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Conservation Outreach to 
Faith-Based Communities

Gwen White
Indiana Dept Natural Resources 

gwhite@dnr.in.gov or 317-234-4407

Outreach to Faith Communities
• Why faith-based communities
• Benefits to congregations
• Available resources/networks 
• Range of faith traditions
• Examples of national programs
• Case studies of church properties
• Discussion questions
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Why faith-based?
• Common interest across all faiths
• Scriptural references (creation care)
• Mission-oriented stewardship
• Civic engagement and cultural diversity 
• Congregants extend into community 

(multiplier effect)
• Church history (outdoor gatherings)

Advantages of 
Congregational Properties

• Hold large properties for future use
• Donated properties
• Located in every community
• Urban to rural, large to small
• Continuity: one owner, continuous use 

-- some for over a hundred years
• Habitat remnants in old cemeteries 

and meditation gardens 
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Benefits to Congregations
• Technical assistance - site planning, species 

selection, management
• Networking - equipment, funding, services 
• Coordination of labor – volunteer installation
• Educational curricula
• Signage recognizing certification
• Directory of demonstration sites 
• Organization membership

Wildlife Organization Programs
• National Wildlife Federation 

– NWF Faith Community Outreach Manager 
– North Carolina F.A.I.T.H.
– Indiana Wildlife-Friendly Places of Worship

• Sierra Club 2008 Faith in Action Report
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Sierra Club 2008 Report
• In the United States, 67 percent of 

Americans say they care about the 
environment because it is "God's creation." 

• Sierra Club applauds the growing level of 
commitment and leadership among people 
of faith working to connect environmental 
awareness with widely shared values 
including stewardship, justice, and concern 
for future generations. 

• We also recognize that lasting social 
change rarely takes place without the 
active engagement of communities of faith.

Range of Faith Traditions
• Web of Creation:

Ecology Resources Transforming Faith and Society
Extensive listing of 77 faith-based organizations that 
address environmental issues
– The Green Seminary Initiative
– Coalition on the Environment and Jewish Life 
– Canfei Nesharim (Orthodox Jews)
– Evangelical Environment Network 
– Network of Spiritual Progressives
– Islamic Foundation for Ecology & Environmental 

Sciences
– National Catholic Rural Life Conference 
– Sacred Earth Network (Indigenous Peoples)
– European Christian Environment Network
– The Sangha Network (Asian Buddhists)
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Appeal across cultures
• Inclusive of Ethnicity and Culture*

– People of color in the US: over 100 million (about 
33% of the population)

– People of color working for natural resource 
organizations: 11% of the staff & 9% of board 
members

– Percentage of environmental institutions with no
people of color on staff: 33% of environmental 
organizations & 22% of government agencies

• Sensitivity to Language & Symbols
– Places of Worship are churches, mosques, 

temples …
– Universal words - congregations, participants, 

leaders, faith, religion
* Source: Center for Diversity & The Environment

http://www.environmentaldiversity.org/

Databases of Properties
• Religious Communities and 

Centers on the Land 
– Catholic property listing and 

descriptions by state
• Green Sanctuary Program 

– Unitarian Universalists
• Geographic Information 

Systems (GIS) 
– County or metropolitan 

property ownership
• Religious facilities map of 

Indianapolis metro area     
~ 20 square miles                 
~ incomplete data 
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National Program Example:
Green Sanctuary Accreditation
• Establish Green Sanctuary Committee
• Conduct an environmental assessment
• Create an action plan 
• Apply for Candidacy ($100 fee)
• Review Committee provides feedback 

Four Focus Areas
Integrating Congregational Life

1)Worship and Celebration 
2)Religious Education 
3)Sustainable Living 
4)Environmental Justice

Faith-based environmental initiatives define 
sustainability as simultaneously fostering 
social justice, protection of nature, and 
elimination of spiritual, as well as physical, 
impoverishment.

~ Faith-Based Initiatives and Environmental Sustainability: 
Reform Efforts In Appalachia by DL Feldman and L Moseley
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One Congregation’s Actions
• Connecting our youth with nature 
• Leading earth-oriented worship services 
• Reducing the church's energy consumption 

and waste generation 
• Leading eco-adult education classes 
• Encouraging local food production 
• Marching for climate action
• Generally having fun while "respecting the 

interdependent web of all existence of which 
we are a part" (the 7th UU principle)

Case Study:
Church Saves Endangered Species 

• A church in Birmingham, Alabama, 
found out it had 1 of 3 populations of 
the endangered Watercress Darter 
living in a spring on church grounds. 

• Bishop Heron Johnson proclaimed 
"God purposefully placed this little fish 
here for us to protect." The local media 
calls Bishop Johnson the "modern-day 
Noah." 
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Case Study: 
First Mennonite Church, Indianapolis

• 10 acre property
• Congregation of 250 participants
• Midwestern (13th largest U.S. city)

Overall considerations
• Enhance the church mission by 

creating an outdoor sanctuary for 
FMC and the community

• Limit our ecological footprint (impact 
on energy conservation and habitat 
improvement)

• Minimize maintenance costs (lawn 
mowing, trash pickup, vandalism)
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Increase aesthetic appeal and 
community outreach with native trees, 
wildflowers, playground, pavilion, 
fountain, bridge, benches…

Project Components
• Community Playground
• Pavilion & Amphitheater
• Memory & Meditation Gardens
• Community Garden
• Habitat & Fitness Trail
• Shed & Equipment
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Community Playground
• Age-specific for child development
• Low maintenance recycled materials
• Covered shelter for caretakers
• Fenced for safety

Pavilion & Amphitheater for 
Outdoor Services

• Covered, may be partially enclosed
• Brick fireplace (locked)
• Outdoor bulletin board
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Memory & Meditation Gardens
• Private space for reflection
• Benches, paved area for accessibility
• Heritage plantings
• Meditation labyrinth

Community Vegetable Garden
• Opportunity to share…

– Cultural aspects of food 
– Plant cultivation methods
– Recipes!

• Fresh vegetables for
– FMC urbanites
– Refugee families
– Neighborhood
– Food banks, IHN

“Plant a Row for the Hungry”
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Wildlife Habitat Components 
and Water Quality Protection

• Retention ponds (wetlands) 
• Rain gardens in parking lot
• Fitness & cultural trail
• Natural habitat

Flooded Church Lawn
Too Wet to Mow!
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Ponds/Wetlands by Woods
• Mitigation to replace habitat lost to 

construction in other parts of the city

Marion College wetlands, Indianapolis

Church Youth Group 
Plants 200 Native Trees
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How to be a good neighbor 
While establishing wildflowers

Church History Trail & Art Park

• Pathway connecting all features
– One-half mile circuit 
– Fitness trail, peace art, church history…
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Indiana Wildlife Federation (IWF)
Certified Wildlife Habitat

• IWF Certified Wildlife-
Friendly  Place of Worship
– Edible fruits and nuts
– Butterflies and birds
– Water source
– Drought resistant 
– Limited lawn mowing
– Curriculum for education

• Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design  
(LEED)
- Green Building Rating

PSALM 80 ~
Watch over this vine,
The root your right hand has planted,
The child you have raised up for yourself.
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Discussion Questions
• What are the benefits and risks of 

outreach to faith communities?
• Has your program done any targeted 

outreach to faith-based organizations?
• What partners in your service area 

would be critical for faith-based 
outreach success?

• What resources are available?



Sample Resources for Conservation Outreach to the Faith-based Community 
 
Wildlife Organizations 

• National Wildlife Federation - Faith Community Outreach Manager (position posted but not yet 
filled) 

• North Carolina Wildlife Federation - F.A.I.T.H. (Fellowship Actions Impacting the Habitat) 
• Indiana Wildlife Federation - Wildlife-Friendly Places of Worship Certification 
• Sierra Club - 2008 Faith in Action: Communities of Faith Bring Hope for the Planet (36 page 

report with case studies) 
 
Faith Networks and Information Clearinghouses 

• Web of Creation: Ecology Resources Transforming Faith and Society 
http://www.webofcreation.org/Links/faithbased.htm 
Extensive listing of 77 faith-based organizations that address environmental issues 

• National Council of Churches of Christ Eco-Justice Program 
http://www.nccecojustice.org/energyguide.htm 
Protestant and Orthodox denominations to work together to protect and restore God's Creation; 
campaigns on climate change, farming, public lands, etc; list by denomination of environmental 
statements; energy stewardship guide for congregations 

• The National Religious Partnership for the Environment 
http://www.nrpe.org/statements/evangelical_bldgs01.htm 
Buildings, grounds, operations and care for God’s creation 

• Noah Alliance 
http://noahalliance.org/resourcs/links.htm 
List of 29 links to religious organizations on wildlife habitat stewardship 

• State example – New Jersey GreenFaith: Interfaith Partners for the Environment 
http://www.greenfaith.org/index.html 
Four major programs arise from beliefs shared by the world’s great religions 

• Interfaith Conference of Greater Milwaukee – Faith & Ecology Network 
http://www.interfaithconference.org/faith_&_ecology_network.htm 
Links to 27 faith community websites  

• Center for Diversity & The Environment – Ethnic diversity & cultural sensitivity 
http://www.environmentaldiversity.org/ 
o People of color in the US: over 100 million (about 33% of the population) 
o People of color working for natural resource organizations: 11% of the staff and 9% of board 

members 
o Percentage of environmental institutions with no people of color on staff: 33% of 

environmental organizations and 22% of government agencies 
• National Catholic Rural Life Conference - Religious Communities and Centers on the Land  

http://www.ncrlc.com/communities_database01.html 
Listing and descriptions by state of Catholic properties with stewardship projects 

• Green Sanctuary Program – Unitarian Universalist Association of Congregations 
http://uuministryforearth.org/grs_overview.htm 
Certification process encompassing four focus areas: 1) Worship & Celebration; 2) Religious 
Education; 3) Sustainable Living (resource use audit); and 4) Environmental Justice 

• National Association of Conservation Districts (NACD) – Church Leaders Guide 
http://www.nacdnet.org/stewardship/2008/downloads/church_guide.pdf 
NACD annually sponsors the national Stewardship Week program by selecting a theme and 
developing materials for schools, communities and churches of all denominations. 
 

Contact: Gwen White at gwhite@dnr.in.gov; 317-234-4407 



Indiana Wildlife Federation 
Contact: Ben Reinhart at 317-875-9453 or reinhart@indianawildlife.org 
 

Wildlife-Friendly Place of Worship Program 
-- DRAFT FOR REVIEW -- 

 
The goal of this program is to promote the preservation, enhancement, and restoration of wildlife habitat 
in places of worship.  Achievement of this goal will not only increase benefits to wildlife but also will 
increase the spiritual benefits received by members of the congregation and their families. 
 
Phase 1 

 IWF will meet with interested congregations and discuss certification. 
 The congregation will sign a Letter of Agreement that outlines the responsibilities of each party.  

The certification fee will be paid at this time to support the development of a Wildlife Habitat 
Plan and will include a one-year membership. 

 The congregation will form a Habitat Team of 2-5 members.  The congregation should try to look 
for members representing administration, building/grounds maintenance, and education.  IWF 
may also provide members through their Habitat Stewards Program. 

 IWF “Kickoff Meeting” with the assigned Habitat Team to discuss the details of certification 
process and the desired end product. 

 
Phase 2 

 IWF will develop a Wildlife Habitat Plan and conduct an on-site discussion of the plan with the 
assigned Habitat Team. 

 The assigned Habitat Team is responsible for weekly monitoring during installation of habitat 
areas.  The assigned Habitat Team will meet quarterly with IWF until habitat areas are installed 
and established.  Any necessary project changes must be discussed with and approved by IWF. 

 
Phase 3 

 Final site review is conducted by IWF and the assigned Habitat Team after establishment of 
habitat areas and common areas.  The review will include the evaluation and re-vegetation 
success of the wildlife habitat areas.  At this time the official certification will go into effect. 

 IWF will provide a standard “Wildlife-Friendly Place of Worship” water resistant sign and will 
assist the congregation with designing a custom sign. 

 
Post-Certification 

 Annual progress meeting between IWF and the assigned Habitat Team to discuss maintenance 
activities being done and any desired changes in the project goals.  If habitats are not being 
maintained according to maintenance procedures outlined in the management plan, IWF may 
revoke certification. 

 Participants in the program will have the option to recertify every 3 years and will require an IWF 
review of the property with the assigned Habitat Team and completion of recertification 
documents. 

 
Fee Schedule 

 Cost of certification will follow a sliding scale ($150 - $500) based on habitat size, complexity of 
establishment and maintenance, and the amount of participation from the congregation. 

 Upon the approval of recertification documents, a recertification fee will be charged.  This fee 
will be valued at $50. 



Family and Faith Community Roles in Connecting Children to Nature 
 
Chip and Ashley Donahue started a free family nature club in January of 2008, for 
families in Roanoke, Virginia.  Kids In the Valley, Adventuring! hosts an adventure once 
or twice a month at a different park, with the goal of connecting more families to the 
local parks and showcasing the efforts of the many local and national programs that work 
to keep these areas so wonderful.  Once the families are out at the parks, they 
are introduced to ways to get connected and encourage them to volunteer together as a 
family.  The group maintains a website at www.kidsadventuring.org and produces a 
monthly newsletter that now goes out over 250 families.   
  
The Donahues worked with the Children and Nature Network 
(www.childrenandnature.org) to create a toolkit for families who want to start their own 
family nature club.  The group was featured on the Today Show in July of 2008. The 
Donahue family received an award for their volunteer efforts from Disney and Family 
Fun Magazine to give $1,000 to the charity of their choice. The group continues to meet 
and grow.  Chip and Ashley travel to many civic groups, sharing ways to get families 
more involved together outdoors. 
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Connecting with the community

Loss of Natural Stewards
• “Passion is lifted from the earth itself by the muddy 

hands of the young.  It travels along grass-stained 
sleeves to the heart.” -Richard Louv

Luckily, it doesn’t travel up your socks.
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Family Nature Club Solution…

• “Participation, that’s what’s going to save the human race.”
- Pete Seeger

Families Making a Difference!

Endangered Environmentalists
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Why consider a FNC?
• “Reducing that deficit – healing the broken bond 

between our young and nature- is in our self interest, not 
only because aesthetics or justice demands it, but also 
because our mental, physical, and spiritual health 
depends on it.

-Richard Louv

Why, how, where, when?

• Uhm…have you not been listening?
• There is no program to buy, no forms to fill out…

Just a willingness to start a FNC or host a FNC 
event.

• childrenandnature.org
kidsadventuring.org
greenhour.org

• Jot down some ideas, get some people together.
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It worked for us!
• Ever seen a traffic jam

in the woods?

Thank you!  The Wild Donahues

Thank you.

The Wild Donahues


	Donahue



