     Experiencing God’s Presence:

A Lenten Environmental Practice

Today our lives are filled with anxiety about ourselves, our friends and families, our cities, our nation, and our world.  Some of us respond to this anxiety with compulsive activity.  We overfill our lives with work, sports, events, meetings, obligations, and service to others.  Others voraciously consume food, drink, clothing, cars, TV, computers, electronic gadgets, and other material goods.  Yet we remain restless and unfulfilled.  The cares of the world and the lure of wealth and comfort overpower us, but our spiritual longing remains.

The 40 days of Lent give us a unique opportunity to draw quietly closer to God.  Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness discerning God’s plan and preparing for his ministry.  We too can step back from our attachments to the world to experience God’s presence in our lives.  Traditionally, people “give up” something like dessert or chocolate for Lent.  This somewhat trivial denial has meaning only if it is accompanied by reflection.


This year during Lent, given the enormity and urgency of challenges to the health of our planet, it is appropriate to reflect on the glory of God’s creation and what we as individuals, as a church, as a nation, and as a society can do to be faithful stewards of the Earth.  We can slow down, become quiet, and make space within our lives for holiness.  We can see and appreciate God’s marvelous work in nature, in one another, and in the extraordinary achievements of humankind.  We can then consider how to rightly enjoy God’s gifts for abundant, sustainable lives. 

As a symbol of our commitment to this reflection, for the six weeks of Lent from Ash Wednesday, February 21, to Easter Sunday, April 8, we can “give up” some form of energy use.  All of us contribute to global warming through the choices we make each day.  Every purchase, every electrical device or appliance we use, and every mile we drive or fly influences the global climate.  During Lent, we can open our hearts to God by mindfully changing the way we perform simple tasks.  The following list contains a variety of ideas, but virtually anything that reduces travel by car or air or reduces consumption could serve as a sign of our commitment.  Pick something that would serve as a frequent reminder to center your thoughts and allow you to reflect on God’s love for all creation.
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Reflection

Throughout the day, reflect on the glory of God’s creation.

Think about what you as an individual, a family, a Christian, and a citizen can do to be a faithful steward of the environment. 

Action

Select a change to make for the six weeks of Lent.  The following list contains ideas similar to traditional Lenten practices.  Many of these, such as turning off lights, are excellent projects for the whole family.  Feel free to adopt another idea of your own.   And help spread the word to others about what you are doing!  You may inspire someone else. 


Change Your Buying Habits

Say no to bags.  Each year, Americans use an estimated 12 million barrels of oil to make plastic bags and cut down 15 million trees for paper bags.  Carry tote bags, reuse your old bags, or just say “No bag.”

Buy recyclable or recycled items.  Recycling saves energy. Try to buy products with packaging that can be recycled.  Purchasing items made of recycled material helps to sustain the market for recycled products.

Buy only necessities.  Use Lent as an opportunity to examine the need for any purchase you consider.  Do you really need it?  Can you make do?  Can you borrow or rent?  Can you find it second hand?

Change Your Diet

Carry your own insulated cup.   Energy and trees are used to manufacture and transport the 25 billion disposable cups Americans throw away each year.

Avoid canned or bottled drinks.  Beverages, including bottled water, all take energy to produce, transport, and recycle.  Drink water from the tap (which is better regulated and according to EPA may be safer than bottled water) or carry filtered water from home.

Give up meat.  It takes more fossil-fuel energy to produce and transport meat than other types of protein.  Eat more fruits, vegetables, grains, beans, cheese, eggs, tofu, and nuts.

Buy more locally produced food.   To reduce greenhouse emissions from transportation, buy from farmers markets and eat foods in season rather than foods shipped in from around the globe.

Change Your Energy Use

Turn off lights.  At home, at work, or wherever you are, turn off the lights when no one is in the room.  Involve the family or anyone you can!

Turn down the thermostat.   If it is cold, set the thermostat to 68( during the day and 55 to 60( at night or when you are away.  Even lowering the thermostat by 1( is a large energy saving. 

Run only full loads.  Conserve water and energy by running only full loads in the dishwasher and washing machine.  

Dry clothes on a line or rack.  This takes a little longer, but works well on most items.

Undertake a media fast.  For a deeply refreshing change, unplug your TV, computer, or video games for set periods.  This is an excellent choice for families.

Change Your Driving Habits

Slow down.  The fuel economy of any car declines at higher speeds and drops off sharply at any speed over 55 mph.  

Walk, bike, or use mass transit.  Give up your car for Lent or find another way to get to church, school, work, or specific activities.

Be mindful about driving.  Use Lent as an opportunity to assess how you spend your time, perhaps giving up an activity; choosing nearby stores, restaurants, or activities; or simply doing less and staying home more.

Commitment

After 40 days, Jesus came out of the wilderness ready to begin his ministry.  Following a period of reflection during Lent, we too can be refreshed and ready to approach life in a new way.  Let us each commit to take action in our daily lives and in our sphere of influence-- our homes,  our schools, workplaces, and church--and urge corporations and governments to take all necessary steps to protect and restore God’s creation.
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