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Introduction  
It is clear that eco-mission does not have a long history in Australia, but 
with renewed interest in environmental matters it is nevertheless starting to 
happen around the country. This makes it all the more necessary to ask 
how it begins in a local setting and what steps should be taken to give it the 
best chance of success. This paper will attempt to provide some basic 
guidelines. 
 
Catalyst 
In normal circumstances the commencement of eco-mission will require a 
catalyst of some kind, perhaps in the form of an event which is created or 
one that takes place and seems to need a response. It may even be simply 
the presence of a concerned person. A number of case studies will illustrate 
that point. 
 
Case 1: The Chair of the Social Justice Committee invited me to lead a 
seminar that became the catalyst or beginning point for an eco-mission 
program.  
 
Case 2: An incoming minister of a congregation made clear prior to the 
confirmation of her appointment, that the environment was a key issue for 
her. At the same time, there was a small group of concerned people who 
were ready for such a commitment. 
 
Case 3: Some congregation members along with the Minister noticed that an 
area adjacent to the Church, including a creek and bushland, was in need of 
regeneration.  
 
Case 4: A conversation between two people after worship one Sunday 
morning led to agreement that care of the environment should be part of the 
Church’s mission. A phone call was made to the local Council, and from that 
beginning the congregation’s eco-mission has grown. 
 
The catalyst that provides a point of beginning can also be a seemingly small 
everyday event. In one case it was an unconfined Church cat which killed a 
native bird in full view of the worshipping congregation, plus the existence of 
a very weedy Church property. In another case it was the changing of light 
bulbs! There are no rules here, and most situations will be different. 
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Small Groups and Support 
In reflecting on both the Australian and the British experience, a number of 
factors start to become apparent. The first and arguably most important 
factor is the presence of one or two key people who are committed to an eco-
mission vision, or who are prepared to make an issue of the environment, 
and consequently to begin to exert some leadership. That in turn almost 
invariably leads to the development of a small group, often combined with 
one or more key individuals, which then has an on-going life as probably the 
most evident focus of eco-mission in the congregation. Thus, given the 
importance of a core group of some kind, it is worth considering the role of 
such groups, and asking what it is that makes a group work. A number of 
factors emerge.  
 
It is helpful if at least one of the emerging eco leaders has some expertise or 
initiative in the field, although this will often not be the case. Caloundra 
congregation, for example, was fortunate in that there were several people 
apart from me who had a strong ecological commitment, which in one case 
combined with professional expertise in the process of environmental audits, 
while another member of the group had a postgraduate qualification in 
theology. This provided a depth of background that was extremely helpful in 
developing a workable approach, and it suggests that the availability of local 
expertise could be especially important in the many situations where 
feelings of isolation seriously inhibit the possibility of effective work.  
 
The size of the core group obviously varies considerably. In one case it was 
as small as three people, while in other cases it has been about 10 or even 
up to 25 people. The size of the core group is not the most critical factor, 
and indeed a small group may be more effective than a large one. I believe it 
will be important for the larger groups especially to have a small 
coordinating group, or even a particular person charged with the 
responsibility of enabling the direction of the group as a whole. 
 
The perceived level of support from the congregation as a whole varies 
considerably, and in studies I have made has ranged from high through 
moderate, to poor. In some of those situations the eco-mission in the 
congregation has been largely or even solely confined to the small group, 
and the congregation has been able to offer little more than moral support; 
there is also evidence that the support or otherwise of the clergy person is 
factor. However, the hope is always that the core group will become the 
means by which eco-mission is able to operate in the congregation as a 
whole.  
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Morale is something that is not easy to measure or quantify, and one must 
differentiate between the feelings of the core group and their satisfaction 
rating so far as the congregation is concerned. Morale in the core group is 
often very high, but frequently that does not translate into satisfaction about 
achievements in the congregation. An important message here is the need to 
persevere and not to be disheartened and thus give in too easily. 
 
In summary, while there are no universal principles involved, a number of 
factors generally accompany the commencement of an eco-mission approach 
in a congregation. First, I have noted that some kind of catalyst may be 
needed in order to create a basis for beginning, and second, the significance 
of one or several key people who are willing and able to take the initiative 
and give the necessary early leadership. Third, that initiative is often 
associated with the formation of a small core group that will effectively 
enable goals to be set and achieved. Beyond that, it is helpful if the 
congregation has developed a social conscience that can be extended beyond 
the human dimension. Finally, while larger congregations with a variety of 
groups and a significant leadership pool may have an advantage over 
smaller congregations, it must be said that effective eco-mission does not 
ultimately depend on the size of the congregation. 
 
Education 
Because environmental care from a Christian perspective has largely been 
“off the radar” of many Christians, it follows that there is a great need for 
education, both of clergy and members of congregations. Consequently I 
have found that it can be helpful to have an eco-mission seminar quite early 
in the process. This would ordinarily cover four main areas: 
 
 The nature of the eco crisis 
 A biblical and theological approach 
 Introducing eco-mission 
 Practical eco-mission 

 
But of course that would depend on the availability of a qualified person to 
lead it. If that leadership is not available, one alternative would be a study 
series using a resource such as Leal’s “The Environment and Christian 
Faith”1. Even when a seminar is possible, the study series would be a useful 
addition. 
 
 

                                                 
1 Robert Barry Leal. 2004. The Environment and Christian Faith: An Introduction to Ecotheology. Strathfield 
NSW, St Pauls Publications.  
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Part of Mission 
It is most important to recognise that eco-mission is not merely a pragmatic 
response to an environmental crisis, but rises out of a strong theological and 
biblical framework. I cannot develop that theme here, but will stress simply 
that eco-mission is not an “optional extra”; it is part of the core business of 
Christian mission. 
 
It was noteworthy that in my research there was strong recognition for 
environmental action, or the care of creation, as part of the Church’s 
mission. The Questionnaire included the statement, “From a theological 
perspective, creation care should be part of the Church’s mission”; from a 
total of 49 responses, 40 agreed strongly, 5 agreed, and several did not 
answer. In addition, all 33 people contacted in the course of interviews 
agreed. Such an affirmation on the part of those who are attempting to 
engage in eco-mission is hardly surprising. However, the point of interest is 
the fact that even some of those who are not currently engaged in or 
promoting eco-mission believe that this is a valid expression of Christian 
mission, and is by no means an optional extra. I contend that herein exists 
one of the central problems confronting eco-mission in Australia. There is a 
significant inconsistency involved, a disconnection between accepted theory 
and actual practice. The challenge is to reduce or eliminate such a gap. 
 
Eco-Mission Statement 
It is difficult to over-emphasize the need to develop and affirm an eco-
mission statement. Without it, any approach will be ad hoc; but with it, 
there will be a spirit of intentionality which will provide purpose and 
direction. 
 
The Statement adopted by the Caloundra congregation may be a model for 
others to adapt and adopt. It recognises a threefold Vision, followed by three 
objectives, and is based on the acknowledgment of the natural environment 
as God’s Creation. The Vision affirms that: 
 
 “Christians are called to safeguard the integrity of Creation, and to 

exercise their mission in such a way that the life of the earth is 
sustained and renewed. 

 Alongside other valid expressions of Christian mission, the 
proclamation of the Kingdom of God includes working for justice, 
peace, and a proper stewardship of the earth.  

 The well-being of people is inter-woven with the well-being of the planet 
itself.”  

 
In response to that vision, the ecological aims of the Church are: 
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 “To raise environmental awareness in the congregation and 
throughout the community. 

 To engage in practical measures on behalf of the environment.  
 To encourage a form of spirituality that includes an appreciation and 

care for Creation.” 
 
The existence of such a Statement obviously does not guarantee effective 
eco-mission, but on the other hand, as I have suggested, the absence of 
such a document significantly increases the probability that the group or 
congregation involved has not thought through the vision and goals that 
underlie their endeavours. Others are happy to relate to the Mission 
Statement of a regional group. This approach is not necessarily illegitimate; 
the vision and aims of eco-mission will to a large extent reflect the general 
theological under-pinning of such an endeavour, while the goals that emerge 
from that will tend to vary according to the particular context.  
 
It is of crucial importance for the Statement to be truly “owned” by the 
congregation. One way in which that may be encouraged is for a group to 
work through any proposed Mission Statement, and even more by 
presenting the Statement to the congregation for their response. As an 
example, the fact that the Caloundra congregation voted to accept the 
Mission Statement clearly has on-going practical implications.  
 
Goal Setting 
Clearly, specific goals will rise out of the Vision and Objectives of the Eco-
Mission Statement. To facilitate and implement the objectives and goals, and 
to assist the congregation in caring for creation, I expect that the core group 
would monitor progress and make decisions or recommendations under the 
general oversight of the Church Council. This would also help to ensure that 
decisions are in keeping with Synod or Assembly policies. 
 
Personal Action 
In many cases this will follow almost automatically, but it is nonetheless 
important for members of the congregation not only to share in the Church’s 
eco-mission, but to practice those values in their own home setting. That 
was a demonstrable consequence of the Caloundra initiatives, and indeed it 
is probable that the Church’s very public initiative involving a large solar 
cross encouraged members of the wider community to take up 
environmentally friendly practices such as solar panels. 
  
Local Community 
Eco-mission in a local setting will always involve a combination of global and 
local issues. Global environmental problems have been well documented, 
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and there is no need to repeat them here. A local group may be justified in 
feeling that they can make very little difference in that global context; 
certainly the issues are large and there are many factors at play. Yet it is 
also true that many local groups in many local situations together can begin 
to make a difference. 
 
One example would be the Northmead congregation in NSW. In about 1998 
a number of people, including the Minister, noticed that an area adjacent to 
the Church, including a creek and bushland, was in need of regeneration. 
They decided to adopt one section of it, and worked on it on a monthly 
basis, a process that involved cooperation with the local Council and 
assistance with plants. A walking track was created to a children’s park. The 
congregation regarded this work as part of their Christian witness, and 
interestingly the work of the Uniting Church was publicly acknowledged. 
From that initial awareness some forms of ecotheological and eco-mission 
awareness have emerged.  
 
But of course local communities differ from one another, and it is important 
for a local congregation to identify and relate to those concerns. This will not 
necessarily lead to a stand-alone Church program, but rather may involve 
sharing in the activity of a community environmental group. One obvious 
example in a broad sense would be to share in Clean Up Australia Day. The 
primary challenge is to identify local environmental issues, and then to 
establish manageable goals that reflect a balance between local and global 
needs. 
 
Public Issues 
There are some issues of concern that are not strictly either local or global, 
but rather cover significant regions of Australia. Moreover, these concerns 
tend to be quite complex in nature and involve legitimate but competing 
interests and needs. Two examples come readily to mind, namely the 
Murray-Darling situation in which communities and irrigators compete with 
the natural environment for water, and the coal seam gas issues in 
Queensland, in which farmers and graziers vie with mining companies and 
those who depend on mining. This raises multiple issues for the Church, 
and we can’t canvass those here, except to say that there may be a need not 
only for a prophetic word, but also for some sensitive pastoral care. Either 
way, the Christian Church cannot stand aloof from issues like these. 
 
Attitudes 
Given their interest in ecotheology and mission, it is hardly surprising that 
virtually all the respondents in my research several years ago expressed 
basic attitudes that were consistent with the stance adopted by national and 
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ecumenical Church bodies. Similarly, it is to be expected that they would 
reflect community concerns as well. 
 
All respondents stated their belief, even their strong belief, that the global 
environmental situation is serious, and further, that the crisis is becoming 
increasingly evident in Australia. One would expect that to be a significant 
motivating factor for Christian environmental action, and indeed the Church 
leaders I interviewed tended to support the need for such action. It is self-
evident that such a position does not necessarily translate into programs of 
practical eco-mission, suggesting there are some disconnections at play 
here. The degree of concern evident in the community as a whole and I 
believe in many parts of the Church would suggest that any failure to 
engage practical Christian eco-mission has a more complex basis. 
 
A wide range of particular issues were identified as concerns within the 
Australian context. The most common concern related to water, which also 
extended to the Murray-Darling system. Other concerns included the on-
going use of coal-fired power stations, the shortage of funds for the 
development of renewable energy, an obsession with petrol prices combined 
with an increase in road traffic and the lack of public transport. The range of 
issues raised demonstrates not only that Christian people are thinking 
about these matters, but also that they are reflecting local as well as global 
concerns. There were fewer indications of hope regarding the overall 
environmental situation, but perceptibly there is a rise in the level of interest 
and awareness among the population at large.  
 
Some Practical Possibilities 
It is obvious that what is possible in a particular situation will depend on a 
range of variables; nevertheless, some options will be possible in most 
situations. The following list is illustrative rather than comprehensive. 
 
 Establish an eco-mission Vision Statement in the congregation. 
 Arrange a seminar or find other ways to educate the church and 

community. 
 Do an energy audit; reduce your consumption. 
 Explore the installation of solar PV cells for electricity generation. 
 Worship with an environmental theme. Resources include Season of 

Creation and many websites. 
 Relate to particular special days, such as World Environment Day 

with resources provided by the Uniting Church. 
 Explore community environmental concerns and begin to respond. 
 Rehabilitate a run down area. 
 Conserve water through storage and use of roof water. 
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 Create a community garden; create a mulching area. 
 Find ways to encourage spirituality that includes creation. 
 Recycling. 
 Children’s activities. 
 Encourage the adoption of a sustainable lifestyle. 

 
Dealing with Negatives 
In many cases the “nay-sayers” and climate change deniers will be vocal, 
and will seek to hamper eco-mission as misguided. It is easy to find oneself 
distracted by this, but one basic point should be kept in mind. While a 
critical environmental crisis is increasingly apparent, eco-mission does not 
stand or fall on that basis. Certainly the crisis sharpens the need for urgent 
action, but as I stated earlier, eco-mission rises clearly out of our basic 
theology and a coherent theology of mission.  
 
It follows that while we may seek to keep up the pressure through education 
about environmental realities, I doubt that it is useful to allow our energy to 
be sapped by a fruitless debate. The best approach is probably just to “get 
on with it”, and try to take the critics along with us as an exercise in 
Christian mission, even if they are not persuaded that there is a crisis. 
 
Perceptions and feelings represent other minefields. For example, there may 
be a perception, mistaken in my view, that “the green movement” is anti-
rural, or again, that there is really nothing an individual or small group can 
do; the danger is that the perception becomes the fact, and it can become 
very negative. In an area that is hardly ever black and white, we should all 
be careful about sweeping generalisations. But feelings can also be quite 
disabling; if we are afraid to begin, or feel inadequate for the task, it is going 
to be difficult. The second step is often easier than the first! 
 
The Power of One 
Another significant aspect that is worth noting from some of the data and 
stories of eco-mission initiatives indicated above is what could be called “the 
power of one”, or the capacity of one individual, or perhaps a very small 
group, to begin a chain reaction involving other people, thereby making a 
substantial difference. Several examples may be cited briefly. Dr Jason 
John’s initiative led to an eco-congregation in Adelaide, and that in turn 
contributed to his ground-breaking appointment as an Eco-Minister in a 
New South Wales Presbytery. Also in New South Wales, a very small group 
led to an association with Professor Barry Leal in what became the Earth 
Ministry and the WaterLines project in North Sydney. What can one person 
do? The brief answer is, quite a lot, especially if that person has some 
expertise in the area.  
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A second demonstration of “the power of one” is in terms of what one 
congregation is able to achieve. Thus, one positive outcome from the eco 
seminar at Caloundra has been the possibility of eco-mission emerging in 
some neighbouring congregations. The example of one congregation can 
often have a positive impact on other congregations in the area. 
 
Link with Wider Church 
It is important for a congregation setting out on the path of eco-mission to 
try to avoid a sense of isolation; it is true that resources for this work are 
not as readily available as in some other places, but the wider Church is 
deeply involved, and it should be possible to connect with that. One area is 
of course the internet, and there are numerous resources available in that 
way, including overseas resources that may be adapted for local conditions. 
 
Another area relates to ecumenical and denominational leadership. 
Statements have been made and actions determined at the broadest level of 
national and international affairs, where oikoumene is understood in terms 
of its original meaning of “the whole inhabited earth”, and while these may 
not impact greatly on actions at a local level, they do form an essential 
context in which further action is possible. In that regard, it is worthy of 
note that commitment to an ecological mission agenda covers a wide 
spectrum of what might be called the religious community.  
 
The World Council of Churches has had a significant role through its unit, 
Justice, Peace and the Integrity of Creation, and has contributed to the 
debate through a range of books and publications. In the same vein, in 2005 
the U.S. National Council of Churches stated: 
 

This is not a competing ‘program alternative’, one ‘issue’ among many. 
In this most critical moment in Earth’s history, we are convinced that 
the central moral imperative of our time is care for Earth as God’s 
creation…. We believe that caring for creation must undergird, and be 
entwined with, all other dimensions of our churches’ ministries. We 
are convinced that it is no longer acceptable to claim to be ‘church’ 
while continuing to perpetuate, or even permit, the abuse of Earth as 
God’s creation”.   

 
An “Evangelical Declaration on the Care of Creation” (Berry 2000, p.18) was 
formulated in 1994 by the Evangelical Environmental Network in the United 
States, and while it reflects a different theological orientation, its content is 
broadly similar to other such statements. The call to action includes the 
following: “We call upon Christians to listen to and work with all those who 
are concerned about the healing of creation, with an eagerness both to learn 
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from them and also to share with them our conviction that the God whom 
all people sense in creation (Acts 17:27) is known fully only in the Word 
made flesh in Christ the living God who made and sustains all things” 
(2000, p.21-22).  
 
There are other such documents and websites of course, and the most 
significant point to emerge is the degree of unanimity from across the 
theological spectrum.  
 
Ecumenical 
I have argued elsewhere that humankind is part of “the web of life”; that is, 
we are part of creation, not above and beyond it. In a similar way, it may be 
argued that Church members are not only part of their particular branch of 
the Christian Church, but members also of the Church as a whole, and of 
the wider community beyond the Church. Thus, in my research I found that 
there was overwhelming support for eco-mission to be exercised on an 
ecumenical basis. Lowry’s response was typical of many: “Ecumenical eco-
projects will make a stronger impact on the wider community, and give a 
broader base on which to work and witness….” Other responses argued that 
it would offer a more consistent response, provide a better flow of ideas, and 
that it would provide “a wonderful inclusivity in dealing with a global crisis.” 
But in several cases there was a degree of caution, with respondents 
thinking that it would be easier to avoid the issue, that it may result in more 
talk than action, or that ecumenism takes time. 
 
However, a number of points need to be made. First, it is clear from a range 
of Statements cited earlier that there is already a strong ecumenical 
approach at work at the highest level of Church administration, as in the 
case of Councils of Churches or world confessional bodies, and I would 
contend that this can only be helpful. At the local level, effective eco-mission 
is almost bound to have its roots in a particular congregation; but that does 
not mean that it must remain there. My argument is therefore that eco-
mission may be both specific and ecumenical at the same time.  
 
Two Australian innovations in 2011 are significant. First, the National 
Council of Churches in Australia has established the Eco-Mission Project 
group, and while it is yet very early in the process and there is no funding 
involved, the possibility exists for the development of a coherent framework 
for eco-mission in Australia. Second, in late November Queensland 
Churches Together agreed to the formation of a similar group at state level; 
again there is no funding, but these are steps in the right direction. 
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It is also worth mentioning that Prof Norman Habel has produced what he 
calls the Rainbow Covenant as a possible tool for the exercise of eco-
mission. In this approach each colour of the spectrum is associated with a 
biblical basis for earth care. 
 
Political Processes 
At a wider level, another area in which there was close to unanimity was 
support for the idea of engaging the political processes on behalf of the 
environment. Some respondents qualified their affirmation with observations 
such as any comment should be informed, the Church should be the 
conscience of the nation, and any views expressed must be balanced – all of 
which is fair comment. Dawn Wilson’s approach was that “saying things are 
political and none of our business is a ‘cop-out’ – an excuse for continuing 
‘as is’ while blaming the government.” Dr Chris Walker (2008) stated that 
such engagement with the political process “affirms God’s concern for the 
world and not just humans… The Church needs to speak with its own voice 
and perspective and avoid being seen as an ill informed lobby group.” 
 
Safeguard against Failure 
At the outset, and in spite of the sub-heading, there is no foolproof 
safeguard against failure. However, an important question that needs to be 
asked is why an eco-mission initiative might fail, or fail to take root, even 
with the availability of the best leadership or potential. It is clear that there 
is nothing automatic about well-equipped leadership leading to effective 
programs. 
 
In a study of cases of actual failure in spite of the best leadership I was able 
to identify a number of factors, including: 
 
 An apparent lack of interest in mission of any kind. 
 Unrealistic expectation of particular outcomes. 
 Failure to attract funding for a project. 
 “Gatekeepers” who are able to negate a project in spite of the wishes of 

a congregation. 
 
In addition there are what I call inhibitors of eco-mission, and these can be 
applied across three main categories – basic theology and approach to 
mission, perceptions and feelings, and practical issues. However, the best 
way forward is to focus on the positive approaches I have sought to outline 
in this paper.  
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Share your Story 
There is undoubted strength in shared stories, whether they are stories of 
success or failure. Every story helps to inspire others and to reduce the 
sense of isolation that can be so pervasive. But similarly, attempts that fail 
can also help us all to learn from mistakes or to seek together to clarify 
difficulties and hopefully find some solutions. The Uniting Green office is 
always on the lookout for stories.  
 
Conclusion 
In this paper I have not sought to deal with all the issues or to try to solve 
all the problems associated with the development of eco-mission in a local 
congregation. But I have tried to offer some thoughts about how groups may 
be able to begin as well as to offer some guidance about important 
dimensions of the journey. There are no easy solutions, and there will often 
be local obstacles that are hard to surmount. There is no guarantee that 
eco-mission will add substantial numbers to the congregation or add to the 
congregation’s income; rather, what is at stake here is faithfulness to the 
divine calling for us to share in the mission of Jesus Christ in this world. 
The knowledge that we are seeking to do that is reward enough; the bonus is 
the opportunity to reach out to local communities in some fresh ways. 
 
 
 


