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Introduction 

 

Come, be God’s carers of the earth! 

The earth is the LORD ’s, and everything in it. The world and all its people belong to him. 
(Psalm 24). (Ps. 24) 

 

 

SY'S AL WAT ONS HET 

Iewers klink die eggo 
Nog 'n skoot uit 'n geweer 

Iewers vlug daar diere 
En 'n groot boom val neer 

Iewers in die verte 
Word nog 'n stad gebou 
Iewers vaar 'n vragskip 

Oor die see se laaste blou 
 

En iewers onder alles 
Sug moeder aarde swaar 

 
Sy kyk oor haar skouer 

Sy tel nog 'n jaar 
Sy dink aan toe sy jonk was 

En mooi en sonder pyn 
Maar nou is dinge anders 
Sy voel die lewe verdwyn 

 
Sy vryf haar moeë bene 
Sy't 'n lang pad geloop 

Sy wonder oor haar kinders 
Dis haar heel laaste hoop 
Sy vou haar hande saam 
Soos 'n eensaam gebed 

O, wanneer gaan ons leer 
Sy's al wat ons het 

 
Moeder aarde draai haar om 
Uit die son se ergste brand 

En sy droom van digte woude 
En haar oë waai vol sand 
Sy soek na haar kinders 

Maar hul dans nou met musiek 
Langs duisend vuil riviere 
Langs berge van plastiek 

 
Refrein 

(Woorde en musiek: Nataniël) 
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Ons bely dat ons uitermate sondig deur mekaar 

en die aarde wat ons onderhou, 

daagliks onberekenbaar te beskadig en te vernietig 

deur wat ons doen en wat ons versuim om te doen. 

 

Skuld, ons dra skuld. 

Ons dra almal groot skuld. 

 

Wees ons genadig. 

Wees ons arme stommerike genadig! 

 

(Erkenning: MI(SA), Die Nuwe Verbond: Krog e.a.) 

 

We are stealing the future of our children and grandchildren with our indifferent attitude 
towards nature. Listen to teenage Swedish activist, Greta Thunberg, addressing world 
leaders about their responsibility towards the earth: https://youtu.be/M7dVF9xylaw  

 

What does the world around us look like? 

“If the current trend continues, there could be more plastic than fish (by weight) in the 
ocean by 2050.” (Source: The New Plastics Economy) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sixth Global Environmental 

Outlook: Africa region gives a clear overview of the planet’s, and specifically Africa’s, 

current condition. It is available for reading at 

https://www.unenvironment.org/regions/africa. 

On 20 March 2019, Die Burger ran a report on the above and briefly stated the following 

about: 

https://youtu.be/M7dVF9xylaw
https://www.unenvironment.org/regions/africa
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Employment Opportunities 

Nature conservation and ecology-based businesses are a massive source of employment 

opportunities. Currently, more money is being invested in renewable energy than in the 

fossil fuel sector. Solar power companies in Sub-Saharan Africa have seen a ten-fold 

increase in investments between 2013 and 2016.  

Pollution 

• In 2015, the deaths of 9 million children and young people could be linked directly 

to air pollution. 

• Land and water pollution, as well as a shortage of these resources, contribute to 

conflict and migration. 

Climate Change 

• leads to an increase in the number of climate refugees or migrants, which threatens 
countries’ stability and may lead to war. 

• contributes to environmental change. Climate change will continue to occur, even if 
no more greenhouse gases are released into the atmosphere. 

Economic Development 

Manufacturing and international trade contribute up to 30% of all greenhouse gases 
(CO2) that are being released into the atmosphere. 

Waste 

Electronic waste is fast becoming one of the world’s major waste streams. In 2016, 44,7 
metric tons of e-waste were generated worldwide. This is ascribed to the fact that 
electronics companies do not manufacture computers and cell phones to last “a lifetime”. 
What makes e-waste even more dangerous is that developed countries ‘export’ their e-
waste to developing countries. 

Chemicals 

The modern human being lives in a world where the production of chemicals occurs 
faster than the rate at which their impact on health and the environment can be 
determined.  

Biodiversity 

• The report points out that biodiversity is in crisis due to habitat destruction, climate 
change, direct exploitation, invasive species, and the use of herbicides and pesticides. 

• Marine fishery resources are being overexploited. 

• Increased temperatures are turning grasslands into desert.  

 

THE ‘CROWN OF CREATION’ BECOMES DESTROYER OF THE EARTH 

The anthropocentric (human-centric) approach to the relationship between humans and 
the earth has played a large role in environmental destruction. The Church’s theology of 
man as the culmination and heir of God’s creation has also led to carelessness and the 
ruthless overexploitation of earth’s natural resources. 
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In his book, Rus vir die Hele Aarde, Ernst Conradie asks what caused the current 
ecological catastrophe. He believes that, in addition to science, technology, industry and 
capitalism, the Christian religion might also be responsible.  

In the story of Genesis, man is created ‘in God’s image’ to ‘subject’ all of creation to 
himself and ‘rule over’ it. This gave man an excuse to exploit and destroy earth’s natural 
resources for personal gain. Throughout the ages, the focus on individual salvation in the 
Christian church and theology has created the impression that the rest of creation serves 
no purpose other than to promote the salvation of the individual. 1 

 

The ecological crisis of the twentieth century has brought us to a new Copernican 
revolution. It is time for us to acknowledge that humankind is not at the centre of 
creation. We are also not necessarily the “crown” of creation! Humans’ arrogance about 
their place in creation must make way for humility towards, and respect for, the earth. 
Plants and animals can continue and flourish without people, but without plants and 
animals and life-giving oxygen, the human species will cease to exist.2 

Alternative approaches to the ecology: 

The Eco-centric approach: Conservation at all costs. It does not take the socio-economic 
needs of people into account and is therefore not sustainable. 

The Ecologically Sustainable Socio-economic approach: This takes human needs into 
account, but with a continuous sensitivity towards ecological maintenance. Resources 
are utilised in a way that allows nature to restore them (e.g. marine resources, water, 
etc.). This is in line with our Constitution 1996. 

Section 24 of our Bill of Rights enshrines environmental rights, and reads as follows: 
Everyone has the right –  

a. to an environment that is not harmful to their health or well-being; and 

b. to have the environment protected, for the benefit of present and future 
generations, through reasonable legislative and other measures that 

i. prevent pollution and ecological degradation; 

ii. promote conservation; and 

iii. secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources 
while promoting justifiable economic and social development. 

 
1  Conradie E Rus vir die hele Aarde (Lux Verbi Cape Town 1996) 34, 35. 
2  Conradie Rus 44, 45. 
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What approach can we, as believers, follow that will hold us more accountable? 

• The earth belongs to God and is a gift to us. We cannot just sit and watch it being 
destroyed. Without the earth, there is no life left for us. Get informed about the crisis 
the earth is in. Make the people around you aware of pollution, waste and 
overexploitation of resources. 

• Live more simply. Live lightly, live sparingly, maintain an awareness of resources as 
precious gifts, and be thankful for fresh air and water. Do an eco-audit on yourself 
and your household to determine how you can live more lightly. Aim for a household 
that is zero waste or close to it. 

Reduce, reuse, recycle. Become an activist for recycling in your neighbourhood. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Stop buying thin plastic carrier bags at the till when shopping. Join others in 
petitioning the Department of Environmental Affairs to ban the use of 
single-use plastic carrier bags. It is a drop in the ocean, but at least it is 
something practical to start with. 

• Participate in campaigns within your community that are aimed at improving the 
environment. 
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For further information, see: 

• The eight-part Netflix series, Our Planet, in which Sir David Attenborough explores 
the unique wonders of the natural world, including instances where ecological 
restoration brought about great changes: https://www.imdb.com/title/tt9253866/ 

• Sir David Attenborough’s touching YouTube video about global warming: 
https://youtu.be/0ypaUH57MO4  

• Greta Thunberg’s urgent call to current leaders worldwide: 
https://youtu.be/M7dVF9xylaw 

• This talk by Yuval Noah Harari, leading thinker of our time, on three major 
challenges that face us today, including climate change: https://youtu.be/Qkg6dqztt-0 

• Arguments in favour of banning single-use plastic bags in South Africa: 
http://bit.ly/2J0XEjl 

 

Kobus Odendaal 

Witness Ministry 

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt9253866/
https://youtu.be/0ypaUH57MO4
https://youtu.be/M7dVF9xylaw
https://youtu.be/Qkg6dqztt-0
http://bit.ly/2J0XEjl
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Discussion 

 

i.i. How do we know that God cares for the earth? Where does humankind fit into God’s 

concern for the earth? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

i.ii. How do you feel about all the upsetting reports and statistics regarding global warming, 

pollution and the exhaustion of natural resources? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

i.iii. How can your behaviour make a difference to our global problems? 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

i.iv. Wake up and DO something for the earth: “From today, I am going to…” 

 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Is there hope for life on earth while humankind reigns? 

 

The way we as humans understand our relationship with the rest of our natural 
environment determines how we behave towards nature. In the history of the church 
one can broadly identify three models that indicate how we as humans understand our 
relationship with the rest of creation: 

• The dominion model  

• The stewardship model 

• The oikos model (oikos is the Greek word for “household”)  

Those who support the dominion model like to quote Gen. 1:26 and 28. The word, “rule” 
appears in both of these verses. According to this model, God created the earth and 
everything on it for the sake of humankind. The fact that humans were created last is 
seen as confirmation of this. Ps. 8 (especially verses 5-9) is also frequently used to 
support this view. It is verse 5 in particular (“You made him … and crowned him with 
glory and honour") that led to the idea that humans are the crown of creation. The 
purpose of creation is therefore to provide for the needs and desires of humans. And God 
gives man dominion over the rest of creation with a clear command: "rule over it and 
subject it". In this model man is at the centre.   

It is not difficult to see that this view is dangerous. With divine sanction humans receive 
a position and commission that allows them free reign. And it leaves the rest of creation 
at the mercy of humankind's choices and behaviour.  There is an extreme naivety to this 
model that gives it a devastating potential. It does not consider the context in Genesis and 
the rest of Scripture - especially not Gen. 3 that tells the tragic story of the "fall" of 
humankind. Humans rebel against God. Humankind, itself, wants to be God. 

The story of the Bible does not end with Gen. 2. Much later we read about a cross at 
Calvary - the symbol of what man does to God. This model does not take human sinfulness 
into account sufficiently.  

It is also not difficult to see that there is a clear link between this model and the current 
ecological and economic challenges we are facing. If we are capable of crucifying God, just 
imagine what we can do to the rest of creation! And just look at what we have already 
done – even in the name of God. 

Fortunately, there are also other ways to view the relationship between humans and the 
rest of creation. In the next chapter we talk about the stewardship model. 

Suggestion: 

Think about the following questions:    

• Can you see signs of the dominion model in your own life? This model is characterized 
by the following attitude: Everything in creation is there to satisfy my needs and give me 
pleasure. It is also apparent in the belief that human life is more important than all 
other forms of life. Do you see something of this in your own life?  

• How about the behaviour of people (also corporate organisations) around you? The 
battery chicken industry is an example of a corporate institution that is operated from 
this model. Can you think of others?  
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From ruler to servant 

A second model used by Christians to understand the relationship between humans and 
the rest of creation is the stewardship model.  

According to this model, the position and role of humans within creation are described by 
the term “steward”. God created humankind and appointed them to look after creation 
on behalf of, and in service to, God. This model emphasises the earthly origin of 
humankind in Gen. 2:7, and especially the divine commission in 2:15.   

According to verse 7, there is an intimate bond and interdependence between humans 
and the rest of creation. Verse 15 states that humans were placed in the Garden of Eden 
to “work it and take care of it” (NIV). God therefore gives humankind an active role as 
custodian of the earth.  

Like the dominion model, the stewardship model still puts humans at the centre of 
creation, but in this case, their task changes from “rule” to “look after”. Thus, everything 
in creation was not made for humans to rule over and use as they please; instead, man 
was created to take care of the rest of creation as its servant. 

This model clearly makes a major correction to the dominion model. In the latter, 
humankind and its needs is at the centre, as the crown of creation, free to do as they 
please. Everything was created for the sake of humankind. 

In the stewardship model, humankind is still at the centre, but with the purpose of 
serving the rest of creation. Creation does not exist for humankind, rather humankind 
exists for Creation.  

Officially most church traditions would probably identify themselves with the 
stewardship model. I think the same is true of the URC and DRC. However, whether most 
congregations and their individual members identify with this model, is another 
question. There is often a discrepancy between a church’s official decisions and its actual 
way of doing things. 

 

Suggestion: 

Consider and discuss the following questions: 

• Are you familiar with your church’s official decisions regarding the ecology? If 
not, find out and make sure that your congregation is also informed about it. Your 
church office or minister should be able to give you this information.  

• Where do you see practical stewardship toward creation:    

- in your own life and within your family; 

- in your congregation’s ministry; 

- and within the broader community? 
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Humankind as brother and sister to the rest of creation 

 

A third model that we can distinguish in the history of the church to describe human's 
relationship with the rest of creation, is the oikos (household) model. 

There is a large group of people in the church that are of the opinion that the previous 
two models are too dependent on some texts in the Bible that have been read and used 
out of context.  

They emphasise Gen. 2:7 with its account of the creation of man “from the dust of the 
ground” which highlights the fact that humankind is part of the rest of creation. This 
model corresponds with the stewardship model's emphasis on man's role as a servant, 
but not from a superior and elevated position. Humans are part of the great family of 
everything that God created. 

St Francis of Assisi is someone who understood this.  That is why he was able to refer to 
the sun and moon and other living creatures as brothers and sisters. His way of life was a 
testimony to his understanding that he was first and foremost a brother to the rest of 
creation. Pope Francis of the Roman Catholic Church's encyclical Laudato Si also reflects 
the sensitivities of this model. 

Because of their bond and interdependence with the rest of creation, humans have the 
responsibility to mirror God's love for all other creatures. Creation is God's one great 
household (oikos in Greek) in which every creature and element expresses God’s being in 
a unique way. In Jesus of Nazareth, God became a man to reconcile people with both their 
spiritual and earthly origins. And so, God saved humankind from the pride that causes us 
to live as if we are the centre and crown of creation. 

The dominion and stewardship models both emphasise the divine origin of man, while 
the oikos model places greater emphasis on the earthly origin of man. Humankind’s task 
on earth is not to rule and to subject, nor even to serve creation, but to learn what it 
means to be genuine loving humans. The beet’s task is to be a beet. The horse’s task is to 
be a horse. Similarly, it is the God given task of humans to be fully human within and as 
part of all the relationships of species and elements (ecology) in the one big household 
(oikos) of God. 

The difference between me as a human and the horse is that the horse cannot be 
anything other than a horse, whereas I (as a human being) have a choice. God created 
me with a freedom that the horse does not have – the freedom to say: “I am not satisfied 
with being human, I want to be God”. And the Bible, from Gen. 2 to Rev.22 tells the tragic 
story of the wrong choices of humankind, but also of the loving acts of God to redeem 
humans and the rest of creation from the consequences of these choices. 

 

Suggestion: 

• Reflect on the following statement: God did not become a human in Jesus of 
Nazareth to save your soul and ensure that you go to heaven. God became a human to 
save you from your inclination to want to be God and to teach you what it means to be 
authentically human; 

• Discuss this statement in your family, small group, ministry, church board etc.;  

• If someone lived God’s love towards all forms of life, what would their life look 
like?  
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• Take this opportunity to read about the life of St Francis on the internet by 

following this link: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis of Assisi.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis%20of%20Assisi
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2019 is a kairos year! 

 

We like good news – especially at the start of a new year. Unfortunately, this year began 
with bad news about climate change. According to the CSIR’s Prof Francois Engelbrecht, 
who also serves as a member of the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) and who is part of a group of scientists providing advice to our government, all 
evidence suggest that we are steering towards a crisis.  

Here in southern Africa, the average temperature is rising twice as fast as in the rest of 
the world. By the end of the century, we could be facing temperatures up to 8 degrees 
warmer than what we are used to. This means a drastic change in our current 
environment. The impact it will have on nature, agriculture and the economy are drastic.  

Climate change, and especially rising temperatures, is not the prediction of some 
prophets of doom; we are already experiencing it. There are still people who stubbornly 
refuse to accept that humans are largely responsible for global warming. According to 
Prof Engelbrecht, however, scientists are chiefly in agreement about this. Please watch 
the following two YouTube clips and listen to him on RSG’s Die kwik styg episodes of 18 
and 25 January 2019, available on RSG Potgooi: http://www.rsg.co.za/potgooi.asp; 
http://bit.ly/2ZdH0SA and  http://bit.ly/2UDcItB. 

The good news is that it is possible to limit the average rise in global temperature to 
1.5°C. This is one of the aims of the Paris Agreement (summary: http://bit.ly/2v7kv3H). 
Doing this will at least limit the impact of climate change to a manageable level. But (and 
it is an emphatic BUT), we need to implement drastic measures to cut down on 
carbon emissions, to phase them out completely, and to replace our current coal-based 
electricity generating system with solar power, hydropower, and other eco-friendly 
energy sources. According to Prof Engelbrecht, we only have until 2030 to achieve this – 
just eleven years!  

This truth turns the time we live in into kairos* time. The eleven years ahead call for 
urgent decision-making and action. It would be utterly irresponsible to continue with our 
lives as if there were no crisis looming.  

Of these eleven years, 2019 is the most important. Witness Ministry calls upon every 
individual member of the URC/DRC and upon every church council to make climate 
change a priority on their agenda. 

 

Suggestion: 

 

• Church ministers and secretaries, please ensure that climate change is put on the 
agenda of the church council and programmes of the congregation and members;  

• Ensure that you are well-informed about the scope and impact of climate change 
– e.g. listen to RSG programmes such as Die kwik styg and Omgewingspraatjies on 
RSG Potgooi (podcast); 

• Make practical decisions to address the challenges of climate change through your 
own everyday habits and through church projects/actions, e.g. reduce your use of 
fossil fuels by encouraging churchgoers to walk to church instead of driving.  

 

*  Kairos time is a God given window of opportunity.   

 

http://www.rsg.co.za/potgooi.asp
http://bit.ly/2ZdH0SA
http://bit.ly/2UDcItB
http://bit.ly/2v7kv3H
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Christmas is good news for endangered species 

 

It seems that God is saying, "The well-being of my creation is dependent upon and 
directly linked to the well-being of the most vulnerable and most endangered forms of 
life." 

God communicates this through the biological story of creation.  Everything in creation is 
interwoven and interdependent. Therefore, the threat to the "lowest" forms of life is also 
a threat to the more complex forms of life (like humankind). We therefore protect all life 
by looking after the well-being of the "weakest / most fragile" with love and compassion. 
And this, Jesus of Nazareth came to say, is exactly what God is doing. God protects and 
restores that which is being threatened for the sake of everyone and everything. God's 
love motivated God to become human and suffer in order to bring us resurrection. This 
resurrection is not only for humans, but for all forms of life that are threatened. 

God lies in a manger outside Bethlehem and later dies on a cross outside Jerusalem to 
open our eyes to see that he is present among us and in all of creation - especially in the 
vulnerable, suffering and endangered.  

Since the drafting of the Confession of Belhar in 1982 (37 years ago!), we as the Dutch 
Reformed Church family (and beyond) have had serious debates about the following 
wording: “God is, in a special way, the God of the destitute, the poor and the wronged…” 
The debate is not over yet. The debate was conducted solely within an anthropocentric 
paradigm. It is a paradigm which centres solely around humankind (anthropos). 

Political circumstances (in our own country as well as in the rest of the world) have 
forced us to listen anew to what the Bible says about the righteousness of God. Now the 
ecological challenges are forcing us to again seriously contemplate the righteousness of 
God. The critical nature of the ecological challenges makes this issue urgent and 
inescapable. The continued existence of life (including the life of humankind) hangs in 
the balance.  

Who is the “destitute, the poor and the wronged” that Belhar is referring to? The context 
within which Belhar was written and accepted was the need to restore the rights of the 
people in our country. Belhar thus had humans who are destitute, poor and wronged in 
mind.  

However, the ecological challenges of our time ask an urgent and legitimate question: Is it 
only humans who have rights? Does the new creation that God established in Jesus Christ 
only include humankind? 

Sally McFague writes: “Nature is, in our time, the new poor – oppressed, victimized, 
deteriorating, excluded – and deserves our solidarity in its vulnerability... The new creation 
is for all of creation, with special attention to those beings or aspects of it that are suffering 
or excluded.” (p 200-201). * 

The insistence on human rights and human dignity as something separate from the 
intrinsic dignity of all other forms of life is nothing other than a doomed pursuit of self-
interest. The best (and only) way in which humans can look after the interests of 
humankind (especially future generations) is through caring and protecting the weakest 
in the web of life.  

Through Jesus of Nazareth God tells us that the path to life (resurrection) is not upwards, 
but downwards (Phil.2). This message is not only meant for those humans among us who 
are destitute, poor and wronged, but also for the animals and plants that are on the list of 
endangered species. And, says Belhar, “... He calls His church to follow Him in this.”  
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A suggestion for Christmas: 

 

• Find out which species in your environment is being threatened with extinction. 
Here are web sites you can use: 

- https://wwf.to/2v0tO5A 

- http://bit.ly/2KH50KL 

- http://bit.ly/2Uv3Rdr 

• Or contact your nearest Nature Conservation Office for information. The South 
African National Biodiversity Institute (SANBI)’s website is: https://www.sanbi.org/. 

• See if you cannot use Christmas as an opportunity to become involved with the 
protection of an endangered species as a gift of caring;  

• You, as a congregation or family unit, can “adopt” a project aimed at supporting 
an endangered species and offer practical support in 2019.   

 

 

* The Body of God (1993): An Ecological Theology, Fortress Press: Minneapolis. 

 

 

 

https://wwf.to/2v0tO5A
http://bit.ly/2KH50KL
http://bit.ly/2Uv3Rdr
https://www.sanbi.org/
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Experiencing Holy Communion in the desert 

“Since once again, O Lord, in the steppes of Asia, I have no bread, no wine, no altar, I will 
raise myself above those symbols to the pure majesty of reality, and I will offer to you, I, 
your priest, upon the altar of the entire earth, the labour and the suffering of the world.  
Receive, O Lord, in its totality the Host which creation, drawn by your magnetism, 
presents to you at the dawn of a new day...” 

This is part of a prayer of Teilhard de Chardin* while he was studying rocks in the 
Chinese desert. He is far away from any church building and worship service. Still, he has 
an experience of communion; a communion beyond the communion itself. His research 
and study of rock formations in the desert serve as a worship service – a living meeting 
with the living God. He encounters Christ at the heart of matter. To him, Christ is the 
centre of all created things. Thus, he encounters Him in all created things. 

Every holy communion celebrated by a congregation is a confirmation of this truth. The 
purpose of the communion is to help us meet Jesus as Christ in everything we eat and 
drink – indeed, in all matter. In Jesus of Nazareth, God becomes human so that we may 
know that He is physically present among us. This means that I also (perhaps in the first 
place) encounter God in my own body; and then also in the body of every other human 
being; and also in the body of every other living creature and element of nature. The 
sacraments (sacrament: that which is holy) want to help us realise that ALL created 
things are holy in Christ.   

During Lent we see what we humans do to someone who takes this truth seriously and 
expresses it through His life. Jesus believes He is the beloved Son of God. He lives a life in 
which body (matter), and spirit are completely united. His body and spirit together serve 
Love. His entire ministry testifies to the fact that God is not only interested in the souls of 
people, but in their entire being (see all the accounts of healing and the resurrection of 
Jesus’ body). Also, that God is not only intent on saving/redeeming people, but all the 
cosmos/creation (2 Cor. 5:19). 

All congregations should help their members to experience communion with Jesus as 
Christ beyond the worship service, the sacraments and their personal religious practices. 
Members should be taught how to have communion with Jesus Christ in every aspect of 
their existence – outside the four walls of the church building. If congregations cannot do 
this, their members learn, at most, to be religious. And at its best religion is simply an 
appetiser and invitation to the real thing – the feast of/with the Lamb. 

Christians in the Celtic world bless one another with this moving prayer: 

May you see the face of Christ in everyone you meet 

and may everyone you meet, see the face of Christ in you. 

After the example of Teilhard de Chardin I would like to make this more inclusive: 

May you see the face of Christ in all created things 

and may all created things see His face in you. 

 

Suggestion: 

• What do you think your relationship with your own body would be if you could 
see the face of Jesus Christ in your own? If you could think of yourself as the physical 
expression of God’s love? 

• What do you think your relationship with water would be, if you could recognise 
Christ’s presence in it every time you use it? 
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• How would your relationship with everyone you meet be affected if you were 
conscious of the fact that you saw your God and Creator in their eyes? 

• What about your pets and all the plants in your garden? 

• Try this for at least one week: every time you look in the mirror, say to yourself, “I 
am the face of Christ.” We cannot see the face of Christ in others or in other places if 
we don’t see it in ourselves first. 

 

*   Teilhard de Chardin was a Catholic priest and paleontologist.  
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Easter is God’s good news for the whole of creation  

 

One could look at Easter and conclude that it is only about the salvation of humans. That 
everything God did through Jesus of Nazareth and which culminates on Easter Sunday, 
was only done for the sake of humankind. This conclusion is of course understandable. 
The story of the Bible is, after all, about God’s journey with humankind.    

To understand Easter correctly, however, it is imperative to see that God’s concern 
with mankind is part of a bigger story: God’s love story with His creation. God always 
and even primarily has the welfare and happiness of all creation in mind with everything 
God does (Joh. 3:16). God's dealings with humankind therefor are for the sake of the 
whole creation. Scripture says that the whole creation suffers as a result of man’s 
rebellion against God. In Rom. 8 Paul writes that creation, just like a pregnant woman 
excited about the birth of her child, expectantly looks forward to meeting humans who 
are children of God. Creation looks forward to when God will make humans new because 
it has been subjected to great suffering at the hands of humankind. Mankind’s yearning 
for liberation, he says, is the same as creation’s yearning for liberation.  

Easter is therefore meant to be good news for all of creation. Jesus’ life and death are not 
God’s evacuation plan for humankind. Easter is not an insurance policy for humans; it is 
God’s act of love for the sake of all of creation. It stands in service of God’s “Look, I make 
EVERYTHING new”-programme (Rev. 21:5). The truth of this is revealed to everyone 
who comes to believe in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:17).  

God’s intention with the creation of humans was that humankind should be GOOD NEWS 
to the rest of creation. Alas, history tells a different story. Precisely because humankind 
has voluntarily chosen – and keep doing so - to live as if we were the centre of everything 
and as if creation was made to satisfy our human desires, it was necessary for God to 
redeem humankind. God had to transform us again into good news for creation by 
freeing us from our conviction and attitude that creation is there just for our sake. 

It is this belief that is fundamentally responsible for the fact that we see everything (even 
one another!) as commodities we can consume. How tragic that Christianity can be 
associated with the abuse and destruction of earth's natural resources and 
biodiversity. The lifestyle of the “heathen” we converted with such vigour has 
consistently been better news for the environment than our own. We have a lot to 
confess! We have maintained a lifestyle that elevates humankind to the main beneficiary 
of God’s love, despite and despite Jesus’ clear teaching and example: I came not to be 
served, but to SERVE.  

Perhaps we should think about Jesus’ life, death and resurrection more as a healing plan 
rather than a rescue plan. In the person of Jesus of Nazareth, the whole of humankind 
dies and enters the grave on Good Friday. We need death, because our self-centredness 
(everything revolves around me/us) must die for us to be resurrected as servants of God 
and of all God’s creatures. Jesus of Nazareth’s story is the story of a restored humankind 
with the crucifixion as climax. People who have been healed have abandoned their 
thrones to become servants. They are no longer on the path leading upwards, but on the 
path leading downwards (Phil. 2). People like these are good news to creation and give 
God joy. They receive the gift of the resurrection. 

 

 

 

Suggestion: 
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Contemplate the following: 

• Our relationship with the rest of nature (excluding humankind) is a good 
barometer for whether we understand the events of Easter weekend correctly; 

• How does the following statement  make you feel: Jesus saves me for the sake of the 
earth; not so that I can be sure of a place in heaven;  

• What is the difference between saving water for the survival of humankind and 
saving water for nature’s sake? When is saving water selfish and when is it not?  

• Follow this link to see a few suggestions on how you can save water (made 
available by the Western Cape government): http://bit.ly/2IolZiO.  

 

 

http://bit.ly/2IolZiO
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Ascension is about earth, not about heaven 

Jesus’ ascension is part of God’s mission to earth. In Jesus Christ and through the Holy 
Spirit, heaven and earth are one reality. In fact, Jesus does not leave earth to go to heaven. 
He merely “leaves” the limited state of an individual’s human body, that of Jesus of 
Nazareth, in order to be omnipresent – in everything and everyone – through the 
indwelling of God’s Spirit, as has been the case since the beginning.  

Therefore, Jesus sends his disciples into the world when he is “taken up” and disappears 
from their sight (Acts 1: 8,9). Their calling lies “in Jerusalem…and to the ends of the earth”, 
not in a dreamy longing for heaven. Our calling is not to prepare souls for heaven but to 
live surrendered to God, and to work with God in order to achieve peace (heaven) on 
earth. Whoever works for peace on this side of death, will have peace on the other side of 
it as well.  

As Spirit-filled disciples of Jesus we are also sent into the world to be peacemakers 
wherever we live and work. Peace on earth is less the absence of conflict as the presence 
of love (justice and righteousness) towards EVERYTHING God created – therefore, also 
towards humankind. This peace includes not only those who already exist, but also those 
who are still to come. What does the future look like for those who are still babies and 
those who are yet to be born? Will they still have an earth to live on? 

Eco-journalist David Wallace-Wells’ article in New York Magazine 
(https://nyti.ms/2GNJVJ0)  gives an answer to this question. It is increasingly possible 
that the temperature of earth’s atmosphere could reach a point where human life 
becomes impossible. If we cannot limit the process of global warming to a manageable 
level, we will literally boil to death. And air conditioners will not save us!  

Some scientists reckon this possibility is so great that no measures to reduce gas 
emissions generated by human activity will be able to prevent it any longer. The process 
has gone too far and gained a momentum of its own. We will have to do a lot more. This 
kind of news can easily make us feel powerless. Yet we are not powerless at all. If each of 
us does his/her part, we can make an enormous difference. After all, it is our everyday 
behaviour that helped create the world we currently live in, and it will also help 
determine what kind of world our children and grandchildren inherit. This is really a test 
of how much we care for both our descendants and our obedience to Jesus’ 
commandment to love. 

 

We can, for example, do the following: 

• Firstly, admit that we have a crisis on our hands; 

• Secondly, we should adjust our lifestyle to acknowledge this truth. Increasing levels 
of carbon dioxide in the earth’s atmosphere is the main (though not the only) 
factor affecting earth’s temperature. Judging from people’s travelling habits (by 
car or plane), it does not seem as if this fact has yet made any significant impact 
on most of us; 

• Live with less. This website gives a bit of background on what a simple lifestyle 
looked like in the past: http://bit.ly/2Ip5W47.  The following contains five stories 
of people who chose to adopt a simpler lifestyle: http://bit.ly/2KGkf6.   

 

https://nyti.ms/2GNJVJ0
http://bit.ly/2Ip5W47
http://bit.ly/2KGkf6v
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Nature conservation is also the work of the Spirit  

 

“Behold, I am making all things new,” says God (Rev. 21:5). God does not say that God is 
making humankind new, but that God is making ALL THINGS new. When God makes 
humankind new, God includes us in this universal act of renewal.  

One of the areas where we can act as agents of renewal in God's service is to help Nature 
Conservation with the tremendous challenge posed by alien vegetation.  Human activity 
has contributed to the presence of many alien plants in our country. These disturb and 
even threaten indigenous vegetation and biodiversity. It is also a major challenge for 
water security and the management of our country's water resources. The management 
of alien vegetation is well regulated by legislation and guidelines. The following website 
gives very helpful advice about this: http://bit.ly/2VQnFEG. 

I can testify first-hand how important this issue is. We have a fountain (situated against 
Ontongskop, close to Tulbagh Station) that provides water to a significant part of the 
households in our community. This fountain was put under a lot of pressure as a result of 
the drought in the Western Cape – at times it was so bad that people’s water supply was 
completely interrupted.  

This situation is worsened by alien vegetation. The fountain and surrounding area are 
covered with trees and plants that do not belong in our environment. Years of neglect 
allowed these plants to become bigger and to spread. It needs water, just like people do, 
and now competes with our community for the fountain water.  

To get rid of it now can cost a lot of work and money; something that could have been 
prevented. In our case the alien vegetation is probably the primary cause of our water 
problems.  

It is important for the management of our water resources that we pay attention to alien 
vegetation; firstly, on our own property (no matter how big or small it is) and especially 
in conservation areas.  

 

Suggestions: 

• Use the document and the other links in the abovementioned web address to 
inform yourself on the challenges and legislation surrounding alien vegetation. Also 
contribute to this project by adding pictures to the document. Most of us carry 
cameras in our pockets;  

• Involve Nature Conservation in your congregation’s eco-ministry. They know the 
challenges and legislation and can provide guidance on what constitutes appropriate 
behaviour on private property;  

• Members of the congregation can make themselves available to assist Nature 
Conservation with the management of this problem in nature conservation areas;  

• Visit this website of Cape Nature to find out more about alien vegetation: 
http://bit.ly/2V2zBGy.  

 

http://bit.ly/2VQnFEG
http://bit.ly/2V2zBGy
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In God’s kingdom small is BIG 

Christmas is not primarily about the salvation of humankind. It is about “peace on earth” 
(Luke. 2:14).  This of cause includes the salvation of humans.  

Perhaps it is time to consider giving small Christmas gifts to mother Nature. In fact, this is 
not optional, it is essential! Global warming is a fact. Its destructive effects on natural 
cycles and on the continued existence of the poor of earth (including humans), is also a 
fact. Take time to read a simplified version of scientific findings on this published in the 
latest IPCC report: http://bit.ly/2Z33AwW.  

Largescale interventions and sacrifices are needed to save us from a massive disaster, the 
kind of interventions and sacrifices that can only be done/made by governments. Our 
own government, for example, must stop using coal to generate electricity. The report 
foresees that we only have 11 years to do what is necessary to prevent earth’s average 
temperature from increasing by more than 2⁰C. However, sitting and waiting for 
governments to gather enough political will is not very productive. Moreover, such an 
attitude will make us accomplices in the manmade catastrophe that will occur if the world’s 
governments do not do what is urgently needed.   

The contribution of humankind to the looming crisis is the result of too little love – God’s 
kind of love. The love that nurtures all of creation. The love that cares for the weakest and 
most vulnerable in creation, for the sake of the greater good. At Christmas, we as 
Christians once more gather around the manger in Bethlehem to witness how the 
Greatest in creation becomes a Servant for the sake of “peace on earth”. 

If there was one being capable of doing something great in order to right what had gone 
wrong on earth, it was God – the Creator. Yet God chooses to take the form of a baby, 
born in a stable outside of a small town as part of a small nation. Everything about God 
taking the form of a human is small. This was also the hallmark of the rest of God's life as 
Jesus. Even in Gethsemane, He chooses not to use Peter or the legion of angels at His call; 
instead, he faces the struggle, which will eventually cost Him His life, alone.  

Nothing about Jesus’ birth or death impressed the crowds. Yet His life, with its small 
beginnings and tragic (unimpressive) death, had a GREAT outcome – the triumph of life, 
the resurrection! The Father/Mother and Spirit came to the aid of the Son, because the 
Son out of love sacrificed Himself. 

Perhaps Alice Walker is correct when she says: 

 “Helped are those who find the courage to do at least one small thing each day to help 
the existence of another – plant, animal, river, human being. They shall be joined by a 
multitude of the timid.” * 

 

Suggestion: 

• Get creative with Christmas presents (if you still observe the tradition). This time, 
give “small” gifts to vulnerable places or life forms in your environment – as Alice 
Walker suggests; 

• Identify vulnerable places or life forms close to you and do “one small thing” to 
support life there; 

• Involve the children. Let them choose what they would like to give, e.g. watering 
the garden, cleaning pets’ cages, grooming the cat or dog, delivering a food parcel 
to the local SPCA, etc. 

http://bit.ly/2Z33AwW
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• Keep your Christmas gatherings simple and filled with love, in the style of Jesus’ 
birth. 

 

* “The Gospel According to Shug,” The Temple of My Familiar (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1989) 
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Caring for the poor requires caring for the environment  

 

Olive trees grow to be very old. Alice Grey tells of one in Palestine (the Tree of the Badawi) 
that is more than 5000 years old. Every year two thirds of this tree’s exceptionally large 
harvest are handed out to the poor people in Palestine as a symbol of solidarity and 
goodwill towards the community and to ensure a good harvest for the next year. This 
tree is a symbol of hope and strength for the people of the area.   

Steve de Gruchy uses the olive as a symbol for a theology that ensures that caring for the 
poor (economy) and caring for the environment (ecology) is understood and practiced as 
one single act of caring. He points out that there are people who handle these two care-
ministries as if they are oppositional towards each other. This is a great pity. Both the 
economy and the ecology are concerned about the ONE home/household of God that 
everything on earth is a part of.   

The economy deals with the rules for the organising of this household. The ecology, on the 
other hand, studies the relationship between the elements in this household and how 
they are integrated. There is an inseparable connection between the economy and 
ecology of the earth as well as that of our individual households. Ecology studies the 
environment that God created for us to live in. This environment provides resources and 
the space within which we can live. The resources and the space has incredible potential, 
but it is not unlimited. The environment has limits and therefor also sets boundaries. And 
it is within these boundries that we as human beings must live.  The rules according to 
which we do this (economy) must agree with the potential and the boundaries/limits of 
the environment. If we deny or ignore these limitations we will damage the environment 
and destroy our home’s ability to house us and care for us.  

And this is exactly what we have done and are still doing. Our current economic system 
(with its focus on growth), causes us to exhaust our household’s resources at such a fast 
rate that it cannot recover. That is why we have an ecological crisis.  And the people who 
suffer most in the midst of this crisis are the poor. That is why our care-ministry to the 
poor should also include caring for the environment. The alleviation of poverty, as well as 
the obliteration thereof, is only possible in a healthy ecological environment. When 
someone is infected with TB because of an unhealthy environment, it doesn’t really help 
to treat that person with medication unless the environment that caused the TB is also 
treated. In the same way our efforts to grow the economy do not help at all if those very 
efforts undermine the capacity of the environment (our home) to care for us.  

Our ecclesiastical involvement in poverty alleviation must therefore also include a care- 
ministry for the environment. 

 

Contemplate or discuss the following questions: 

• Is the environment part of your congregation’s care-ministry?  
• As part of the development of an integrated care-ministry for the congregation 

organize a conference on the link between economy and ecology; 
• Plant a few olive trees as an act of hope and love towards the environment and 

future generations; make sure they are well cared for. 
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Humankind’s destructive inclination can be healed by God 

 

It is important to address the core (cause) of a problem, otherwise the problem will only 
repeat itself. Small problems might be left to repeat themselves without the danger of 
causing more than annoyance. If, however we treat a life-threatening problem as if it is 
only an annoyance, we are simply irresponsible. 

There are numerous ecological problems/challenges. Climate change is one of them. It is 
a problem with immense impact and far-reaching effects – life-threatening effects! It is a 
critical problem, because it is the cause of many other problems.  

What is at the core/heart of climate change? 

Climate change has a two-fold cause: 

• Earth is part of our solar system, in which the sun dominates, and the sun is 
dynamic, with fluctuating temperatures. According to scientists, the sun takes 11 
years to range between its minimum and maximum temperatures. The more active 
the sun is, the warmer it and the whole solar system, including the earth, becomes. 
Earth’s temperatures are therefore influenced by those of the sun. This, in turn, 
affects our climate patterns. This cause is beyond our control; we must simply accept 
it. 

• The overwhelming majority of scientists agree that humans are the other factor 
causing a change in earth’s climate. The lifestyles of humans (especially since the 
Industrial Revolution), combined with the sun’s dynamic to increase the 
temperatures of Earth’s atmosphere to a degree that threatens all forms of life as we 
know it – our own of cause included. This is a cause we can, and must, do something 
about. How urgent is it? Some scientists reckon it is already too late to reverse the 
process of global warming. 

We are confronted with a simple fact: people’s lifestyles are a threat to all lifeforms on 
Earth, including our own! This is in direct opposition to the Creator’s intention. In Gen. 
2:15 we read: “The LORD God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it 
and take care of it.” God’s purpose for humankind was that he/she would cherish life and 
protect it. The story of humankind is tragic: we have become the opposite of what we 
are meant to be. 

What is at the core/heart of the problem humanity has become? Why did we turn into 
destroyers of life? We have moved God from the centre and replaced Him with ourselves. 
We have learned to think and live as if everything on earth exists for the sake of humans 
and their enjoyment. Thus, we changed from “custodians” into “plunderers”. This is part 
of the core/heart of the problem of climate change! 

Can humanity be restored as “custodians”? Yes, thank God! This is what the Bible is all 
about. In Jesus Christ, God restores us. His disciples stop vying for position and status, 
and learn to wash feet, instead. They no longer seek to be served, but to serve – even if it 
costs them their lives. The solution is simple: we must get out of the centre. This solution, 
however, is not easy. It costs us our lives. And it is the truth Jesus Christ reveals to every 
disciple when He says: “Whoever tries to keep their life will lose it…” Fortunately, He adds 
the following promise: “…whoever loses their life will preserve it” (Luke 17:33). Herein 
lies the radicality of Christ’s message: you can only cherish and protect life if you 
yourself is willing to die. 

The recent drought in the Western Cape (and other parts of the world) not only calls on 
us to respect and save water; it asks each of us: “Are you willing to die for life’s sake?” 



 

30 
 

Suggestions: 

Congregations: Make sure that the entire ministry of the congregation cultivates a 
lifestyle of “dying”.   

Personal:  

• Accept the fact that your lifestyle influences climate change and that every selfish or 
careless act makes the problem worse. “I must change!” 

• Make a conscious decision to learn from Jesus Christ to die for life’s sake; 

• Choose to live as simply as possible. Make “necessary and enough” your creed. 
Follow this link to see how you can develop a simpler, happier lifestyle: 
https://za.pinterest.com/explore/minimalist-lifestyle/; 

• Get rid of habits that endanger and end life; develop habits that cherish and protect 
all forms of life; 

• Make this choice practical: give the things you do not need, to those who need them; 
walk more and drive less; plant trees and nurture them, etc. 

 

https://za.pinterest.com/explore/minimalist-lifestyle/
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Climate change is not a common cold – it is a heart attack  

 

Kairos time is crisis time. It is a time for the announcement of an emergency. It is a time 
that is charged with urgency. It is not a time for talking, but a time for DOING. It is a 
decisive time.  Our behaviour in kairos times influences the future more intensely and 
more decisively than other times. 

Climate scientists have been warning us for a long time about the impact that the lifestyle 
of humankind has on the climate. Every year they discover that their predictions have 
been too conservative. The speed of climate change is faster than they expected and the 
impact of it on the environment is also drastically bigger than they initially calculated. 
That is why they are now seriously warning that we only have until 2030 to maybe 
succeed in limiting global warming to 1.5°C. But in order to do so we must do the right 
things on a big scale and in large numbers. We simply must make our carbon footprint 
smaller – drastically smaller! We must! 

The Christian faith community, who live with the good news that God created everything 
(Gen. 1 and 2), maintains it (Ps. 104:27-28) and saves it (Joh. 3:16) out of love, are also 
sent to visibly live this gospel as alternative to our consumer culture. We must set an 
example in this world. And the example starts with our leaders.  

My observation, however, is that the ecology and the ecological issues are not at the 
centre of our ecclesiastical life. Other issues dominate our agendas. At best, ecology gets 
attention only when it now and then enters our line of vision as an unavoidable red light 
which captures our attention for a moment. We identify things like human dignity, being 
missional congregations, early childhood development, Reformed spirituality, planting 
churches, etc. (which are all deserving issues in their own right) and focus our attention, 
energy and resources on them. And ecology? Climate change? The impact thereof? Most 
of the time the church does not make the mistake of being busy with unimportant things, 
but it makes a big mistake when it cannot discern what should be a priority at a specific 
time (kairos).  

We may be giving attention to the ecology at special conferences (which occur 
infrequently and are not well attended), in academic training and in synodal meetings 
and commissions, but in congregations (where it should be in the centre of 
congregational ministry) it is mostly not visible and completely off the radar. Or, at most, 
it gets attention on the side lines.  

Will a doctor that is operating on a patient’s leg calmly continue if his patient suddenly 
has a heart attack? Or will he leave the leg and focus all his attention on the patient’s 
heart? What good is a leg without a living body? Climate change is not a cold – it is a 
heart attack. It threatens life on earth – human life as well.  

If you have not already done so, please listen to the sixteen-year-old Greta Thunberg at 
http://bit.ly/2Pe4Sry before reading further. 

 

Suggestion: 

• First, let us agree that climate change is a life-threatening and urgent crisis; 

• Let’s also agree that Christ, the head of creation and the church (Col. 1:15-20) 
calls on us to give this our urgent attention;  

• Then the leadership of our church need to set an example by treating this issue as 
urgent;  

http://bit.ly/2Pe4Sry%20
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• The moderatures need to make sure that the DRC/URC establishes how big our 
church’s carbon footprint is. Ask the administrators of the churches to do a combined 
carbon audit for the church. There are many guidelines/aids available on the internet 
to assist with this. SAFCEI can also give practical support. Visit http://bit.ly/2Gg1JfS; 

• Establish clear carbon saving goals for synodical structures and officials. 
Implement and monitor it; 

• Make available the resources necessary to fund and implement this initiative; 

• Do it all with urgency and with thorough communication and reporting via the 
church media;  

• Congregations shouldn’t wait on synodical leadership; Do your own audit if you 
are ready for it.  

 

http://bit.ly/2Gg1JfS%20
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Everything in creation is a small expression of the Word 

 

The apostle John teaches us to see Jesus Christ as the Word of God (John 1). As Word 
Jesus is the expression of the fullness of God. Everything in heaven and on earth was 
created in Him and through Him. The Word becomes visible (as matter) in creation as a 
whole, and in each individual creature. Every created thing is an expression of God who 
is Love and Goodness. 

Therefore Bonaventure (a thirteenth-century Franciscan theologian) refers to Jesus as 
the Great Word who expresses God as Love and Goodness. And because all created 
things exist in the Word and serves as an expression thereof, we may consider every 
creature as a small edition of the Word. I therefore do not only encounter the Word in the 
human person, Jesus of Nazareth, but in all created things. 

It follows then that the Word comes in as many shapes as those already in existence and 
those still to come. Because every created thing is a small Word, I encounter the Word in 
every created thing (all matter). In the human form of Jesus of Nazareth however, the 
Word is particularly expressed in order to reconcile all creation with God and with one 
another. Jesus restores and heals all the relationships in creation, not only the human-
God relationship (2 Cor. 5). God’s redemption in Jesus of Nazareth is all inclusive. 

Believing in Jesus of Nazareth as the Son of God who saves us from our sins is not 
enough. If that is all we believe, our faith is thin and frail. It remains individualistic and 
private, concerned only with what we and the church consider to be sin. In Jesus of 
Nazareth God shows us a completely reconciled human life. It is a life that acknowledges 
the fundamental truth of creation, namely that God is the origin and centre of all things. 
Everything that exists comes from God and returns to God. For this reason, Paul can say: 
“For in him we live and move and have our being.” He also concedes that the “pagan” 
poet, Aratus, is correct in saying that we also are “[God’s] offspring” (Acts 17:28). 
Although this is especially true of humankind, it is not true only of us. If all we can and 
cannot see are small Words of the Great Word, and if the Great Word expresses God's 
Love and Goodness, then everything has its origin in God and is therefore part of God’s 
“offspring”.  

The implications of this for humankind – especially for those who believe in Jesus of 
Nazareth as the Christ – are MAJOR. It means that the Word of God not only looks at us 
through Jesus’ eyes, or through the eyes of fellow believers, but through ALL eyes. It 
means that the Word not only speaks with Jesus’ voice or with the voice of fellow 
believers, but with ALL voices. And then, the Word not only appeared in the shape of 
Jesus of Nazareth but appears in EVERYBODY/organism ever created. We encounter God 
EVERYWHERE and in EVERYTHING. All of Creation is therefore holy. 

A personal relationship with Jesus the Christ opens our eyes to this truth. It also restores 
our ability to regard the world around us with amazement and childlike wonder, and to 
join children giving all glory to God (Ps. 8). 

Suggestion: 

• Purposefully and consciously try to perceive everything (yourself included!) as an 
expression of the Word. Do it with everything you eat. Also remember your pets. 
And what about those people, animals, plants/trees, and bugs that you despise? 
Acknowledge that each one is an expression of God.  
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• Go out into nature in the company of young children. Resist the temptation to 
teach them. Encourage them to investigate creation and explore it with curiosity. 
Then follow their example and share in their excitement and wonder. 
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This is how we shrink mountains of waste  

 

Many years ago, Koos du Plessis was already burdened by the suffocating problem that is 
waste/garbage. In his song "Spore op die maan (Footsteps on the moon)" he sings about 
the growing mountains of waste around our towns. (CD: Herbergier) 

Household waste is one of the many headaches municipalities must deal with. They 
spend millions to establish and manage landfills and to pick up waste that come from 
households. Landfills are mostly a wound in the earth that keeps getting infected and 
oozing pus. That is why efforts are being made worldwide to develop technology that will 
make the processing of waste easier and cleaner. However, the obvious priority should be 
that we address the problem at its origin, namely in our homes.  After all, household 
waste comes from homes!   

What can we do to at least alleviate this problem? Each of us can make sure that our 
household produces as little waste as possible. It is amazing how much we can do in this 
regard and how big an effect this can have. Before our family started recycling, we 
produced at least one full black garbage bag per week to load onto the garbage truck. 
Now we only produce half a bag every two months. The pressure we put on the 
municipality’s landfill has decreased with 94%.  

Recycling makes a huge difference. If you remove the glass, plastic, paper/cardboard 
and tin from your household waste, the contents of your garbage bag decrease drastically. 
Place these items in separate containers and make sure that it reaches a recycling facility 
if your municipality does not do recycling. 

By making compost you ensure that organic materials from your kitchen do not end up 
in the garbage bag any longer. There are many good ideas on the internet about the 
making of compost: (http://bit.ly/2G1KNtr). An alternative for having your own compost 
heap is a worm farm. All the waste from fresh products in the kitchen is fed to the earth 
worms who then turn it into good, fine compost within three to four months. Not only 
does this make the garbage bag lighter, it also supplies compost and even liquid food for 
plants in and around the house. This again relieves the pressure on the gardening 
account. Read about this: http://bit.ly/2Ubusre. 

However, one cannot feed everything for earthworms. Cooked food and citrus, for 
example, are not good for worms. Bokashi is another way to make compost. One can 
throw almost anything in the bokashi container, and the material is quickly ready to use 
in the soil. Bokashi, like a worm farm, also provides a liquid "tea" that can be used as a 
food for the plants. For more information on this, visit www.probio.co.za. 

After all the glass, paper/cardboard, tin and plastic have been sorted to recycling and the 
organic waste has been fed to the worms or bokashi, there isn’t a lot left for the garbage 
truck to collect. And this is how we shrink the mountains of garbage that Koos sings 
about. 

 

Suggestion: 

• As family or congregation watch the following video: http://bit.ly/2IAAW0E;  

• As family do an inspection of your household’s garbage bags. What do your 
garbage bags say about your lifestyle?   

http://bit.ly/2G1KNtr
http://bit.ly/2Ubusre
http://www.probio.co.za/
http://bit.ly/2IAAW0E
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• Arrange for a visit to your local dumping site by your congregation as part of an 
awareness campaign. Discuss your observations and feelings afterward. What did 
you see, smell, feel and learn?  

• What can you and your congregation do to reduce the burden on your local waste 
disposal facility? 

• Your congregation can start a recycling programme for the benefit of your 
environment. Partner with a local recycling business. You can also start a recycling 
programme for young children. For a manual on how to develop a programme like 
this, visit this website: http://bit.ly/2KJGecT.  

    

 

http://bit.ly/2KJGecT
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We eat and drink and breathe plastic 

 

Somewhere in the 1990's we had a clean-up campaign with the children of the URC in 
Darling. We filled a mountain of bags with rubbish from the town streets and local vlei. 
We contacted an expert at the University of Stellenbosch for information on the damaging 
effects of rubbish (especially plastic) on the environment, so that we could make the 
congregation aware of it. To our surprise, his response was that rubbish does not 
actually harm the environment. This was roughly 20 years ago. 

Today we know that rubbish has an incredibly negative effect on the environment – 

especially plastic, which is made from fossil fuels. The truth is, plastic is everywhere, even 

inside our bodies!  

Today I was shocked to realise that our family eats plastic every day, in spite of the fact that 

we are vegetarians and therefor careful eaters. Recent studies done in Spain, England, China, 

France and the USA all say the same thing: Salt extracted from the sea contains traces of 

plastic! In a worldwide study of tap water, 83% of the specimens tested positive for plastic. 

Another study found that even fountain water was polluted with plastic. A study done in 

Paris also found tons of plastic “raining down” on the city. For more information, look at the 

link and attachments: https://bit.ly/2wDG9y1 

For this reason, scientists increasingly use the word “ubiquitous” (present everywhere) when 

they refer to plastic. Our whole environment is polluted with plastic. We eat, drink and 

breathe. Unfortunately, scientist do not yet know what the long-term effects will be on 

human health. More research is needed, and research is not without challenges. In the USA, 

for example, research is complicated by the fact that 95% of the population already has 

traces of plastic in their urine. It is therefore difficult to find people without any plastic in 

their bodies to serve as a control group for studies.  

These findings should teach us humility. It was not the intention of plastic manufacturers to 

pollute the earth, and yet it happened. One of the reasons for this is our utterly careless 

attitude and ignorant use of plastic. Only 30% of plastic produced worldwide is recycled. The 

rest ends up in landfills, rivers, the ocean, and on land.  

Now I understand why some countries consider pollution a criminal offence. 

Suggestions: 

• Let’s become plastic conscious; 

• Do not use single-use plastic bags for shopping – make your own bags from 
organic materials or use paper bags. See the link for ideas: 
http://bit.ly/2KLAMpT; 

• Do your shopping with the intention of keeping your plastic consumption as low 
as possible. For example, ask the store management not to pre-pack fresh fruit 
and vegetables in plastic; 

• Make sure that all plastic products and packaging are recycled; 

https://bit.ly/2wDG9y1
http://bit.ly/2KLAMpT
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• Let’s keep our environment free of plastic. Keep a bag/container handy for any 
plastic we might find along our way; 

• Start a campaign or join one to create awareness in your community and teach 
people to treat rubbish (especially plastic) responsibly: 
(https://binged.it/2peEHxQ); 

• Check that your local municipality has proper recycling programmes in place. 

 

https://binged.it/2peEHxQ
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Say ‘no’ for plastic straws  

 

Every year humanity produces 2.12 billion ton of solid waste (one ton is roughly 
1 016kg). If we were to load this waste on trucks, bumper to bumper, it would span the 
earth 24 times. Roughly this is 306 144km – 218 times from Cape Town to Johannesburg 
via the N1.  

Part of the reason for so much waste is that 99% of everything we buy is thrown away 
within the first 6 months. We cannot keep up with the processing of all this waste. So 
much of it ends up in our rivers and in the ocean, causing big problems for the 
environment.   

As a case in point: Humanity uses 500 million plastic straws per day. These straws pose a 
great threat to the lives of animals living in the rivers and oceans, because they 
mistakenly see it as food.  And when we eat animals that consumed plastic, we also ingest 
the toxins of the plastic. One of these straws ended up in a sea turtle’s nose. Please note 
that this video is upsetting but has a good ending: http://bit.ly/2Gibz0J.  

 

What can we do? 

• Buy less; 

• Spend less time in shops and more time in nature;  

• Throw less things away; reuse/recycle everything you can;  

• Stop using plastic straws. 

 

http://bit.ly/2Gibz0J.
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Alien vegetation and waste: congregations can help 

 

During an Ecology Task Team-meeting next to the Klip River, a tributary of the Klein Berg 
River running through Tulbagh, we had the following two sessions: 

The first was with members of Waterval’s Nature Conservation Team. They specifically 
discussed the challenges they face with alien vegetation and pollution in the Klein Berg 
River system. They, together with private owners and the municipality, are responsible 
for the cleaning and care of this river network. We learned the following: 

• The care of our rivers is of critical importance in a water scarce country like ours, 
in order to secure a sustainable water supply; 

• The challenges Nature Conservation currently face make it impossible for them to 
take care of the river systems on their own; 

• Partnerships are required to carry out this task effectively. Such partnerships 
already exist between Nature Conservation, other state departments and 
municipalities; 

• While religious communities do not really form part of this, they can still make a 
HUGE difference; 

• Nature Conservation, among other things, currently faces two challenges with 
regards to getting rid of alien vegetation: 1) a lack of funds and 2) a shortage of hands.  

Religious communities can help with both above. 

Our meeting concluded with a visit to the Klip River. Roderick from Nature Conservation 
opened our eyes – nothing but alien plants as far as the eye could see, both up- and 
downriver! 

Our second meeting was with the Senior Superintendent of Witzenberg Municipality’s 
Solid Waste and Cleansing Department. He talked to us about the challenges this 
municipality faces in terms of household and other waste, and the pressure it places on 
the Tulbagh waste disposal facility. We learned the following: 

• Landfill sites are symptomatic of a consumer culture that creates vast amounts of 
waste. The high volumes of waste that is generated by our homes and industries 
place a heavy burden on municipalities. It costs millions of Rands to construct and 
operate a waste disposal facility according to government regulations. To 
rehabilitate a landfill site that reached capacity is often a municipal nightmare and 
costs more millions; 

• Most people have no idea what becomes of their waste or what happens at a 
waste disposal facility; 

• When municipalities take the initiative to provide facilities for waste disposal and 
recycling, these are often not appreciated or used correctly, and sometimes even 
vandalised; 

• Precious taxpayer money is spent on waste disposal and processing, when it 
could be used for other, more important services; 

• Our biggest challenge lies in teaching people to drastically decrease their waste 
and dispose of it in a responsible manner; 

• Religious communities can do a lot to help with this. 
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Suggestions: 

• Arrange a meeting with your nearest Nature Conservation office. Ask how you, as 
a congregation, can become involved in their work. Together make plans and 
implement them. If possible, your congregation can “adopt” a river and care for it 
together with Nature Conservation and other partners; 

• Give your municipality an opportunity to inform your congregation about the 
challenges they face in managing and operating your local waste disposal facility. 
Afterwards, plan a project through which members are equipped with information 
about lifestyle habits that will ease the burden on the municipality and its waste 
disposal system;  

• Your congregation’s leadership could arrange with the municipality for a visit to 
the local waste disposal facility. This should be a thorough exposure; 

• Start a recycling programme in your congregation. You can contact Dr Diek van 
der Zel (dokdiek@gmail.com) for good advice. He steers Strand Dutch Reformed 
Church’s recycling project; 

• Establish a fund the cleaning and clearing of a river near your church; 

• Guidelines for the cleaning of a river or beach area are available at A Rocha SA: 
http://bit.ly/2GqlxhQ. 

 

mailto:dokdiek@gmail.com
http://bit.ly/2GqlxhQ
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How do we view and handle our food? 

 

According to a report released by the WWF (World Wildlife Fund) on 2nd of August 2017, 
one third of all the food produced in South Africa does not get eaten and ends up on our 
dumping sites (http://bit.ly/2ZZ8lby). Thirty-one million tons of food is produced in 
South Africa annually and 10 million tons of this ends up on dumping sites. When we see 
this in the context of poverty in South Africa, it is shocking and inexcusable.  

According to SAFSC (South African Food Sovereignty Campaign) there were 14 million 
South Africans who went without a meal every night in 2017.  Although consumers 
aren’t the biggest contributors to this wastefulness, we can make an important 
contribution to turn this situation around. We can do the following: 

 

Establish a culture of no waste in your household:   

• Ensure that no food in your household ends up in the rubbish bin;  

• Find the hungry people in your neighbourhood who must go to bed without a 
meal and make sure that your “leftovers” get to them. If it feels to much like handouts, 
freeze your leftover food and use it for a creative dish/meal. Some of the tastiest 
meals in our house were made from leftover food; 

• Plan your meals thoroughly to prevent preparing too much food. If you go out for 
a meal, always take the food you don’t manage to finish home in a doggy bag (What 
you leave on your plate will end up in the rubbish bin!);  

• Don’t buy more than your family needs and can use. This will also prevent fresh 
products from going bad in the fridge;  

• Manage the contents of your fridge diligently and purposefully;  

• Don’t throw away food because it has reached its expiry date. Make sure what the 
quality of the food is. We have, for example, used Chinese cabbage for a month after 
its indicated expiry date;   

• Make sure your fridge is always in good working condition;  

• Put pressure on packers, suppliers and chain stores to handle food with 
care/respect to prevent wastage.  

Every time we eat or drink (from just a bite to a whole meal) we have an encounter 
with God. Our attitude towards food and drink and the way in which we approach and 
use it, therefor, have much to say about our relationship with God. 

 

Suggestion: 

• Together do an evaluation of the way in which your family/congregation handle 
food (especially leftovers); 

• What does it say about your family/congregation’s attitude towards food?   

• What can and will you do differently in order to go forward?  

 

http://bit.ly/2ZZ8lby
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Faith enables me to experience God everywhere and in 
everything 

 

Michiel van der Merwe, first and former director of Buvton (now Communitas), liked to 
use the image of a fish in water when discussing our relationship with God. Just as water 
is the medium in which fish live, so God is the “medium” in which we live. This 
corresponds with the words of Paul in Acts 17:28: “For in him we live and move and have 
our being” (NIV). Humankind therefore live and exist not only as God's creation, but also 
IN God.   

This is of cause not only true of humans. In Psalm 104, which praises God as Creator and 
Sustainer, the believer in this psalm testifies that God’s breath (Spirit) is the essence that 
“breathes” life and existence into God’s creation. In the New Living Translation, verse 30 
reads: “When you give them your breath, life is created…”  

In his dogmatic class at university, Prof Willie Jonker often reminded us that God was 
closer to us than our own skin. How is this to be understood? More importantly, how can 
it be experienced? I have always understood it as an exclusively spiritual truth. There 
were two reasons for this: 

• God is Spirit, therefore God can only be understood and experienced spiritually; 

• I only have access to this truth through faith. And experience is not essential for 
faith. 

Both abovementioned points are half-truths that prevented me from experiencing the 
wealth and abundance of an intimate relationship with God. 

1.    Yes, God is Spirit. But God is not only invisible Spirit. God becomes visible and 
inhabits matter. This is the message of God’s incarnation as Jesus of Nazareth. The early 
church sings about it in Col. 1:13-20. Verses 16 and 17 state the following: “For in [Him] 
all things were created…visible and invisible…all things have been created through [Him] 
and for [Him]…in [Him] all things hold together” (NIV). The Son therefore did not only 
become part of the physical world in the form of Jesus of Nazareth. He is the origin of all 
created things and through His indwelling spirit, He holds it all together (as one). 
Therefore, Revelations calls Him “Alpha and Omega”. Thus, I encounter God the Son in 
every created thing. The incarnation of God the Son in Jesus of Nazareth was God’s way 
of bringing humankind back to this truth, namely that God dwells in everything and that 
everything is united in God. In Jesus, says Paul, we learn to understand that our “bodies 
are members of Christ Himself” (1 Cor. 6:15). So, I encounter Christ in my own body. 
Whatever I do to my body, I do to Christ. This is of cause not only true of my own body, 
but of every physical body created by God. Nothing is excluded. Nothing! 

 

2.   In essence, God is mystery (difficult/impossible to understand and explain). The 
nature of God’s relationship with matter is also a mystery. That is why God and God's 
relationship with matter are realities that can only be accessed and accepted through 
faith. Faith not only enables me to accept the invisible as though it were visible (Heb. 
11:1); it also makes it possible for me to see and experience the Invisible – in my own 
body, as well as in the body of a rhinoceros, lion, abalone, fish, snake, fly, in farm animals 
and natural phenomena…in everything! Faith creates experience. Faith that does not 
create experience, is dead. God wants me to experience God's presence everywhere and 
in everything. Therefore, graciously, God endows us with faith (Eph. 2:8). 
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Now I understand why the Celts pray as follows: 

 
Great God, 
as fish live in water, may we live in you 
as birds fly in air, may we fly in you 
as trees stand in earth, may we stand in you 
as flames blaze in fire, may we blaze for you.     

(From The Celtic Prayer Book, Volume One, p 266) 

 

…and why God says to Job: 

“But ask the animals, and they will teach you, 

   or the birds in the sky, and they will tell you; 

   or speak to the earth, and it will teach you, 

   or let the fish in the sea inform you. 

Which of all these does not know 

   that the hand of the LORD has done this? 

In his hand is the life of every creature 

   and the breath of all mankind.” 

 (Job 12:7-10) 

... because God Himself is in my breath and the breath of everything that lives! 

 

Suggestion: 

Read Job 12:7-10. Go and sit near an animal, plant or any natural object/feature, with a 
desire and openness to meet God. Let it speak to you. Do not evaluate or analyse it. Listen 
with all your senses. Wait patiently until you become aware of God’s presence therein. 
Rest in this awareness. Follow the stirrings of God’s Spirit in your heart. 
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The stars help us to see God (and ourselves) in the stable 

 

In the universe everything is both big and small at the same time. We need to have a 
good understanding of both and hold on to both in order to make our contribution as 
people.  

Some of the happy memories I have from my childhood, and later with my children as 
well, are from our visits to the planetarium in Cape Town. A tour through the heavens 
brings perspective. A perspective that fills you with wonder. A perspective that helps you 
to better comprehend your place in the greater reality you are a part of. Most of the time 
these experiences help to cultivate a humbler attitude since it opens your eyes to the 
reality that you are not the centre of the universe. Before you have the capacity to see 
something of your own unique worth (greatness) you must first become acutely aware 
of how small and insignificant you are. Greatness must be held in humility, otherwise it 
become vain and proud. And our vanity and pride have during the past few centuries 
caused substantial damage to the environment and to ourselves.   

One of the deeply spiritual experiences I had as a young boy happened as follows: My 
father liked to fill our house with books. One of the series of books he bought was the 
Life series that was published by Reader’s Digest, if I remember correctly. On this 
particular day I took the copy about the universe from the shelf.  This time I didn’t just 
look at the pictures, but also read the text attentively. For the first time I formed an idea of 
the solar system that my life is a part of. What really gripped me was the composition of 
our solar system and how small the earth’s contribution is compared to the huge 
contribution of the sun. The sun makes up 99.86 % of the mass of our solar system and 
the eight planets combine to make up the remaining 0.14%. The earth’s contribution to 
this 0.14% is insignificant. I was impressed with how small the earth is. The Spirit made 
me contemplate my own place and contribution to this small planet. It was as if I was 
standing on the sun looking at our planet and myself. I realised for the first time how 
small (literally) I am. And suddenly a new dimension of God’s love for me became clear to 
me. My heart was filled with gratitude and love. (Feel free to use this link to broaden your 
knowledge of our solar system: http://bit.ly/2UG49hP.)  

Since then I have learned a lot more about the universe. Someone gave me a telescope as 
a gift. With this telescope I was able to study Jupiter and its moons, and I could see 
Saturn’s rings. My “discovery” of Omega Centauri was an extraordinary experience. It 
takes quite a bit of searching and careful aiming with the telescope, but what a discovery 
it is! Omega Centauri is only just visible with the naked eye – as a mist/cloud – near to 
the Southern Cross constellation. In the telescope, however, it is an explosion of stars – 
one million of them! My grandchild’s reaction when she saw it through the telescope for 
the first time, was: “Awesome!”. In the past few years the Hubble telescope has also 
caused our knowledge of space to explode. Recent photograph’s taken by Hubble indicate 
that there are approximately two trillion galaxies in the universe and that some of them 
are 13.2 billion years old. Wow! These numbers are beyond my comprehension. It really 
puts me in my place.   

However, one does not need a planetarium or a telescope to see the magnificence of the 
universe. One’s own eyes are enough. Frequently looking up at the night sky will do the 
trick. In the countryside we are fortunate to have an open and clean sky. Internet 
websites, computer programmes and smart phone apps, however, make it possible for 
many people to have direct and immediate access to information that has been gathered 
by the space sciences (for example, cosmology and astronomy).    

http://bit.ly/2UG49hP
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The study of the stars helped wise men from the East to find the Christ child and Creator 
of the universe in a stable in Bethlehem. Maybe our own study of the stars and the 
heavens cam also help us to find the Creator and the Saviour of the universe in the 
“stables” (places of vulnerability, simplicity and insignificance) of our lives, towns, 
communities and nature. 

 

Suggestions: 

• Read and contemplate Psalms 8, 19 and 104 while you lie/sit/stand under the 
open sky. (We should actually always read Bible texts like these while out in nature. 
Our houses and church buildings are too closed off and full of the works of our own 
hands.);  

• What about church services/ catechesis under the stars with an astronomer as a 
guide?  

• Feel free to contact Willie Koorts (regular participant on RSG’s popular 
programme, Sterre en Planete on Sunday nights) at the SAAO (South African 
Astronomy Observatory) at: wpk@saao.ac.za. 

 

 

 

mailto:wpk@saao.ac.za
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An injury to one is an injury to all 

 

When You give them Your breath, life is created, 

   and You renew the face of the earth.  

(Ps. 104:30: New Living Translation) 

In the Western Cape, Pentecost coincides with late autumn and winter: the seasons in 
which we witness what is described in Ps. 104:30. What was brown and fallow becomes 
green and lush. The face of the earth is transformed before our eyes. It literally becomes 
new as it sprouts new life and growth. As Ps. 104 says, it is all the work of God’s spirit 
(breath). 

New life in all its forms is always the work of God’s “breath”. Everything that comes into 
being and everything that exists, is drenched in God’s presence. Nothing comes into 
existence by accident. All things originate in God’s heart. And everything God creates is 
unique and unrepeatable. This is not only true of human beings. In this unrepeatable 
uniqueness of every-thing lies its sanctity. TOGETHER these unique, unrepeatable 
creations express God’s holiness. Everything God has created and everything that is yet 
to come into existence is equally important/valuable. This principle applies to everything 
God creates. Paul also applies it to the church as the “body of Christ” (1 Cor. 12:12). 
Every part of the body is important and necessary for the functioning of the body as a 
whole. I am unique and special, but so is every other human being, every plant, animal 
and insect. 

We must learn to use the expression “an injury to one is an injury to all” regarding all of 
creation. We tend to use this expression exclusively with reference to humans, and then 
only referring particularly to a special group. We must learn to use it with radical 
inclusivity, so that it includes the rhinoceros, lion, elephant, tuna, great white shark, coral 
reefs and their inhabitants, tortoises, snake, Cape parrot, etc. It is because we fail to do 
this that we keep disturbing and destroying the ecological balances of our home.  

There are two ways of thinking that need to change: 

• We believe that human life is more important and more valuable than all other life 
forms on earth. This is ecologically (and in my opinion, theologically) untrue; 

• We kill too easily. In the wake of my brother’s death from malaria, it is even more 
difficult for me to let a mosquito live. It helps to know the mosquito’s purpose 
within the ecological systems. I found this website very helpful: 
http://bit.ly/2v9GK9l. The truth is that mosquitoes also play an important part in 
the one web of life. 

 

Suggestions: 

• Identify a plant/animal/insect you kill easily (or that you allow to be killed for your 
diet). 

• Acknowledge that this creature is also an expression of God’s holiness; 

• Research the unique role this creature plays in the ecological network; 

• Clarify for yourself what your relationship with this creature will be in the future. 

Our trees as green cathedrals where we meet God 

http://bit.ly/2v9GK9l
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The other day I was sitting in the shade of a three-year-old white stinkwood tree. Its shade 
was just big enough for me to crouch under. While watering it I had the time to make 
contact with it and contemplate its meaning in my life. Since I replanted it, it has never 
looked back. It is straining upwards and outwards. And straining is indeed inevitable. The 
south east wind and south west wind take turns to blow it this way and that (especially 
the south easter!). Almost all the trees in the area lean a bit to the west. The south easter 
prevents them from growing eastwards.  

This little tree, however, is trying its very best to grow against the wind. There is a 
purposefulness in this tree and a determination to be what it essentially is. It wants to 
and it can, but not without me. It needs me to prepare the hole in which it must be 
planted and to provide it with food and water. If I do not faithfully water it twice a week 
and pack mulch over its roots, the drought will kill it. If I do not control the weeds around 
it, the weeds will ‘steal’ its food and water.  

However, gradually it also occurs to me how dependent I am on this little tree (and all the 
other trees on earth). This tree doesn’t just ask, it also gives. Together with all the other 
tree and plant species that photosynthesise, this little tree is keeping me alive. There is an 
invisible symbiosis and interdependence between us. As I sit next to it and breathe, I 
exhale carbon dioxide into the air. Its leaves absorb it and combine it with the water I give 
it to produce sugar and oxygen. It uses the sugar to grow and releases the oxygen for me 
to inhale. And the oxygen I get from this little tree combines with water in my body to, 
among other things, produce energy for my life. Suddenly it dawns on me that I am more 
dependent on this little tree than I am on my wife – yes, even my mother. I am back in the 
Biology class.  

It is a pity that I lost sight of this reality along the road as I was growing up. After school I 
went to study theology. This new school taught me to focus on people…especially the 
spiritual lives of people. I sat at the feet of theologians for five days a week, every week 
for seven years. In the garden outside the faculty of Theology of Stellenbosch University 
there were big trees. Some of them were probably decades, maybe even centuries, old. For 
seven years they helped to sustain my life. They were also cathedrals that invited me to 
worship under them. We however chose to rather isolate ourselves in a prayer room.    

And so I learned that theology (with an anthropocentric emphasis!) is much more 
important than biology and other physical sciences. I learned to think about God, but only 
about God’s relationship with humankind – as if all the other relationships are less 
important. As if God’s love in Jesus Christ was only meant for humans – and then 
especially for their souls. And I was much more concerned about the pornography on the 
shelves at CNA-bookshop than I was about the deforestation of the earth’s forests.  

The rate at which the earth’s lungs are being destroyed is shocking. You can watch 
National Geographic’s piece about this at https://on.natgeo.com/2PixIjB.  

And here in the shade of the little white stinkwood, I weep. And I ask forgiveness. I 
recommit myself to planting more trees and caring for them - as part of a life of caring 
and gratitude. And here I say thank you for every tree on earth that maintains not only 
my life, but the lives of all other people as well.  

And the Son of man takes my hand and takes me with Him to Calvary – the place where 
my own self dies and the I that I am in Christ rises. This is how God answers his 
creation’s plea for salvation (Rom. 8:22). 

 

Suggestion: 

Personal: 

https://on.natgeo.com/2PixIjB
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• Go to a place where you (or someone else) cut down and killed a tree;  

• Confess the insensitivity and casual attitude with which we kill trees for our own 

selfish needs and desires;  

• Commit to planting at least three indigenous trees this autumn and winter and to 
care for them for the next five years. 
 

Congregation:  

• Is there space in your church grounds for more trees?  

• Use this space to plant indigenous trees that are adapted to your area; 

• Involve the children in taking care of the trees as part of their catechesis;  

• Use knowledgeable members of the congregation to teach the children why trees 
as so important for healthy and sustainable life on earth. 
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Trees of Love for apostles of Love 

 

The Ecology Task Team decided to plant a few trees on Sionsberg, at the foot of 
Ontongskop near Tulbagh Road, in memory of Johan Botha, former manager of the 
Witness Ministry of the URC/DRC in the Cape. Johan was also an enthusiastic member of 
our task team. He suddenly died on Friday 21 October 2016 after contracting malaria. 

We recently planted six Pompon trees (dais cotinifolia) that will form a short avenue. 
They are fast-growing indigenous trees that grow to a height of 6 to 7 metres, with a 
straight and neat growth habit. From November to February, they carry masses of 
fragrant, spherical flowers that support a wealth of insect life. 

If DJ Opperman could recall the comfort of a woman every time he peeled a nectarine*, 
we can surely remember Johan every time we walk through these trees. Johan was an 
apostle of Love. We will remember and appreciate it whenever we see these six trees 
with their abundance of flowers. Hopefully, it will also help us to live with more love and 
to promote unity among the children of God. This is not a unity only among us, but also 
with the rest of Creation. 

 

A suggestion 

Here is an opportunity for a positive, meaningful and BEAUTIFUL project: 

Let us plant a tree for every deceased church member who helped us to be devoted 
disciples of Jesus Christ – in other words, apostles of Love. We might call the project 
“Trees of Love”. If done properly, it could release a lot of positive energy, beautify the 
environment and improve the quality of life in your area. 

• Plan thoroughly: check which indigenous trees are adapted to your area and when 
would be the best time to plant them; 

• Use the land of church members and/or church property, and when that run out, 
negotiate with the local municipality for land (e.g. the cemetery, open public areas, 
sidewalks, etc.); 

• Let family members choose the tree they associate with their loved one; 

• Remember to take the tree’s eventual size and root system into account when 
choosing a place to plant it; 

• Consult experts (nurseries, nature conservation, botanists, etc.) from your community 
– we do not want to plant a tree only to have to remove it again; 

• Remember – every young tree needs someone to care for it on a weekly basis during 
the first three years of its life. The deceased’s family could take responsibility for this; 

• A name plaque bearing the deceased’s name can eventually be placed on the tree. 

We do not need a synodical decision for this, only local enthusiasm! 

* According to DJ Opperman’s poem, “Sproeireën”. 
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God is completely at home in a human body - wounds and all! 

 

Where does the restoration of humankind’s relationship with nature begin? It starts with 
the restoration of our relationship with our own body because the place where we as 
humans are closest to nature is in our own bodies. 

It's impossible to have a healthy and wholesome relationship with nature if we have a 
broken relationship with our own bodies.  It is precisely a characteristic of our western 
“civilization” that we struggle so much to live in peace with our own bodies. There are a 
multitude signs that prove we struggle to love our bodies unconditionally. We see this, 
among other things, in the popularity of plastic surgery in the western world. According 
to one source 98% more plastic surgeries were performed in the past decade in America 
than in the past.  

Another sign is the huge diet industry. People’s need to curl or straighten and colour the 
natural out of their hair is another sign of our struggle to make peace with who we are 
and how we look. There are many more examples of this. Our obsession with appearance 
has a lot to do with our dissatisfaction with our own bodies.   

I read about a British TV presenter who was once voted one of the sexiest women in 
England. She tells, however, of how she doesn’t really like any part from her body besides 
her feet. Her relationship with her own body was indicative of a deep dissatisfaction and 
rejection. Dissatisfaction leads to disrespect and disrespect leads to rejection and 
eventually even to destruction. In this way we become our own bodies’ worst enemy. And 
don’t make the mistake of thinking this is just a woman thing! More and more men are 
turning to plastic surgery. And man’s aggression and destruction of life/habitat through 
war and other forms of violence is nothing more than an expression of a deep-rooted 
self-hate.    

It is inevitable: If there is even just one part of my body that I hate, I will find other 
creatures in nature that I hate as well. How can I respect other forms of life if I don’t even 
respect my own body? Self-respect and self-acceptance are conditions for respect and 
acceptance of all other forms of life.  

Ecological restoration therefore begins with the restoration of our relationship with our 
own body. 

God helps us with this through Jesus of Nazareth. God’s incarnation is God’s 
unconditional YES! to the human body (and matter in general). In Jesus God ends all 
separation between body, soul and spirit. In Jesus God heals all enmity between us and 
our bodies. In Jesus God restores all relationships (2 Cor. 5:17) – this includes our 
relationship with our own body. How touching that after His resurrection, Jesus still lives 
in His human body and appears physically to His disciples.  Just look at the trouble he 
goes to, to encourage Thomas to touch His body. God is completely at home in a human 
body – wounds and all! And every human body is God’s holy residence (temple) (1 Cor. 
6:19).  

Only when I have learned to be at home in my own unique body (with all its 
shortcomings) will I be able to see and love God in the rest nature. Gert (pseudonym for a 
resident of Sunfield Home in Wellington living with cerebral palsy and serious physical 
impairments) will always be my mentor in this. I'll always remember how he throws his 
crooked arms into the air and sings without restraint: “Thank you, Jesus, for making me, 
me!”   

 



 

52 
 

 

For contemplation: 

• There is a direct link between enmity with nature outside of us and an enmity 
towards our own bodies. Violence towards the other is basically an expression of 
violence toward ourselves;  

• How often do you catch yourself thinking or talking about your own body in a 
negative or rejecting way?  

• We do not HAVE a body; we ARE our bodies. What are the implications of this 
statement for you and your relationship with your body?  

• In what ways are you currently punishing your body because it is not as you 
would like it to be?  

• Make a covenant with your own body: 

For example, write a letter of reconciliation to your body using the following 
structure:  

Dear my Body, 

I admit … 

I confess … 

Today I choose to accept you unconditionally and I commit myself to … 

 

 


