frequency of grass-cutting influences the type of wildlife that can flourish. Whilst close and regular mowing allows a few plants to survive, leaving grass uncut until late summer encourages a wide range of flowers to grow. If you don’t cut the grass, a thick matted layer will develop which will provide a valuable habitat for a variety of insects, small mammals, reptiles and amphibians. However, in time, such an area is likely to become overgrown with thorns and shrubs, so it will need some management. To encourage a rich diversity of life in your churchyard, designate certain areas for different mowing regimes. Avoid using herbicides – let the wild flowers grow!
· Dead wood can be a home and a supermarket for a variety of plants and animals. In particular, rotting wood attracts fungi and mini-beasts that are nature’s recyclers, as well as being a food source for other species
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(bracket fungi pictures by Eric Steinert; Eric Guinther; US Forest Service)
Veteran trees
Old or veteran trees often harbor rare insects, fungi and other species. This is in part due to their size, for thick wood rots differently from thinner wood, and in part due to their age, as other species have a greater opportunity to colonize them over time. Churches are important guardians of veteran trees, and care should be taken to balance theoretical risks to people with their beauty and wildlife value (will the tree really tumble down in a storm?)

Bats

Bats are, like swifts and swallows, superlative insect eaters. Wildlife-friendly church grounds will often encourage them, and old churches may shelter them too. Bat populations are threatened by loss of habitat, affecting roosting sites and feeding grounds. They also are being affected more and more by a disease introduced from Europe called ‘white nose syndrome’, which may deplete populations markedly.

You can consider placing bat houses around the property – consult http://www.batconservation.org/drupal/bat_house for details on how best to do this.
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Photograph from http://www.caringforgodsacre.org.uk 

Planting Eden

What if your church grounds seem to have little wildlife value or beauty? Do not despair – adopt the general approaches outlined above, and read these inspiring examples.
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Stories from Churches

Vineyard Church of Ann Arbor

A team came out of [our Creation Care discussions] to plant and tend an organic garden on church property. We pray for the harvest every year and celebrate the harvest when it arrives, providing fresh food for homeless ministries in town. We began to observe Earth Day. 

People love the organic garden--a visible and tangible reminder of our connection with creation with strong biblical overtones. [In addition] this past year we provided 150 trees at our Sunday services for people to take home and plant.

Ken Wilson, Senior Pastor (http://annarborvineyard.org/ )

Community Garden in Urbana

In cooperation with St. Matthew Lutheran Church, and the ecumenical organization Faith in Place, we have created the community garden Sola Gratia Farm on approximately four acres just east of St. Matthew Church.  On behalf of the ECT, Dixie Jackson requested that the Missions Department purchase two shares of Sola Gratia Farm from thrift shop Twice is Nice proceeds. The shares were purchased, and produce will be donated to hunger abatement programs such as Eastern Illinois Foodbank.

O. David Sherwood, Earth Care Team Co-coordinator, First Presbyterian Church of Urbana, Illinois, http://www.firstpresurbana.org
Sprucing up an alley

Earle Road United Reformed Church in Liverpool, UK ordered by an alley which is a favorite spot for dumping trash. Determined to rid the church of an association with this blight, a couple of members have made it their business to remove rubbish as soon as it appears and to deal with graffiti and weeds. The church has also installed some planters, giving the church an attractive and ‘cared for’ look. Members have been rewarded with the sight of a grey wagtail – a change from the usual pigeons.  
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(grey wagtail picture by A.R. Yeo)

Butterfly garden in Doylestown

We transformed a tucked away piece of dry ground into a butterfly garden with Bee Balm, Joe-Pye Weed and Black-Eyed Susans….
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John Humphreys, Our Lady of Mt. Carmel Roman Catholic Church, Doylestown PA http://www.ourladymtcarmel.org/ 
Greening Herringthorpe United Reformed Church

Ruth Holdsworth writes about environmental projects at Herringthorpe URC in Rotherham, South Yorkshire, UK (http://www.hurc.co.uk/):

In 1999 we invited the Brownies to help create a very small wildflower meadow in an L-shaped area of mown grass. In the autumn they planted wild flower plants grown from seed, and scattered a meadow seed mixture. By spring 2000, the strongest plants had established, so the grass was cut around them (with shears – it is a small area!). Several circles of grass were removed, and plantlets, which had been over-wintered in pots, were added. We talked about what we were doing and why, before the Brownies enthusiastically got to work. They are beginning to see this as their special area that they are helping to create. The following is the story in their words:

We planted flower because to bring Insect’s back. We are helping the inviroment, Because people are cuting tree down and they are no places for the Insect’s. I like planting flower (Danielle 8).

We were planting plants to ceep the wild life from going dead. I injoyd planting the plants the smell of wild pant is strange (Alice)

We planted some flower in a little area to help the Insect’s eat and growe We did a wetter area in a canen of our area (Kirsty Jane, 8)

At Brownies we planted some flowers so as to make a little meadow. We wanted to make hedgehogs and butterflys come to the garden (Stephanie 8)

We planted some wildflowers and plants to try and encorag butterflies, bugs and other wildlife. I think we have helped alot of people because our children and our grandchildren will know all the different plants (Hannah 10).

Ruth continues… our EaRTH Group (Environmental and Resources Thinking at Herringthorpe) have:

· stacked pruned branches so that they provide a wildlife habitat and rot down slowly to enrich the soil

· planted a ‘woodland edge’ with a hedgerow, wild flowers and native bulbs

· pruned neglected hedges in early spring after the berries have been eaten and before birds start nesting, to encourage them to thicken and become a more valuable wildlife habitat. In addition the hedges were under planted with a variety of native species including hawthorn, hazel, guelder rose (Viburnum), and blackthorn

· sited some bird boxes in strategic locations

We hope that our church has set a good example of small, simple and effective steps that many of our church members and those within our local community who use the premises may replicate in their own gardens. To encourage this we have produced an attractive and colorful wall display highlighting what we have done to benefit wildlife and that it was done as a sign of our need to care for God’s creation. 

In the beginning… by the children 

Gildersome Baptist Church is set in a village just outside Leeds, England, and has around 40 members and some vibrant children’s work. In the 1990s the chapel had decayed to such an extent that it became hazardous to use and the extensive churchyard had become overgrown with brambles and was a focus for anti-social behavior. The Church took a decision to restore the chapel and grounds for worship and as a resource for their community. The sale of some land to a Housing Association brought in some funding to restore their building. However, the church’s first project was to tackle the grounds. They obtained grant funding and adopted a multi-agency approach working with local schools, environmental groups and an employment/training organization. The following is part of the story told in the words of their children:

In the beginning, when God created the universe, the earth was formless and desolate. 

For years our graveyard was nearly impossible to walk through. You had to fight your way through thick brambles, stinging nettles and long grass. Once you finally reached the center, which is a family grave with a willow tree in the middle of it, there was an old sofa, broken chairs, bottles, cans and hypodermic needles everywhere. Bark had been stripped off the tree and nails were hammered into the trunk. 

Then God commanded, “Let the earth produce all kinds of plants, those that bear grain and those that bear fruit “– and it was done.

We have begun to transform our graveyard into a beautiful church garden. The rubbish and brambles have been cleared away. Wild flowers are being planted so that our garden will be both good to look at and good for the local wildlife such as insects, spiders, mice and birds. At the bottom of the garden near the willow arch there is a bog garden which the Sunday School children are going to look after. 

Then God commanded, “Let the water be filled with many kinds of living beings, and let the air be filled with birds.”

In our church garden we already have planted some plants and hope to plant some trees to encourage more birds to live in the area. We are also hoping to make a series of small ponds to create habitats for frogs and toads.

The God commanded, “Let the earth produce all kinds of animal life: domestic and wild, large and small” – and it was done.

With the right environment, insects and mini-beasts can live around the garden and some of them may even eat some of the plants in the garden and in turn these bugs could be eaten by other bugs!

God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. By the seventh day God finished what He had been doing and stopped working. He blessed the seventh day and set it apart as a special day, because by that day He had completed his creation.

Each Sunday we go to church and Sunday School. At the moment our chapel is being refurbished. Once it has been refurbished we will be able to fully enjoy the garden and our church. 

Living Churchyards Award in Leeds

Suzanne Dalton from St Chad’s Far Headingly in Leeds, England writes about their churchyard conservation project:

In May 2003, we invited representatives from the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust (YWT) to recommend improvements to our churchyard maintenance regime. This land (of several acres) is part of a “green corridor” in suburban north Leeds. They found that the close-mown grass in front of the church entrance contains several ancient and rare hay meadow species (evidence of former farmland). The YWT suggested that part of this area (with clearly defined edges) should grow until the end of summer. Our mini-hay meadow flowered with a wonderful selection of grasses, Ox-Eye daisies and other species. The grasses are food for insects, including “brown” butterflies. Other areas of grass are cut at different settings, or left “rough”. This gives a mosaic of habitats in the churchyard. A new nettle patch provides a food source for caterpillars and the compost heaps and piles of fallen branches are considered an integral part of the churchyard management scheme – not eyesores! The Youth Group made and monitors bird boxes. We have bird species lists in the church porch; parishioners are encouraged to add their sightings.

A “Geological Trail” leaflet identifies points of interest in the church and churchyard. From 2004 we plan to organize geological and general churchyard walks. Articles in the parish magazine keep the congregation in touch. There was some opposition from the “neat and tidy” brigade, and quite a lively parish council meeting, but the general response has been overwhelmingly supportive.

St Chad’s entered a YWT Living Churchyards Award shortly after beginning their project and was thrilled to receive a Highly Commended in the “Newcomer” category. The award was featured in their local paper. (www.stchads.co.uk )

Untidy grass to wildlife haven in Cleveland
The transformation from the untidy strip of grass by the side of the road - littered with fast food packaging and dog mess - to a wildlife garden was miraculous. It all started at a meeting of the parish ecology group where we were organizing a litter removal for the parking lot and grass ‘verge’. Feeling that this was not the answer I suggested that we should make a long-term change to the lot as it was an eyesore and also wildlife-hostile. 

To combat the problems we decided to plant a garden to encourage birds and insects. Many supported the project with time, plants and money, including Christian Ecology Link who provided a small grant. The planting took two days, aided for one day by pupils from our local school. 

The garden is a tremendous success, not only has it provided a valuable habitat for wildlife but has brought the community together and spread the message that God’s environment is important for a younger generation. 

Jennie Adams St Mary the Virgin, Nunthorpe in Cleveland, UK (www.stmarys-nunthorpe.org.uk )

Cleaning up the landscape at Our Lady of Nazareth

The Creation Care Committee supported the efforts of the annual Roanoke Clean Valley Day on March 31, 2012 by cleaning the OLN grounds. A total of eight bags of non-biodegradable materials were collected. The collection included parts of an artificial Christmas tree, metal garden fence, a 3ft x 3ft Styrofoam pad, a 6ft aluminum strip, plaster water bottles, candy wrappers, Styrofoam cups, cans, a player planter and many cigarette butts.
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Susan Hedge, Our Lady of Nazareth Catholic Church, Roanoke, Virginia 24018, http://www.oln-parish.org/index.php 
Building homes for birds

The Girls Brigade of Christ Church Ross-on-Wye Methodist/United Reformed Church constructed a number of bird boxes and installed them in the garden of a local home for the elderly to bring much pleasure to residents.

The youth group of Trinity United Reformed Church, Wigan invited two local wardens to an evening session to tell them about birds and nesting. The youngsters then wielded hammers and nails to create six next boxes fit for a variety of bird families. While not sure of the theological implications, the boxes were erected on Good Friday – a poignant process involving hammering nails into wood. The church was rewarded with the sight of a pair of chickadees who must have reserved their home straight away and had moved in within three weeks. 

The brownies at Dalbeattie Parish Church were helped to build nest boxes for birds by a local RSPB member (Audubon’s equivalent in the UK). He had put together a flat pack for each one with pre-drilled holes, so that each six could put their own together using screws. The boxes were put up in the church grounds. The brownies and Sunday School also had a sunflower growing competition in the church grounds. The resulting seeds were used to feed the birds at their feeding station.

Trees for the Community

Zion United Reformed Church, Northallerton, North Yorkshire, UK only has a small churchyard so the church chose to extend their environmental work as a gift for the wider community. Two initial projects were undertaken:

· The church initiated the planting of bulbs, plants and eleven trees at a local nursing home for the elderly, with assistance from the Principal and pupils from the Applegarth Junior School. 

· The Church planted two hundred native trees along the banks of a stream adjacent to a soccer pitch to act as both a windbreak and wildlife haven. 

Both projects were part-funded by a grant from their District Council and both ventures have fostered the good relations between the church and a number of community groups.

A Quiet Garden…

The garden may be viewed alongside the church or chapel as a place to meet God and also to appreciate the beauty of the earth. The gospels record that Jesus valued finding moments of quiet to approach his Father in prayer. He did so during his busy lakeside ministry around Galilee and most poignantly in the Garden of Gethsemane as he prepared for the hour that was coming. The garden was also the place where Mary of Magdala became the first person to meet the risen Christ. Could a quiet corner be set aside around your church as a place of prayer for the church and local community?

 “Come with me by yourself to a quiet place and get some rest”
 






Mark 6:31

Further Resources

Good websites for information on managing churchyards for conservation include:

www.caringforgodsacre.co.uk – this site is a really valuable resource, with a series of advice sheets for managing a churchyard for the maximum wildlife benefit. 

http://www.yorkshire-wildlife-trust.org.uk/what-we-do/conservation-projects/living-churchyards - this shows what can be done with some little effort – transforming a dull close-cropped turf into a living, breathing nature reserve! 

The Environmental Protection Agency has some marvelous resources. This is an excellent site to encourage recycling, reusing and re-buying: http://www.epa.gov/epawaste/conserve/rrr/greenscapes/lrgscl.htm.
Wildlife sites:

· Lichens: http://www.sharnoffphotos.com/lichens/lichens_home_index.html; http://www.ucmp.berkeley.edu/fungi/lichens/lichens.html; and http://www.lichen.com/  

Photo below of ‘crustose’ lichens from http://www.botany.hawaii.edu/faculty/wong/BOT135/Lect26.htm:
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· Bats: http://www.batconservation.org/, http://www.batcon.org/
· Butterflies and moths: http://www.butterfliesandmoths.org/  and http://naba.org/ …and Monarch butterfly projects too – see http://www.monarchwatch.org/
· Dragonflies: http://odonatacentral.org/. Dragonflies and damselflies are some of the most interesting insect visitors to a wildlife garden (picture below by Larry Burlingame, http://bugguide.net/node/view/243122/bgimage).
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· Birds: http://www.birds.cornell.edu and http://www.audubon.org/ 

· Galls:  these fascinating plant growths are featured in Ron Russo’s marvelous photographs: http://www.californiaoaks.org/ExtAssets/WaspGalls_RonRussoPoster.pdf  and in this article, http://baynature.org/articles/jul-sep-2009/call-of-the-galls 
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                                            (photo of oak gall © John Humphreys, www.wildlifegardening.org )
· Mushrooms:  http://americanmushrooms.com and some dazzling photos at http://www.fungiphoto.com/
Community vegetable gardens:

http://www.arocha-usa.org/garden-manual
General wildlife gardening resource:
www.wildlifegardening.org is a comprehensive, up-to-date guide to everything you need to know about conserving and encouraging wildlife in your backyard and churchyard.

A directory of useful organizations

A Rocha USA
PO Box 1338, Fredericksburg TX 78624

800.522.5319 / usa@arocha.org / www.arocha-usa.org
Audubon Society

225 Varick Street

New York, NY10014
http://www.audubon.org/ 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology

159 Sapsucker Woods Rd. 
Ithaca, NY 14850

http://www.birds.cornell.edu/    

Home of the world-famous citizen science project ‘Project Feederwatch’

Organization for Bat Conservation 

Bat Zone at Cranbrook Institute of Science, 39221 Woodward Ave. P.O. Box 801, Bloomfield Hills, MI 48303

http://www.batconservation.org/
North American Butterfly Association
4 Delaware Road
Morristown, NJ 07960
http://naba.org/
Monarch Watch

University of Kansas
1200 Sunnyside Ave. 
Lawrence, KS 66045-7534
http://www.monarchwatch.org/
Dragonfly Association of the Americas

http://odonatacentral.org/ 

Xerces Society

“a nonprofit organization that protects wildlife through the conservation of invertebrates and their habitat. For forty years, the Society has been at the forefront of invertebrate protection worldwide, harnessing the knowledge of scientists and the enthusiasm of citizens to implement conservation programs”. 
Some well worthwhile “citizen science” projects, such as the ‘Dragonfly Pond Watch’ (http://www.xerces.org/dragonfly-migration/pondwatch/) as well as fact sheets on bee and butterfly gardening - http://www.xerces.org/fact-sheets/ 
628 NE Broadway, Suite 200, Portland OR 97232
http://www.xerces.org/
British Lichen Society (issues a ‘Lichens in Churchyards’ leaflet), 

c/o Dept. of Botany, Natural History Museum, Cromwell Road, London SW7 5BD 

Email: bls@nhm.ac.uk   Web: www.thebls.org.uk; http://www.thebls.org.uk/content/chlich.html 
About A Rocha Eco-congregation

A Rocha Eco-congregation is an ecumenical program to help churches make the link between environmental issues and their Christian faith - and respond in practical action in the church and wider community. It is run in churches in Britain and Ireland, Canada, the United States, and elsewhere, and provides free resources, support and an Award Program to help churches to consider

Eco-congregation (USA) is a project of A Rocha USA, a 501(c) organization.

A Rocha (www.arocha.org) is a Christian nature conservation organization operating in over nineteen countries, our name coming from the Portuguese for “the Rock,” as the first initiative was a field study center in Portugal. A Rocha projects are frequently cross-cultural in character, and share a community emphasis, with a focus on science and research, practical conservation and environmental education.
A Rocha USA, PO Box 1338, Fredericksburg TX 78624

830.522.5319 / usa@arocha.org / www.arocha-usa.org
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