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In Vunidogoloa, Fiji, headman Sailosi Ramatu takes 
visitors on a boat to see the old village site at low-tide 
and the effects of coastal erosion where the seawall 
has been breached. The seawall used to protect 
Vunidogoloa. “When the water comes in, the houses 
are like boats on a sea of water,” says Ramatu.
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before entering the storm-ravaged Philippine city of Tacloban on 

November 8, 2014, the fi rst anniversary of Typhoon Haiyan. Participants 
demanded the world take immediate action to stop climate change and 

the suffering it produces in vulnerable populations.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

 6 A CALL TO CREATION CARE MINISTRY
by Pat Watkins

 10  WORK FOR CLIMATE JUSTICE IN PARIS: 
UNITED METHODISTS PARTICIPATE IN COP21 
by Susan Mullin

 13 REDUCING THE RISK OF DISASTER
by Yovanna Troansky

 16 ALASKA’S DISAPPEARING COASTAL COMMUNITIES
by Christie R. House

 20 HIGH TIDE FOR ISLAND NATIONS
Story and photos by Cliff Bird

 24 CENTER-SECTION PHOTO
Photo by Calley Piland

 26  A STORY OF RELOCATION AND RISING SEA LEVELS: 
VUNIDOGOLOA VILLAGE, VANUA LEVU, FIJI
by Julia Edwards

 30 MINISTRY WITH* THE POOR IN AN ERA OF CLIMATE CHANGE
by Mary Ellen Kris and Nicholas Laccetti

 34 THE METHODIST CHURCH OF PERU TAKES STEPS TOWARD CLIMATE JUSTICE
by Annie Solis-Escalante

 36   UNITED METHODIST CHURCH IN LIBERIA SETS UP 
A CLIMATE CHANGE TASK FORCE
by Julu Swen 

 37  THE TIME FOR ACTION IS NOW
by Jefferson Knight

 39  THE EAST CAPITOL URBAN FARM—IN THE HEART OF DC
Story and photos by Dottie Yunger

 42  DISCOVERING MORE OF GOD
Story and photos by Marietjie Odendaal

D E PA R T M E N T S

 4 SUBSISTENCE AND SUBSIDENCE
by Christie R. House 

 5 LETTERS FROM READERS

 9 MISSION MEMO

 45 BULLETIN INSERTS ON MISSION
Bulletin inserts can be clipped out of the magazine, copied back-to-back, 
folded, and slipped into the Sunday bulletin.

 47 FROM THE GENERAL SECRETARY: LESSONS FROM FIJI
by Thomas Kemper



4

From the editor

Dear Editor:

T

he March/April 2016 issue is 
well done…excellent.

Will you forward this on to Dr. 
Olusimbo Ige. She mentioned es-
pecially Imagine No Malaria.

 Help appears to be coming 
from the United States as men-
tioned in the following article: 
http://makonitimes.com/201603/

01/sierra-leone-to-benefit-from-

us-ant-malaria-initiative   

With blessings,

Dr. Lowell Gess
Retired missionary and pastor,
Founder of the Gess UMC Eye 

Hospital in Sierra Leone

Cyclone Winston in Fiji
On February 20, as we were cre-
ating this issue of New World 
Outlook, Cyclone Winston hit the 
Fiji Islands. Missionaries Wesley 
and Jerusha Neal sent the fol-
lowing update from Fiji days after 
the storm, once they could get 
to Suva, which still had internet. 
They serve as faculty and staff of 
Davuilevu Theological College of 
the Methodist Church of Fiji and 
Rotuma in the South Pacifi c.

E

ach day we see large sup-
ply planes from New Zea-

land fl ying into the Nausori air-
port carrying supplies for the 

SUBSISTENCE AND SUBSIDENCE

T

his issue of New World Outlook has been a real eye-opener for me. 
Although I was aware that the average temperature around the 

globe has been rising a few degrees every few years, and that this would 
mean an eventual rise in sea level, I had no idea that these changes have 
already caused widespread and severe consequences. The rise in tem-
perature affects fl ora, fauna, and people.

I had not realized that so many indigenous communities in Alaska (p. 
16) were endangered. As I received stories from the other authors for this 
issue, a more complete picture emerged. Fiji, Solomon Islands, and Tuvalu 
are island nations with coastal communities that are in danger of being 
swallowed by the sea. But the further I looked, the more I found.

In January 2016, the Biloxi-Chitimacha Choctaw residents of the Isle 
de Jean Charles in Louisiana received a $48 million grant from the US 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to relocate their 
community. The Isle de Jean Charles, which was settled in the 1800s by 
Jean Baptiste Narcisse Naquin, a French man who married a Choctaw 
woman, became a small haven for Native Americans seeking refuge from 
the Indian Relocation Act of 1830. The Biloxi-Chitimacha Choctaw are now 
a federally recognized tribe by the US government. The grant came from a 
$92 million HUD award won by the State of Louisiana as part of a National 
Disaster Resilience Competition.

Louisiana’s coastal lands have a natural subsidence—a tendency to sub-
side or sink. However, the Isle de Jean Charles was also bypassed by an 
Army Corps of Engineers levee construction network in 2011. Louisiana 
and the Army Corps of Engineers determined that extending the levee 
system to include the island would not be “cost effective.” This decision 
effectively set up the community to be part of the barrier islands that pro-
tect other communities along Louisiana’s coast. But as Yovanna Troansky 
writes in her article on p. 13, disaster risk reduction needs to be measured 
by how many lives are saved, not just by how many dollars are saved.

The inhabitants of both Alaska’s and Louisiana’s endangered coastal lands 
are indigenous peoples of North America. As citizens of First People’s na-
tions, they choose to continue their traditional ways of life. Though many work 
at careers both outside and inside their communities, they continue to return 
to some form of their subsistence hunting, fi shing, and gathering traditions.

I cannot help but think that if the Island of Manhattan were in such 
a state, sinking into the rising Atlantic Ocean, people across the nation 
would be well informed and measures would be taken on multiple levels to 
prevent its demise and maintain its residents’ way of life. And, while that 
scenario may yet be in our future, it doesn’t excuse our denial of justice to 
the people affected by climate change today. As people of God, we should 
be doing all within our power to protect all of God’s people from the greed 
and reckless living of industrialized nations.

 
Christie R. House



New World Outlook MAY/JUNE 2016  5

Letters from Readers

collapse. Amazingly, 
none of these families 
sustained injuries.

 In the midst of the 
uncertainty, Davuilevu 
has been shining its 
light. On Saturday night, 
as her family mopped 
up the water that was 
already pouring through 
the windows, a lecturer 
called our home. “We 
just wanted you know 
to know we are stand-
ing together with you 
in prayer,” the lectur-
er said. Although our 
homes were separated 
by darkness and howl-
ing winds, our hearts 
were united. Earlier in the afternoon, a team of soaked students came by with their 
sons to each house in the pouring rain to make sure that every window at risk was 
covered with tin. The boys’ dorm opened their rooms for Hindu and Muslim neighbors 
whose houses were already fl ooding.

 In the days after the storm, the community has continued to gather for worship and 
prayer before community work—praying masu masu style, where all members of the 
community raise their voiced prayers simultaneously, creating a river of prayer that 
overfl ows from our community.

According to UNICEF, a staggering 55 percent of all primary and secondary schools 
in Fiji, which represents 497 schools and 85,927 students, were either damaged or 
destroyed by the Category 5 Cyclone Winston. Another 251 early childcare facilities, 
with 4,100 students, were also destroyed.

hard-hit communities about an hour 
north of us. The storm has been de-
scribed as one of the worst in the 
Southern Hemisphere—and many 
of the faculty members at Davui-
levu Theological College who have 
lived long in this country confi rm 
that.  “Domo” means throat, a DTC 
lecturer told us, and “bula” means 
life. To use the words together is 
a way of describing “a fear that 
chokes life from the throat.” The 
phrase described the lecturer’s 
feelings when the wind roared 
around the small, wooden houses 
of Davuilevu. She said she had not 
experienced anything like it since 
the hurricane that hit Fiji in 1972.

 Our community is slightly inland 
and on high ground. While we are 
still clearing felled trees and downed 
power lines, we were spared major 
structural damage. Many of the hous-
es have water damage from cracks 
in the roofs and windows, but they 
all have their roofs—which is not the 
case for many of our pastor friends, 
teachers, and chaplains on the north 
side of the island. In that area—where 
the eye of the storm came ashore—
a student who graduated last year 
and is now working as a chaplain in 
a secondary school had her home 
destroyed. Another pastor spent the 
night in his bathroom with his three 
young children after the rest of their 
home blew away. Four sons of stu-
dents here on campus had the ceil-
ing of their boarding-school dormitory 

NASA’s Aqua satellite captured this visible image 
of Tropical Cyclone Winston in the South Pacifi c 
Ocean, west of Fiji. CREDIT: NASA

NOW FOR E-READERS, PHONES, AND TABLETS

The best format for reading New World Outlook on smaller screens 

is from newworldoutlook.org, optimized for mobile formats.

Va graduated in November, the only woman in her class, after having 
written a fi nal project paper on ministering to women with breast 
cancer. She had just begun serving as a chaplain for high school 
students at a Methodist school when Winston hit. This is what it did 
to her home.   PHOTO: COURTESY JERUSHA AND WES NEAL
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As a missionary in Nigeria in 
the 1990s, I learned an impor-
tant life lesson. Given the iso-
lated nature of our village, 
even the local Nigerians 
said that we lived “at the 

end of the earth.” As a result, I had 
to learn to live my life in relationship 
with the way the earth around me 
lived its life. This was something I 
had never before experienced. For 
example, there was a mango tree 
in our backyard, but we could have 
mangoes only when they were in 
season. When they weren’t in sea-
son, we couldn’t go to the market 
and buy some flown in from South 
America.

         A Call to 
       Creation Care 
         Ministry

by Pat Watkins

Also, in our part of Nigeria, there was a rainy season and a dry season. We 
had to plan our trips to the city to buy supplies during the dry season because, 
in the heart of the rainy season, we couldn’t travel outside our village by road. 
The rivers overflowed and there were no bridges, so when the water got too 
deep to drive through, we couldn’t go anywhere. 

So, in planning my own life, I was forced to consider the life of the earth 
around me. In the United States I’d never had to do that. I could essentially 
ask the earth to conform its life to mine. Indoors, I could turn on heat or air 
conditioning and I could always get myself out of the rain or snow. I’d never 
had to change my life to harmonize with the planet’s life until I arrived in 
Nigeria. For people who have grown up on farms, this adaptation comes natu-
rally. For me, it was quite a revelation.

Faith in God’s Creation
This newfound relationship with the earth really did something to me. Instead 
of merely figuring out ways to tolerate such a relationship, I embraced it. There 
was something good about it. As time went on, I began to wonder if, perhaps, 
there might even be something sacred about it. So, when I came home from 

Sunrise outside Bo, Sierra Leone.  PHOTO: MIKE DUBOSE/UMNS
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Europe, Latin America, North America, 
and the Pacific. The job of these team 
members is to engage the church in 
their respective regions to consider 
issues of creation within the ministry 
of the church. I’m also continuing the 
process of establishing a US nation-
al creation care ministry, focused on 
community organizing around specific 
local environmental issues and values 
and engaging the church in solutions 
to local problems.

I also relate to the United Methodist 
Council of Bishops in light of their 
2009 document “God’s Renewed 
Creation,” which lifts up the complex 
interrelationship of pandemic poverty 
and disease, environmental degrada-
tion, and the proliferation of weap-

ons and violence. This document 
makes the argument that, until we 
understand mission at the intersec-
tion of these issues, we will not be 
fully effective in offering solutions to 
the problems they create. Finally, I’m 
producing a policy manual for Global 
Ministries that will govern how we 
work in light of the environmental 

Nigeria, I came with a huge question in my mind and heart: “Is there a connec-
tion between a relationship with the earth and my life as a disciple of Jesus 
Christ?” I had a background in theology, having attended seminary, but I want-
ed to learn some earth science in order to intelligently answer my question. I 
needed to have a conversation within myself involving both science and theol-
ogy. Only then could I answer my question.

So I went back to school to study environmental science to learn the scien-
tific part of the conversation. After a couple of years, I was able to answer my 
question with a resounding “yes!” Absolutely there is a connection between 
my faith as a Christian and my relationship with God’s creation. This connection 
also involves my responsibility to care for and help to heal creation.

My follow-up question was this: “If there is this connection between faith and 
care for creation, then is it appropriate for me to think that it could be a ministry—
both for me as an ordained clergyperson and for the church at large?” And if so, 
how do I live this out for myself and how can I suggest that the church live it out?

A Mission in Earth Ministry
After a few years of working for some policy organizations in Virginia, I sud-
denly realized that God was calling me to be a missionary again. This time, 
though, rather than sending me to 
serve another country or group of 
people, the church should send me 
to serve God’s creation. I had a con-
versation with Brenda Connelly, who 
at that time was Global Ministries’ 
executive secretary of Church and 
Community Ministries. Brenda im-
mediately thought it was a good idea, 
so I was commissioned as a Church 
and Community Worker assigned 
as executive director of Caretakers 
of God’s Creation—a ministry of the 
Virginia Conference. Our goal was to 
raise United Methodists’ awareness 
of the connection between faith and 
responsibility to care for creation and 
then, given this connection, to guide 
individuals and congregations in ways 
to live out their calling.

Over the next several years, I met 
people from other parts of the United 
States for whom the connection between faith and creation care was a pas-
sion. Some had started creation care ministries in their local congregations, 
districts, and conferences. Many of us realized that there was a need within 
The United Methodist Church for a worldwide organization for creation care. As 
we began to think in those terms, my mission position evolved from that of a 
Church and Community Worker focused in one annual conference to a Global 
Ministries missionary with a global focus.

In this current position, I relate to a Global Creation Care Ministry Team made 
up of one person from each of six geographical regions of the world: Africa, Asia, 

“In Africa, I learned to live my life in relationship with the way the earth around me lived its life,” says Pat 
Watkins. Here, a girl sweeps her family’s compound as the sun rises in the South Sudan village of Kupera.  
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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impacts of what we do and how we do it as 
we continue to be involved in God’s mission.

I am so thankful that Global Ministries was 
able to embrace within me a call to ministry 
in this arena of care for God’s creation. It has 
given me the opportunity to live that call for 
many years now. I hope that, as others hear a 
similar call—and many are already hearing it—
the church will fi nd room for them, too, to live 
out their call.

The Rev. Pat Watkins, a clergy member of the Virginia 

Conference, is a missionary with the General Board of 

Global Ministries of The United Methodist Church. 

He is guiding the globally focused United Methodist 

Ministry with God’s Renewed Creation, based with 

Global Ministries. He is also editor of Climate Justice: 
A Call to Hope and Action, the study book for the 

Climate Justice mission study, 2016-2017, available 

through United Methodist Women. http://www.
umwmissionresources.org/products/climate-
justice-call-to-hope-and-action.

AFRICA
Jefferson Knight, 
Monrovia, Liberia
Jefferson Knight is the 
Program Director and 
Human Rights Monitor 
for the Peace with Justice 
Program of the Liberia 
Annual Conference. He 
is skilled in advocacy and 
education concerning 
human rights, peace 
building, community 
development, the rights 
of indigenous people, 
forced migration, climate 
change, grassroots 
organizing, sexual and 
gender-based violence, 
global health, and 
leadership development.

ASIA
Sotico Pagulayan, 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Sotico Pagulayan, from 
the Philippines, serves 
the Methodist Church of 
Cambodia as the Food 
Security and Livelihood 
Advisor/Climate Change 
Specialist with the 
Community Health and 
Agricultural Development 
(CHAD) program for the 
United Methodist Mission 
in Cambodia. Coming 
from a family of farmers, 
Pagulayan has always had 
a passion for agriculture, 
which serves as part of 
his motivation for being 
involved in creation 
care ministry.

EUROPE
Marietjie Odendaal, 
Gelterkinden, Switzerland
The Rev. Marietjie 
Odendaal, originally from 
Germany, lives and works 
in Switzerland as the 
pastor of Gelterkinden 
United Methodist 
Church. She brings a 
multicultural dimension 
to her ministry as she has 
lived in South Africa, the 
United States, Germany, 
and Switzerland. Like 
Jefferson, she makes the 
connections between 
creation care issues 
and the broader social 
justice issues.

LATIN AMERICA
Anahi’ Alberti D’Amato, 
Salta, Argentina
Anahi’ is a scientist 
and has taught courses 
and conferences in 
the fi elds of General, 
Organic, and Biological 
Chemistry, General 
Biology, Molecular 
Biology, and the use of 
molecular markers. She 
has taught on both the 
secondary school and 
university levels. Because 
she understands the 
languages of both science 
and theology, she offers 
much to the scientifi c and 
religious communities. 

NORTH AMERICA
Susan Mullin, Brooklyn 
Park, Minnesota, USA
Susan Mullin is a scientist 
who artfully combines 
science and faith. She 
is the Minister of Faith 
Formation and Community 
Outreach at Faith United 
Methodist Church in 
Brooklyn Park, Minnesota. 
A commissioned deacon 
in The United Methodist 
Church, she brings 
together her passion for 
the environment and for 
the formation of disciples 
of Jesus Christ in her 
ministry. As a US citizen, 
she is keenly aware of the 
injustice caused by US 
emissions that affect 
other nations.

PACIFIC
Cliff Bird
Suva, Fiji
The Rev. Dr. Cliff Bird, 
originally from the 
Solomon Islands, 
serves as the regional 
coordinator of the Pacifi c 
Offi ce of UnitingWorld, 
of the Uniting Church in 
Australia, an offi ce hosted 
by the Methodist Church 
in Fiji. His duties include 
developing theological 
and/or biblical material on 
issues of gender equality, 
child protection, disability 
inclusion, climate 
change, and women’s 
economic and fi nancial 
empowerment to be used 
by UnitingWorld partners 
in the Pacifi c region.

G L O B A L  C R E A T I O N  C A R E  M I N I S T R Y  T E A M

In Paris, attending COP21, are members of the Global Creation Care Ministry Team: Sotico 
Pagulayan, Pat Watkins, Anahi’ Alberti D’Amato, Susan Mullin, and Jefferson Knight.
PHOTO: MARIETJIE ODENDAAL

Devastation around Anapu, in Brazil’s 
northern Para State, where the Amazon 
jungle has been cut down and burned in 
order to raise cattle.   PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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missionmemo
Asia Regional Office Site: Seoul, South Korea

Seoul, South Korea, will be the site of a new Asia region-
al office of the worldwide mission agency of The United 
Methodist Church. As part of its move from a centralized 
style of operations, Global Ministries is opening closely 
aligned offices in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, with 
both headquarters and a regional office for the United 
States located in Atlanta, Georgia.

The choice of Seoul was made by Global Ministries’ 
board of directors, meeting in New York City on March 
18. The Asia office, like a Latin America office to open in 
Buenos Aires, Argentina, in early April, will be organized 
in collaboration with The Upper Room, a global minis-
try related to the denomination’s Discipleship Ministries 
agency that supports spiritual formation through a vari-
ety of online and print resources.

UMCOR Armenia Becomes Independent

UMCOR’s country office in Armenia has transitioned to 
become an independent Armenian nongovernmental or-
ganization called the UMCOR Armenia Foundation. 

UMCOR began operations in Armenia in 1994 and has 
since implemented relief and development programs 
throughout the country, serving vulnerable populations.

Over the years, UMCOR developed a strong reputa-
tion across Armenia, supporting various program sectors 
that included health, agriculture, anti-human trafficking, 
nutrition and food security, microfinance, small recon-
struction projects, education, and disaster risk reduction.

The agency successfully implemented programs 
for Armenia with funding from donors such as the 
United Nations Development Program, US Agency 
for International Development, US Department of 
Agriculture, US Department of State, Rabobank, the 
Interchurch Organization for Development Cooperation, 
Norwegian Church Aid, The United Methodist Church, 
and others.

DEATHS—Rosemary Cady, retired missionary with near-
ly 7 years of service in Brazil, died December 8, 2015… 
Edward K. Furman, retired missionary with 7 ½ years of 
service in Zimbabwe, died January 4, 2016.
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T
he United Methodist Global 
Creation Care Team had the 
opportunity to travel to Paris 
the fi rst week of December 

2015 to participate in the civil soci-
ety events surrounding the United 
Nations’ climate talks (Conference of 
the Parties 21st meeting, or COP21). I 
serve on the Global Creation Care Team 
with fi ve other Methodists and United 
Methodists from around the world, 
including representatives from the 
United States, Argentina, Switzerland, 
Liberia, Fiji, and Cambodia. 

Members of the team shared 
powerful stories, telling about what 
is happening in their countries as a 
result of climate change. Jefferson 
Knight, from Liberia, talked about 

  United Methodists   
    Participate 
       

in COP21

W O R K  F O R  C L I M A T E  J U S T I C E  I N  P A R I S

by Susan Mullin

Nityalila Saulo (center) leads 
participants in the Philippines and 
Rome to Paris segments of the 
People’s Pilgrimage to the COP21 
climate summit in singing at a 
welcome service at Paroisse Saint 
Merri, Paris, France, November 27, 2015.
PHOTO: RYAN RODRICK BEILER/LWF

Background: On the eve of the opening of the COP21event, demonstrators gathered in the Place de la Republique in Paris, frustrated 
that the planned climate march was banned. Riot police were brought in to ensure the march didn’t happen.  PHOTO: SEAN HAWKEY
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returning last year to a village near 
Suakoko, where he grew up, and 
finding that the tree-lined river he re-
membered was completely dried up 
and the trees had all been cut down. 
He was shocked. Another mem-
ber, Sotico Pagulayan, reported that, 
in 2015, 13 of the 24 provinces in 
Cambodia experienced crop failure. 
Extreme drought and flooding have 
combined to threaten the livelihood 
and food security of farmers in many 
parts of the world.

As a team, we are committed to 
energizing local churches to take ac-
tion on climate change 
and other environmen-
tal crises. This was 
only our second op-
portunity to meet to-
gether, so about half 
of our time in Paris 
was devoted to dis-
cussing how we can 
best work within our 
own regions and with 
the General Board of 
Global Ministries.

 
Listening at the 
Roundtable
One highlight of our 
time in Paris included a 
roundtable discussion 
on the intersection of 
faith, race, and climate. 
Another was a conference devoted 
to women on the frontlines of climate 
change. That conference included 
presentations from powerful and 
passionate indigenous women lead-
ers from the United States, Canada, 
Ecuador, Sweden, and the Maldives.

Thilmeeza Hussain, founder of 
the Voice of Women, told us that the 
Maldives “might be a small group of 
islands, but our lives are not small.” 
She pointed out that her people’s 
food security, water, and housing are 
all negatively impacted by climate 

change. “Climate change is not dis-
tant,” she said. “People are dying. 
How many lives are we ready to 
sacrifice?”

Meanwhile, Josefina Skerk, vice 
president of the Sami Parliament 
in Sweden, said that her country is 
also seeing the effects of climate 
change. The Sami people are indig-
enous to the Arctic regions of the 
Scandinavian Peninsula. If the earth 
warms an average of two degrees 
Celsius more, her country’s north-
ern lands will experience an increase 
of eight degrees. “We are not white 

strawberry jam,” she said. “We 
don’t want to be preserved. We want 
to guide our own development.”

Eriel Deranger, who serves as 
the communications manager of the 
Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation of 
Canada, reiterated what many poor 
and endangered peoples have said: 
“Our voices are left out of the dis-
cussions.” She added, “We are peo-
ple of the delta. Our entire system is 
threatened.”

Worshiping and sharing a meal 
with the members of the Méthodiste 

Unie Résurrection (“Resurrection 
United Methodist Church”) in Paris 
was also a powerful experience. 
Most members of the congregation 
had immigrated to France from Côte 
d’Ivoire. Their worship style and the 
wonderful meal they provided for us 
afterward reflected their Ivoirian cul-
tural heritage.

Intersections
On multiple occasions, we met with 
a United Methodist team from the 
General Board of Church and Society 
(GBCS). This team was credentialed 

to enter the blue zone, 
where the actual climate 
negotiations took place, 
and its members were 
cautiously optimistic 
throughout the negotia-
tions. They lobbied lead-
ers from the United States 
and around the world to 
ask for adequate financial 
provisions for countries 
that have not contributed 
significantly to the prob-
lem of climate change but 
that will increasingly suf-
fer loss and damage from 
it. They recorded daily vid-
eos of their work that are 
available on Church and 
Society’s website (http://

umc-gbcs.org/issues/

climate-justice).
The final accord is worth cele-

brating. For the first time, we have 
a worldwide agreement with a goal 
of limiting global warming to “well 
below 2 degrees Celsius” (3.6 de-
grees Fahrenheit) above preindustri-
al temperatures. Nations also agreed 
“to pursue efforts to limit the temper-
ature increase to 1.5 degrees Celsius” 
(2.7 degrees Fahrenheit). These goals 
are much more ambitious than many 
people expected to see in this accord. 
Even so, this is only an agreement. 

Members of the United Methodist Global Climate Care Ministry Team: 
Marietjie Odendaal, Jefferson Knight, Anahi’ Alberti D’Amato, Susan Mullin, 
and Sotico Pagulayan, in Paris.  PHOTO: PAT WATKINS
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Now we have to actually achieve the 
goals that COP21 set!

If there is one thing I’m taking 
away from this experience, it is the 
many ways that climate change in-
tersects with issues of both social 
and economic justice. After hearing 
the pain in the voices of sisters and 
brothers from all around the world, 
and after learning how their ability 
to provide food, housing, and water 
for their families is being threatened 
and disrupted by climate change, I 
feel this is no longer a matter of facts 
and figures or computer models that 
predict the future. Climate change ex-
acerbates all other injustices, includ-
ing poverty as well as racial, gender, 
and age discrimination. As United 
Methodists, we say that our task is 
to make disciples of Jesus Christ 
for the transformation of the world. 
Our team reflected on the vision de-
scribed in Ezekiel (47:7-12), with its 
river of fresh water flowing from the 
sanctuary, bringing life where there 
was no life before. Our team mem-
bers challenge not only one another 
but all United Methodists to look for 
places where the waters of God are 
bringing life to new places. We invite 
you and your church to join us in the 
mission ministry of healing our world.

 
The Rev. Susan Mullin, a deacon who 

serves as Minister of Faith Formation 

and Community Outreach with Faith 

United Methodist Church in St. An-

thony, Minnesota, was one of six people 

selected in 2014 to serve on the Gen-

eral Board of Global Ministries’ Global 

Creation Care Ministry Team. Mullin 

represents all of North America on this 

new team. In December 2015, the team 

represented the global United Methodist 

Church at the United Nations’ climate 

change conference in Paris (COP21). A 

version of this article was originally pub-

lished by the Minnesota Annual Confer-

ence of The United Methodist Church.

John S. Hill, Assistant General Secretary, Advocacy and Organizing, General Board of Church 
and Society; Susan Mullin, Jefferson Knight, and two members of the Church and Society 
team, Daniel Obergfell, from Germany, and Jennifer Ferariza Meneses, from the Philippines.
PHOTO: COURTESY CHURCH AND SOCIETY

A  “ T O - D O ”  L I S T  F O R  C L I M A T E  J U S T I C E

There are many ways that you and your congregation can get involved  

in work for climate justice:

Reduce the carbon footprint of your congregation. Resources 

for congregations are available at Cool Congregations  

(www.coolcongregations.org), Energy Star for Congregations 

(https://www.energystar.gov/buildings/owners_and_managers/

congregations) and GreenFaith (www.greenfaith.org). 

Study “Climate Justice” at a Mission u this summer. United Methodist 

Women will be offering climate justice studies for adults, youth, and 

children around the country (http://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/

climate-justice-study). 

Want to do more? The Board of Global Ministries will be recruiting, 

training, and commissioning volunteers who are ready to transform  

the world by organizing their communities to take action on caring 

for God’s creation. The first training event is tentatively scheduled for 

October 18 through 23, 2016. For more information, please contact  

the Rev. Pat Watkins, Missionary for the Care of God’s Creation:  

pwatkins@umcmission.org.
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W
e inhabit a planet in perpetual motion and change. The natural en-
vironment has its own dynamic, maintaining an intrinsic balance 
vital to its existence. Air, soil, fauna, fl ora, rain, rivers, and seas 
are all interconnected and interdependent. 

For the natural environment, “hazards”—cyclones, earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions, wildfi res, fl oods, and other such events—are natural, expected, and 
necessary for Earth’s self-regulation. For example, fl ooding rains are naturally 
controlled by rivers and their fl ood plains, which are land areas formed to re-
ceive excess river water during rainy seasons. 

When the dynamic that nature has created is blocked in some way, there 
are consequences. For example, mangroves, which create a natural habitat 
for many species, require a combination of salt water and fresh water. When 
the exchange between salt and fresh water in an estuary is impeded, the 
mangroves die, and the species that live in them die, too. In the 1960s and 
70s,during the construction of a new highway in Colombia, communication be-
tween the Magdalena River and the sea was blocked at several points of the 
estuary, preventing the mixing of fresh and salt water. The increased salinity 
of the water killed the mangroves and the species that immediately depended 
on them. But, because mangroves are a natural barrier to fl oods, their loss also 
impacted the human communities in the area, exposing them increasingly to 
regular fl ooding. 

Vital Balance

We humans tend to see natural hazards as uncontrollable forces, “acts of 
God,” or disasters before which we are powerless and clueless. But hazards 
alone are not to blame for the destruction and negative impacts we see in 
their aftermath. When we look more closely at the causes of the resulting de-
struction, we see that natural hazards are only one of the contributing factors; 
human action is another.

   Reducing
        the Risk of    

 Disaster
by Yovanna Troansky

People, as part of the natural en-
vironment, play a vital role in its in-
trinsic balance. But we often fail to 
recognize how our actions may add 
stress to the environment and pro-
voke imbalance between the natural 
environment and the built environ-
ment—the one we create. 

One way we do this is by embrac-
ing a short-term and local vision of our 
actions on the environment. Often 
we don’t give a second thought to 
the potential impact an action—frack-
ing for example—can have over time 
or beyond our immediate communi-
ty. Our geopolitical borders have no 
meaning for natural phenomena, and 
human actions in one area can pro-
duce repercussions across a whole 
region that may last for generations. 
When people do become aware 
of potential impacts, vested inter-
ests—cheaper fuel or local jobs, for 
instance—often prevail over the long-
term, long-range good.

Sometimes, our choices—or our 
lack of resources—expose our com-
munities to hazards. When we build 
dwellings, schools, or businesses in 

Above: UMCOR grants helped a community in the Philippines to build 
this storm evacuation shelter.  PHOTO: COURTESY UMCOR
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hazard-prone areas—near rivers or 
on the seashore, for instance—the 
probability that the community will 
be impacted by a natural phenome-
non such as a hurricane or flood in-
creases. Dangerous situations result 
when we ignore the dynamics of the 
natural environment.

This is true, too, when we con-
vince ourselves that the consequences 
of our actions will not be severe or 
long-lasting. As a result, we develop 
patterns of harmful actions—then fail 
to take into account the cumulative 
effect our actions will have, thus cre-
ating another stressor.

So the risk associated with natural 
hazards increases exponentially when 
there is imbalance between the natu-
ral environment and the built environ-
ment; when communities do not un-
derstand their role in the degradation 
of the environment; and when we fail 
to see how that degradation can in-
crease the magnitude and intensity 
of natural phenomena, increasing the 
probability of disasters.

Hazards vs. Disasters
The manifestation of a hazard is one 
thing; the generation of a disaster is 
something else. Disasters and haz-
ards are not the same.

A hazard is a natural phenom-
enon, such as a tornado, hurricane, 
wildfire, or flood, which is capable of 
generating damages. A disaster has 
additional components. A disaster re-
sults when a hazard materializes in a 
setting where the community is very 
vulnerable, lacks resources, and can-
not recover from the event without 
external help.

Impoverished communities regis-
ter more disasters than other com-
munities. This doesn’t mean that 
they are struck by a greater number 
of natural phenomena but that, be-
cause of their vulnerability and lack 
of resources, the impact is more fre-
quently disastrous. Thus the magni-
tude 7.0 earthquake that killed tens 
of thousands of people in Haiti and 
left many more people homeless in 
2010 was far more destructive than 

the magnitude 8.8 earthquake that 
struck Chile a little over a month later 
that same year.

Developed countries are frequently 
impacted by natural phenomena. The 
difference is that many of them are 
prepared to minimize the negative 
consequences with preemptive mea-
sures such as building codes that 
mandate the construction of earth-
quake-resistant buildings in areas 
prone to temblors or the availability 
of insurance to provide communities 
quicker access to permanent housing 
after a tornado. 

Alleviating Suffering
The United Methodist Committee on 
Relief (UMCOR) has as its goal to alle-
viate suffering in communities. When 
a natural hazard has churned into a 
disaster because of a community’s 
vulnerability and lack of resources, 
UMCOR is grateful for the many peo-
ple who rush to help survivors recov-
er some of their material goods. No 
one, though, can recover a life lost in 

In Serbia, UMCOR worked with communities to clean and maintain flood-control channels that were clogged with refuse and overgrown.
PHOTOS: COURTESY UMCOR
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a disaster. Losing someone close can 
generate permanent suffering. 

Disaster risk reduction is an ap-
proach that seeks to alleviate suffering 
in proactive and long-lasting ways. This 
approach helps communities identify 
vulnerabilities and the resources need-
ed to meet them and thereby reduce 
or mitigate the negative impacts of nat-
ural hazards. Disaster risk reduction is 
based on two articles of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.

Article 3.
Everyone has the right to life, liberty, 

and security of person.

Article 25.
(1)  Everyone has the right to a stan-

dard of living adequate for the 
health and well-being of himself 
and of his family, including food, 
clothing, housing, medical care, 
and necessary social services, and 
the right to security in the event of 
unemployment, sickness, disabil-
ity, widowhood, old age, or other 
lack of livelihood in circumstances 
beyond his control.

(2)  Motherhood and childhood are 
entitled to special care and assis-
tance. All children, whether born in 
or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the 
same social protection.

Disaster Risk Reduction
Everyone has the right to live in a place 
where life can thrive. Disaster risk re-
duction aims to help communities un-
derstand the importance of creating 
and maintaining a balanced relation-
ship between the built environment 
and the natural environment, of miti-
gating existing risks and increasing re-
silience, and of preventing the creation 
of future risks.

Disaster risk reduction is a pro-
cess that, to be effective, needs to 
be an integral part of daily commu-
nity life. It is particularly connected 

with socioeconomic development 
processes because disasters are, ul-
timately, the result of developmen-
tal gaps in vulnerable communities. 
These gaps create stress in the rela-
tionship between the natural and built 
environments. 

The cost-effectiveness of disaster 
risk reduction programs has been re-
searched and debated. Different fig-
ures have been used for calculating 
the dollars saved from such programs. 
But the real value of disaster risk re-

duction should be assessed mainly by 
the lives it protects. That calculation is 
priceless and makes disaster risk re-
duction an ethical imperative.

Disaster risk reduction employs 
three strategies:
1.  Remedial: Helps communities 

manage their current risk scenar-
ios, so they understand the con-
nection between their built and 
natural environments and the con-
sequences of their actions. Once 
the issues are clear, communities 
work together to identify ways to 
reestablish balance. In Serbia, for 

example, UMCOR worked with 
communities to clean and main-
tain flood-control channels that 
were clogged with refuse. 

2.  Proactive: Helps communities 
prepare to manage the challeng-
es of natural hazards and avoid 
the generation of future disaster 
risks. Communities learn to iden-
tify imbalance, its cumulative ef-
fects, and the changes needed to 
avoid disaster. An example of this 
is UMCOR’s support for the local 
government of Las Terrenas, in 
the Dominican Republic, to estab-
lish land-use policies that avoided 
erosion and preserved the earth. 
Another, in the Philippines, is 
UMCOR’s work with communities 
to build evacuation centers. 

3.  Reactive: Helps communities re-
spond to emergencies in time-
ly and effective ways, reducing 
loss and protecting people’s lives 
and integrity. Along these lines, 
UMCOR worked with commu-
nities in Bangladesh to activate 
an early warning system for ap-
proaching storms.
UMCOR works with communi-

ties around the world in disaster risk 
reduction programs that draw from 
these three strategies. It is vital to 
our shared life on Earth that we em-
brace, at the level of every commu-
nity, the need to reverse patterns 
of imbalance, degradation, and lack 
of awareness. 

We can’t stop natural hazards from 
happening, but we can help people 
increase their resilience to disasters 
by identifying and transforming the 
vulnerabilities in local communities 
that can turn a natural hazard into a 
disaster. And we can alleviate suffer-
ing by being proactive.

Yovanna Troansky is executive secretary for 

UMCOR’s Disaster Risk Reduction, with 

the General Board of Global Ministries.

UMCOR worked with communities 
in Bangladesh to activate an early 
warning system for approaching 
storms, as reflected in the poster. 
PHOTO: COURTESY UMCOR
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F
or thousands of years, the peoples of the northern part of North America 
have made their living from the ice and the creatures that live on it and 
under it. At one time, the indigenous tribes of the Alaska region were 
nomadic, following herds or schools of fi sh as they migrated, living in 

a seasonal rhythm dictated by the freezing and receding of the snow and ice. 
As with other indigenous peoples across the continent, the northern peoples 
were moved into permanent settlements after the arrival of European and 
other settlers by US government regulations. But today, as sea levels rise, 
these coastal villages are not so permanent.

As the climate changes, the earth warms—but not uniformly. The northern 
parts of the world, especially in the Arctic region, are warming about twice 
as fast as the global average. This means that the ice is freezing later in the 
winter season and melting sooner and faster in the spring. It also means that 
the islands and inlets, without their protective, rock-solid blocks of sea ice, are 
more vulnerable to erosion. Islands and peninsulas that once had an ice bridge 
to the mainland are now surrounded by water in the summer. And because 
of the warmer waters, the storms have become more severe. While ice and 
snow refl ect sunlight, the darker water of the open ocean absorbs it, raising 
the temperature even further.

Many of the communities along Alaska’s coast and coastal rivers stand on a 
layer of “permanently” frozen soil called permafrost. But, in recent years, that 
permafrost has been melting, washing away with the ice melt into the water. 

Many of Alaska’s indigenous villages hug the shores of 
waterways, bays, and sea, making them vulnerable to land 
erosion and rising sea levels.  PHOTO: CHARLES BROWER

Alaska’s Disappearing 
Coastal Communities
by Christie R. House

God is everywhere. It is 

His creation. It is our job 

to protect it—to keep it 

sacred. I am from the Inupiat*, who 
are the people of the northern part of 
Alaska. The people in my community are 
whalers. If you catch a whale, it will feed 
you for many, many months. Whaling 
is almost a spiritual thing. It is also 
very satisfying, 
even if we don’t 
catch a whale—
it is a time of 
renewal of family 
ties. Spiritually, 
for me, it is 
also being 
out in God’s 
creation. God is 
everywhere. God 
is in our native lives. 
God is in the least of us. God is there.

Pastor Charles Brower, Nome, Alaska—
UMTV video: The Ministry of Nome Community 

UMC and Charlie Brower 
http://alaskaumc.org/?p=3556

Charles Brower, 
Nome, Alaska.



New World Outlook MAY/JUNE 2016  17

Warning Signs
A number of indigenous communi-
ties have asked the US government 
for help in moving. The people of 
Shishmaref, an island village about 
30 miles south of the Arctic Circle in 
the Chukchi Sea, voted to move in 
2002. Their village sits on top of an 
island of melting permafrost. But the 
United States doesn’t have any prec-
edent for this kind of move—or proto-
col to follow—or funding set aside to 
make such a thing happen. Generally, 
in the case of most storm-related 
moves, families are dealt with one at 
a time as they fill out the proper pa-
perwork for FEMA and are approved 
for grants or loans. But moving an en-
tire village of 600 people? There is no 
paperwork for that.

Over the last 15 years, Shishmaref—
once known as Kigiktaq by its Inupiaq 

residents—has lost chunks of its 
shoreline. Its residents have had to 
fit houses onto skids and move them 
farther away from the shore—but it’s 
an island, so they can continue like 
this for only so long. Charles Brower, 
the pastor of Nome Community 
United Methodist Church in Nome, 
Alaska, says the village’s Inupiaq res-
idents are whalers, and they have 
made a subsistence living this way 
for generations. Brower’s grand-
mother is from Shishmaref. 

Subsistence whaling is not done 
with industrial whaling ships. The 
men go out in boats that are often 
smaller than the size of the whales. 
They use harpoons. Just one whale 
will feed a whole village for months.

In addition to Shishmaref, the 
communities of Kivalina and Newtok 
have also asked the US government 

for help in moving. Basically, each 
community has to devise its own 
plan. Kivalina, another Inupiaq village, 
has gone on social media to plead 
its case and secure funding (http://

www.relocate-ak.org/). Advocates 
on its social media site post photo-
graphs and updates, urge tribal el-
ders to speak up and attend hearings, 
suggest methods of advocacy for 
Kivalina’s 400 residents, and solicit fi-
nancial contributions.

The Newtok community, a village 
of about 375 who are Yu’pik, another 
of Alaska’s 229 federally recognized 
indigenous villages, are further along 
on their relocation because they have 
identified land for a new village. A 
site nine miles away, which rests on 
bedrock, once served as a summer 
residence for Newtok’s Yu’pik villag-
ers. They call it Mertarvik, which in 

Clockwise: An Inupiaq hunter waits patiently for a 
whale siting.  PHOTO: CHARLES BROWER; Ethan Ahkvaluk 
participates in the yearly Tobacco Free Camp sponsored by 
the Nome Community Center. The camp takes place at a 
fishing camp near Council, Alaska, some 70 miles northeast 
of Nome; Jessica Downey shows her missing tooth to Esther 
Bourdon, as Polly Koweluk looks on, during a lunch for 
senior citizens at the XYZ Senior Center, part of the Nome 
Community Center in Nome Alaska. The girl is Koweluk’s 
granddaughter and Bourdon’s great niece; Children play in 
the street at midnight during the summer in Nome, Alaska.  
PHOTOS: PAUL JEFFREY
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I n my discussion with some local hunters and elders, we all 
agreed that we commiserate with the people of Shishmaref, 
Kivalina, and Newtok in their particular situations. But we 

also have some broader concerns—“Alaska global” in nature.

1. As Inupiat people, we get the 
majority of our food from hunt-
ing and fi shing. Today we see 
changes in the shrinking sea ice 
upon which the seals and wal-
rus haul out. Alaska also has 
10 communities that depend 
on taking bowhead whales for 
most of their food. The thinning 
ice during our spring whaling 
time (April through May) makes 
the harvesting of whales more 
diffi cult. We have to search for 
ice thick enough on which to 
butcher our take. (They average 
a ton per foot—and the whales measure 28 feet up to 45 feet.)

2. Warmer waters bring species of fi sh and marine mammals 
that we haven’t normally seen in our waters. A biologist with the 
University of Alaska Northwest Campus in Nome has kept records 
of unusual sightings over the past 10 years or so. According to the 
Alaska Fisheries Science Center Auke Bay Laboratories, research-
ers surveying in the Gulf of Alaska last summer came across spe-
cies such as pomfret fi sh, ocean sunfi sh, blue shark, and thresher 
shark—all species associated with warmer water temperatures. 

3. Warmer water and climate dictate when the seasonal start of 
crab fi shing begins. We have had to cultivate a new awareness 
of the shifting ice conditions so that our crab pots and gear are 
not lost when shore ice moves with the currents and the wind.

4. Walrus used to travel on ice fl oes driven 
by currents up and down the coast. The loss 
of these platforms results in herds of wal-
rus—during the last few years occasion-
ally numbering, I believe, some 43,000—
hauling out on sandbars near communities 
such as Point Lay. Stampedes can result 
in the deaths of the young walruses when 
the much larger mature bulls run right over 
them. Some stampedes are caused by small 
aircraft fl ying over the haul-out spots.

5. Sea ice is lessening, and it is now found 
farther away from the coast in places far-
ther north (such as Barrow). Polar bears are 

seen swimming—or drowned—several hundred miles from 
the coast—some with cubs during the summer. The ones that 
make it ashore are so exhausted that people can actually stand 
a few feet away from them and snap their pictures as they rest.

Charles Brower is a licensed local pastor serving the Nome Com-
munity United Methodist Church in Nome, Alaska. His ministry 
extends beyond the local church when indigenous members of the 
broader community and of other faith communities seek his guid-
ance as a Native Inupiaq pastor.

Yu’pik means “getting water from 
the stream.” The governing body of 
Newtok voted 20 years ago to start 
negotiations with the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service, which manages 
the land they call Mertarvik, but little 
has happened on the legal end. The 
Yu’pik hired lawyers and advocates 
and lobbied Congress, but without 
much result.

Although they received permission 
to move, they couldn’t move their 
belongings and build new homes in 
Mertarvik without roads and an airport 

strip. The Army Corps of Engineers re-
ceived permission to build the roads, 
but the 400 Yu’pik villagers, who are 
subsistence hunters, were expected 
to come up with 35 percent of the 
cost. The Corps estimated that the 
total cost for moving the village would 
be $130 million. Yet neither the state 
nor the federal government seems to 
have the authority or funding for this 
move—even though everyone agrees 
that it has to happen.

Meanwhile, Newtok has been slip-
ping away, and the only way to get 

around the village is to use the raised 
wooden boardwalk that crisscross-
es the town. There are no sanitation 
measures or even running water. 
Waste is thrown into the sea. 

Kivalina residents fi rst voted to 
move back in the 1990s. One of their 
tactics was to sue 24 major interna-
tional fossil fuel companies for cre-
ating the conditions that have led to 
the village’s engulfment by the sea. 
They had hoped for a settlement that 
would help them fund their relocation 
costs, but their case was thrown out 

Salmon, caught wild and prepared for drying and 
smoking in the traditional Inupiaq way.
PHOTO: CHARLES BROWER

Warmer Waters Affect the Whole Ecosystem
by Charles Brower

BACKGROUND PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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by the US Supreme Court. Their time 
is running out. They could be under-
water by 2025.

A World Problem
In 2009, the US Government Office 
of Accountability (GOA) released a 
report on the Alaskan native villag-
es that were threatened by flooding 
and erosion. At that time, 12 villages 
had already voted to move and were 
requesting help. The Army Corps of 
Engineers reported that 31 villages 
were in immediate danger of flood-
ing and erosion. But, in all, 184, or 
about 86 percent of Alaskan native 
villages, are affected in some way 
by erosion and flooding. The three 
villages named above, Newtok, 
Kivalina, and Shishmaref, are just the 
very tip of the proverbial—and fast 
melting—iceberg. 

The Arctic Ocean covers about 6 
million square miles of area at the top 
of the world—most of it encased in 
ice. For the month of February 2016, 
research scientists monitoring the 
Arctic Circle recorded temperatures 
up to 14 degrees above the norm. 
The record for the lowest amount 
of ice in February was shattered this 
year—by more than 400,000 square 

miles. Despite the six months of 
darkness and temperatures well 
below freezing, the ice continues to 
retreat at rates much faster than sci-
entists anticipated. 

Subsistence hunter-gatherers 
using their traditional methods to 
catch and store food for the winter 
did not cause the rise in the sea lev-
els that now threaten their homes. 
One of the difficulties in moving 

these communities of indigenous 
people is that they want to stay to-
gether. Further, they want to stay 
close enough to the coasts and wa-
terways to continue their traditional 
ways of life. It took all of us—driv-
ing our cars, mining our fossil fuels, 
heating our homes in winter, cool-
ing our homes in summer, building 
and running our factories—to cre-
ate this crisis that currently affects 
the Alaskan native villages. But it 
won’t be long before the crisis af-
fects all of us, and all of life, and all 
of creation.

Likewise, it is not up to the Alaskan 
United Methodist churches alone, 
which number 28, to advocate for the 
indigenous peoples of Alaska. That 
is a job for the whole connectional 
church—all of us together, and all de-
nominations and faith communities 
together. But each of our faith com-
munities, and each United Methodist 
Church, must do its part. 

Christie R. House is the editor of New 
World Outlook magazine.

Nome Community United Methodist Church in Nome, Alaska, where Charles Brower serves as 
pastor.  PHOTO: CHARLES BROWER

FO R  M O R E  I N FO R M AT I O N  O N 
D I S A P P E A R I N G  A L AS K A N  C O M M U N I T I ES

Sources used to write this article are sited here. More information is 

available via the internet on these three Alaskan communities. 

Kivalina—http://www.pri.org/stories/2015-08-09/will-residents-kivalina-

alaska-be-first-climate-change-refugees-us

Shishmaref—http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/12/14/shishmaref-

alaska-climate-change-relocation_n_6296516.html?ir=India

Newtok—http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/08/alaska-

village-climate-change/402604/ 

For a complete PDF download of Recommendations to the President from 

the President’s State, Local, and Tribal Leaders Task Force on Climate 

Preparedness and Resilience, go to: 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/task_force_

report_0.pdf
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These stories from the Solomon Islands and 
Tuvalu interweave my life story with those of 
others affected by climate change. This is not 
meant to be a scholarly article on climate change 
and its impact in Oceania. Rather, it situates 
people’s experiences within the confluence of 
climate change as increasingly a notion that  
transcends a merely scientific phenomenon.

HIGH TIDE   for Island Nations
Story and photos by Cliff Bird

The eco-lodge built on sand along the shoreline in Tuvalu. 
During Tropical Cyclone Pam in March 2015, huge waves 
crashed over the entire island.  PHOTO: CLIFF BIRD
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theological studies at the Pacific 
Theological College in Suva, Fiji 
Islands. We had brought along two 
big wooden boxes filled with expen-
sive theological books that we had 
accumulated over three years. It was 
late into the night when we reached 
home, so we decided to leave the 
two boxes and other belongings in 
the storage shed on the beachfront.

Early the next morning, we went 
down to unpack the boxes and retrieve 
our belongings. To our sad surprise, 
the two boxes and all of our suitcases 
were in water. Amid the excitement of 
reuniting with us after six years, our 

family members forgot to tell us about 
the changes in tidal and current move-
ments. King tides had become com-
mon and crossed over what used to 
be dry land by more than a hundred 
meters. Currents had also changed in 
direction, timing, and intensity. We lost 
most of our books and personal be-
longings overnight. More importantly, 
the land area where we used to cul-
tivate our vegetable gardens had be-
come salinized and the fertile topsoil 
had washed away.

E
xperiences related to the notion of anthropogenic climate change 
have been occurring in Oceania—the islands of the southern, west-
ern, and central Pacific Ocean—for much longer than the wide atten-
tion climate change has been recently given. Since the late 1990s and 

early 2000s, climate change has gained authority and credibility through the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and a large number of en-
vironmental NGOs in Oceania. On the basis of the IPCC Fourth Assessment 
Report, Professor Patrick Nunn summarizes the threats of climate change in 
Oceania to be: a) temperature rise, at least 2.5ºC higher in 2001 than in 1990, 
but perhaps even more; b) sea level rise, projected by the IPCC to be a maxi-
mum of 58cm; and c) more frequent, stronger storms.

As a scientific notion, climate change makes sense only in the context of 
a long-term perspective based on measurements that go back to previous ice 
ages and climate models that project the past and present into the distant future. 
However, Oceanic peoples, especially those in small atoll island countries, live 
on the shoreline in consecutive moments of the present. Climate change enters 
their local history, impacting and shap-
ing daily experiences: rising sea levels, 
eroding shorelines, the seepage of sea 
water into ground water tables, more 
frequent king tides (very high ones), 
salinization of coastal farmland, fall-
ing trees and palms, and relocation 
of homes, along with the associated 
sense of sociocultural, spiritual, and 
psychological dislocation. This is the 
backdrop against which the following 
stories take place.

Academic Books Washed  
by King Tide (1994)
This story is quite personal for me, 
occurring before “climate change” 
entered the local vernacular. I come 
from Buleani, a very small rural village 
on Vangunu Island in the renowned 
Marovo Lagoon in the Western 
Province of Solomon Islands. Buleani Village is situated on a hilltop approxi-
mately 1.5 kilometers from the shoreline. On our beachfront we built a tra-
ditional storage shed. My father was known as one of the best fishermen of 
his time. When I was about 4 years old, he started teaching me all he knew 
about the sea—the movements of tides and currents and their connection to 
the moon in its different phases. He taught me about different fish species, 
their spawning seasons, and the best fishing times and spots for different spe-
cies. For instance, he taught me how to spot the “footprints” of an octopus on 
the reef-flat in the sea. He also taught me how different fish species and their 
spawning seasons are connected to terrestrial signs. I remember how we used 
to catch a lot of fish in the 1970s and 1980s.

In December 1994, my wife, Siera, and I returned home to Buleani after 
six years away. Three of those years I had spent completing undergraduate 

Rukutu Village, Marovo Lagoon, Solomon Islands, where I grew up. My wife Siera Bird and our 
little daughter Cliera Jelitima Bird inspect the storage house. Homes that used to stand on dry 
ground are now standing in water due to rising sea levels.  PHOTO: CLIFF BIRD
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“I have lived here all my 
life. I will not move and will 
die here.” (2007)
In 2007, my family again returned 
home, specifically for me to officiate 
at the wedding of a close family mem-
ber. Being an experienced fisherman, 
I was also expected to provide fish for 
the wedding feast. While at home, I 
decided to visit an elderly man whom 
I knew from childhood. His village is 
not far from mine. The only difference 
was that now I had to cross over to his 
house in a dugout canoe and wade to 
his doorstep—to the very same place 
where I used to visit him walking on 
dry land. I sat with him and we talk-
ed about the times when I was young 
and he was a church elder in the vil-
lage congregation.

He talked about how times had 
changed, including the massive 
changes in the tidal and current 
movements. I asked him if he had 
ever heard about climate change and 
he responded that he had not. I at-
tempted to explain it to him. He was 
very quiet, and then asked, “So this 
thing you have told me about is re-

sponsible for the tide that moves 
past my house and farther inland?” 
He lamented the former times when 
he used to sit on his seaside veran-
da and pull in fish for dinner. I tried 
to convince him to join his wife, chil-
dren, and grandchildren who had al-
ready moved inland. He said, “I have 
lived here all my life. I will not move 
and will die here.” He would not 
move regardless of what I said.

Two nights before the wedding, I 
went to fish for the wedding feast. 
Tidal situations had changed so dras-
tically, just as I was told by the elder-
ly man and other villagers. Much of 

The foreshore of Honiara Town, Solomon Islands, after flash floods in April 2013, littered with 
debris. Some 20 dead bodies, mostly children, were recovered from this rubble.
PHOTO: CLIFF BIRD

the knowledge and experience I had 
acquired in my childhood, youth, and 
young adult days were now washed 
away in the currents and ebbed with 
the tide. Almost 10 hours later, and 
after much trial and error with the 
changing sea conditions, I was able 
to catch less than the quantity of fish 
that I used to catch within two to 
three hours.

Nowhere to Run (2015)
This third and final story is from 
Tuvalu, a small atoll island country 
whose highest point is only four me-
ters above sea level. In May 2015, I 
was asked to accompany a group of 
international theology students and 
ministry candidates to Tuvalu on a 
Face-to-Face program. This program, 
sponsored by the Council for World 
Mission, provides practical exposure 
to young enthusiasts. Tuvalu was 
chosen because it has been so se-
verely impacted by climate change.

Senior government officials, in-
cluding Tuvalu’s prime minister and 

high court judge, were present at 
the official welcome ceremony for 
the students. The community hall 
was packed. Amid the celebrations 
(speeches, feasting, singing and 
dancing), we could hear the waves 
breaking over the reef and rushing to-
ward the hall—too close for the visi-
tors’ comfort. But as a people and 
as a nation (a point stressed by the 
prime minister in his welcome ad-
dress), Tuvaluans are aware of what 
is happening to their islands, villag-
es, and homes. They know about the 
threats that climate change poses 
to their very livelihoods and surviv-
al. Yet they are able to sing, dance, 
and celebrate—striving to live life to 
the fullest, even in the context of the 
encroaching sea, eroding shorelines, 
falling palms, and salinized soil and 
ground water. This was and is life, and 
they live in the face of all that is “un-
life,” embodied in climate change. 

Part of the experience was taking 
a daylong outboard motor and canoe 
trip around the Funafuti Lagoon to 
see firsthand the impacts of rising sea 
levels on the tiny and low-lying islets. 
One stop was at what is meant to 
be a small and very basic beachfront 

“  I have lived here all my life. 
                         I will not move and will die here.”
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eco-lodge situated on one of the many small islands. The family that lives 
there ekes out a living by catching and selling fish and renting out rooms at the 
lodge. Our company of 15 was the largest number of foreigners ever to visit 
the lodge.

The island is no more than a meter above sea level and about 80 meters 
across at its widest section. The owner, a former civil servant, and his family 
told the visitors stories.For them, each day is lived on the frontline of tidal and 
current movements that reorient the sandy beachfront and continually reshape 
the entire island. The owner waved his right hand out to sea to show us where 
the beachfront used to be—it’s now under water. The distance from where we 
stood to where he pointed was about 80 meters. During harsh weather condi-
tions, waves break over the soft sand protection barrier that the family built in 
front of the lodge and their home. They had a near-death experience in March 
2015, when the tail of tropical cyclone Pam reached Tuvalu and whipped up 
huge waves that overran the whole island—from one side to the other.

There is no higher ground for the family—only the 2.5 meters-high floor of 
the lodge. They were caught between the “quiet-lagoon-turned-angry” on one 
side and the “hungry-threatening-raging ocean” on the other. But when we 
asked when they will move, they said: “This is our island. This is our home. 
We will not move from here.” What a strong sense of attachment and belong-
ing to their roots!

Against this background of struggle and uncertainty, the family provided us 
with a rich breakfast that included wood-smoked reef fish. They graciously in-
vited us to enjoy the meal, and yet I could sense a level of pain, loss, and sac-
rifice that went into preparing for us the best that they had. The owner lament-
ed the “good old days” when it was easy to catch fish along the shore. Now 
he had to paddle farther out in changed and changing sea conditions to fish for 
longer hours. As a fisherman, I knew exactly what he was talking about. Yet, 

Funafuti in Tuvalu, where the widest section of this island is no more than 300 meters 
across; the highest point is about 4 meters. The international airport, government buildings, 

parliament house, and the only hotel are all on this narrow strip of land.  PHOTO: CLIFF BIRD

coming from a large mountainous is-
land back in the Solomon Islands, I 
could never imagine putting myself 
into his family’s shoes. What a dis-
honour and disrespect that would 
have been to them had I tried!

Tale-Tell Stories
In geologic time, 23 years (1994 
through 2016) is nothing at all! Yet, 
as seen in the stories above, 23 
years has amounted to almost ev-
erything for those whose lives have 
been impacted—and for some, per-
haps, irreversibly so—because of cli-
mate change. In the Pacific, climate 
change has become one of the main 
drivers—if not the main driver—of 
change. Stories have a history to tell, 
a present to inform and influence, 
and a future to shape and determine. 
My story and the story of the church 
elder, both in the Solomon Islands, 
along with the story of the eco-
lodge owner and his family in Tuvalu, 
are connected to and shaped by a 
newly acknowledged framing story 
of climate change and its impacts. 
Thankfully, there is an even larger 
framing story against which all these 
stories must be told, retold, and 
shaped—the framing story of God’s 
kingdom of justice, righteousness, 
generosity, and hope—as declared, 
taught, and practiced by Jesus of 
Nazareth, the Son of God.

Cliff Bird, originally from the Solo-

mon Islands, is the regional coordina-

tor of the Pacific Office of UnitingWorld, 

Uniting Church in Australia, an office 

hosted by the Methodist Church in Fiji. 

Among other things, his duties include 

developing theological and biblical ma-

terial on issues of gender equality, child 

protection, disability inclusion, climate 

change, and women’s economic and fi-

nancial empowerment—materials to be 

used by UnitingWorld partners in the 

Pacific region.
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The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it,

the world, and those who live in it;

for he has founded it on the seas,

and established it on the rivers.
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found themselves surrounded by 
floodwater. “When the water came 
in, the houses were like boats on a 
sea of water,” was the way Ramatu 
described it.

Although each of the houses was 
constructed on stilts, the elevated de-
signs could not prevent the floors of 
some homes from becoming warped 
and uneven because of repeated 
flooding. This made it impossible for 
the families to use the floor space to 
sleep on at night (the preferred, cool-
er sleeping option for many Fijians). 

Another feature of life in 
Vunidogoloa village was the absence 
of grass. Saltwater kills grass. In fact, 

A Story of Relocation  
and Rising Sea Levels
Vunidogoloa Village, Vanua Levu, Fiji

by Julia Edwards

V
unidogoloa is situated along the shoreline of Fiji’s second largest island, 
Vanua Levu. Like many other low-lying settlements throughout the 
Pacific region and elsewhere, Vunidogoloa is a coastal village gradually 
succumbing to the adverse effects of climate change. What makes 

Vunidogoloa unique is that it is the first settlement in Fiji to make a formal ap-
proach to the government for financial assistance in relocating the village.

In 2007, Sailosi Ramatu, the village headman, asked the Fijian government 
for help. At that time, the villagers—all 122 of whom were devout Methodists—
dedicated the first Friday in each month to prayers and fasting about the relo-
cation. This is a practice they still observe, but, today, the villagers are living at 
an alternative site. “After many years, our prayers were finally answered,” said 
Ramatu. “God has allocated a special place for us.” 

Vunidogoloa overlooked Natewa Bay, the largest bay in the South Pacific. 
Each of the village’s 26 houses was just a few yards from the shore. Life in 
the village was relaxed and seemingly unchanging; yet, for the last 40 years, 
the village has been increasingly exposed to flooding. Each time a high tide 
coincided with heavy rain, the entire village was inundated and the villagers 

Vunidogoloa’s headman, Sailosi Ramatu, 
takes visitors on a boat to see the old 
village site at low-tide and the effects  
of coastal erosion where the seawall  
has been breached. The seawall used  
to protect Vunidogoloa.
PHOTO: JULIA EDWARDS
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the village was also devoid of vege-
table gardens and flowering shrubs. 
“Flooding destroyed the true beauty 
of our village,” said Chief Simione 
Botu. “Nothing grows in the saline 
soils.” Only four stunted breadfruit 
trees that produce wizened fruit re-
main in the old village today.

Moving to Higher Ground
The villagers named their new lo-
cation Kenani, the Fijian word for 
“Canaan”—the Promised Land. 
They have been without a perma-
nent Methodist church structure for 
more than 40 years—since 1972, 
when Cyclone Bebe destroyed their 
church building. They believe that 
their move is the answer to their 
fasting and prayers over the years 
and that a church should be the first 
building erected at their new site. 
But so far, they have not found a 
way to realize this dream.

Kenani is a mile inland, on higher 
ground than the Vunidogoloa village, 
with lofty mountaintop views across 
Natewa Bay. The villagers decided 
to move together as a community—
only when every house and building 
was complete. 

Today, the villagers of Vunidogoloa 
are still settling into their smart, 
new, identically designed homes in 
Kenani. Every day they give thanks 
to God for their many blessings. 
A daily stream of curious visitors 
to their new village continually re-
minds them of their God-given good 
fortune. 

“Every day we share our story, over 
and over again, with people who are 
keen to learn about our relocation,” 
says Manoa Rokotovitovi, a village 
elder. “It can be stressful to be inter-
viewed all the time—even second-
ary school children come to observe 
the village for their school projects. 
But we always welcome people,” he 
adds, “and want to be generous. Just 

as we have been blessed and give 
thanks to God, in turn, we wish to 
share our blessings with others.” At 
this point, Manoa breaks into a broad 
smile and jokes that the new village 
may soon be listed as the newest 
tourist attraction in Fiji. 

Visitors come for a good reason: 
Vunidogoloa exemplifies a success-
ful relocation. In 2012, the communi-
ty made environmental headlines as 
the first village in Fiji to undergo re-
location because of climate change.

The relocated community mem-
bers—now 130 strong—are finally 
able to sleep soundly at night, free 
from the worries of flooding, storm 
surges, and tsunamis. “Weather 
was a constant preoccupation; it was 
always on our minds,” said Chief 
Botu. “Living by the sea was always 
a risk. Now, away from that danger, 
we sleep well.”

The enhanced well-being of the vil-
lagers, however, is not merely based 

on a good night’s sleep. Children are 
now able to attend school daily, trav-
eling back and forth on the local bus. 
Previously, they walked unaccompa-
nied along the foreshore, negotiat-
ing a tidal river (especially dangerous 
in bad weather) and boarding over-
night on weekdays at the nearest 
school—an unimaginable ordeal for 
the youngest community members 
and their anxious parents alike. 

Improved access to the Natewa 
Bay main road also means that the 

sick no longer have to be carried on 
bilibili (bamboo rafts) and paddled 
down the coast to the local hospi-
tal. Road vehicles now transport 
them swiftly to medical services, 
easing both transfer times and pa-
tient hardship. 

Life is easier. 
But the move was not without its 

concerns. The biggest challenge for 
the villagers was leaving the place 
where they had lived all their lives. 

Village elders of Vunidogoloa gather to discuss and plan 
the layout of their new village, which they named Kenani. 

Right: The old houses of Vunidogoloa stand empty 
as the water level rises with each storm.

PHOTOS: JULIA EDWARDS
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They also made a potentially trau-
matic decision to exhume the re-
mains of their forebears and move 
them to a new burial site. “We 
didn’t want to leave the cemetery 
where it was, to be washed away,” 
said village elder Rokotovitovi, “so 
the church arranged for the burial 
site to be moved. The new ceme-
tery is now more convenient,” he 
added, “and we save time going to 
visit there.” 

Sadly, the first new burial at the 
site was that of a stillborn child.

The Relocation Process 
The villagers always maintained that 
they would relocate together. True 
to their word, the entire communi-
ty—residents with all of their posses-
sions—moved into their new homes 
over the course of three days in 
January 2014. 

Each house has running, gradient-
fed fresh water, an inside toilet and 
shower, and a detached, external 
kitchen. Notably, all the properties 
are the same size. The villagers want-
ed a uniform look to the settlement 

and everyone was treated alike in 
the housing allocation. Amicably, old 
neighbors remain neighbors at the 
new site. 

One change, however, came with 
the relocation. Each married cou-
ple now has a separate home of its 
own, whereas, in the original settle-
ment, up to three families shared one 
house. And, thanks to training in rural 
women’s empowerment, the new 
village has solar lighting. In 2012, 
Titilia Somica, a Vunidogoloa grand-
mother, completed a UN-Women-
funded program on solar engineering 
at Barefoot College in India. She re-
turned home with new skills, armed 
with an inverter and a carton of light 
bulbs. For the cost of the wiring fee, 
villagers can now have up to three 
solar lights in their homes—bright 
enough to last all night when fully 
charged—and Somica manages the 
on-going maintenance of the system. 

Capacity Building 
Outside agencies were eager to offer 
long-term assistance to the new 
Kenani community. The International 

Labor Organization (ILO) provided 
not only qualified volunteers to help 
construct homes but also funding for 
the purchase of pineapple seedlings. 
Now pineapples line the banks of the 
hillside overlooking the relocated vil-
lage. “The villagers have been very 
shrewd,” says the community’s ILO 
consultant. “The variety of pineapple 
they selected will be ready for har-
vest when other varieties in the sur-
rounding area have ceased, ensur-
ing a higher price at market.” The 
women of the village also have a 
new venture, courtesy of the Fijian 
Ministry of Fisheries—
four newly dug fish 
ponds. “Only one pond 
has been stocked so 
far, with 2,000 Maleya 
fish,” observes elder 
Rokotovitovi. “The fish 
reach maturity in about 
three months. Once 
fully stocked, each pond 
can hold 5,000 fish, 
with three harvests a 
year possible,” he ex-
plains. “The Ministry of 
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Fisheries supplies special feed and 
has advised the women on feeding 
times. The fish can tell the time,” he 
claims. “If the women are late, the 
fish are waiting!”

Relocation Costs 
The government provided about 
$500,000 Fijian dollars (US $246,640) 
toward the cost of site preparation 
and other building and resource 
materials—though the villagers are 
quick to point out that they provided 
the timber for the 30 new homes—
about $250,000 Fijian dollars (US 

$123,341) worth of wood. A local 
logging company offered its services 
to fell the village-owned trees. 

Fijian communities seeking to  
relocate in the future will have to 
find a similar financial contribu-
tion—a Fiji government condition 
for partnership. Such a monetary 
prerequisite may deter many villag-
ers who have little in the way of re-
sources or finances—even when, 
like the Vunidogoloa residents, they 
have suitable land to which they 
could move. 

“Vunidogoloa is different from 
other communities—
it had the resources,” 
says Sara Bulutanti 
Matai, the former 
commissioner of 
Cakaudrove Provincial 
Council. “Who knows 
what’s in store for 
most communities?” 
she asks. 

Records show that 
the mean sea level 
at the Lautoka tide 
gauge in western Fiji 
has increased at an 
average of 4.6 mm 
per year since 1993.
With similar future 
projections likely, a 
further 45 coastal and 
delta-dwelling com-

munities in Fiji have been identi-
fied as under imminent threat and 
in need of relocation. As a result, 
the Fiji government, having noted a 
relocation policy and protection gap 
at the national level, is busy draft-
ing guidelines for planned reloca-
tions. “The government recognizes 
it has a primary duty and responsi-
bility to provide protection and as-
sistance to people at risk of climate 
change,” said Dr. Mahendra Kumar, 
former director of the Climate 
Change Division of Fiji’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs. “Fiji will be one of 
the first nations to have guidelines 
to address the issue,” he added. 

Future funding will be key. No 
Pacific island government will be 
able to bear alone the burgeoning 
costs of climate-induced relocations. 
In November 2013, at the UN cli-
mate talks in Poland (Conference of 
the Parties COP 19), the international 
community approved the establish-
ment of a loss-and-damage mecha-
nism—in part to provide funds to  
alleviate the impacts of climate 
change. Heavyweight pledges, how-
ever, and the finer details of the agree-
ment have yet to be finalized. At the  
COP21, held in Paris last year, par-
ticipating governments signed the 
first worldwide climate change agree-
ment. It set a goal of limiting global 
warming to “well below 2 degrees 
Celsius” (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) 
above preindustrial temperatures. 
Nations also agreed to pursue efforts 
to limit the temperature increase to 
2.7 degrees Fahrenheit. 

The agreement was welcomed 
by low-lying developing countries, 
as it recognizes for the first time 
“loss and damage”—the economic 
and non-economic (cultural) loss as-
pects of climate change—as a sepa-
rate, legally binding issue. 

Yet future commitment is required. 
Without additional financial assis-
tance from international agencies and 
substantial reductions in carbon emis-
sions by industrialized nations, few  
inhabitants of coastal and other low-
lying communities in Fiji—or else-
where in the Pacific region—will be 
able to sleep soundly at night.

Julia Edwards is a mission partner (mis-

sionary) with the Methodist Church in 

Britain, based with the Pacific Confer-

ence of Churches, Fiji, since 2010. She 

serves as a researcher on climate change 

and relocation.

Vunidogoloa, relocated to Kanani, where 
pineapples can be seen in the foreground, fish 
ponds in the background, and the Natewa-Bay 

main road heading off into the distance.
PHOTO: JULIA EDWARDS

Opposite: The new houses of Kenani are all the 
same color and dimensions, a choice made by the 
villagers when they decided to move the whole 
village of Vunidogoloa to higher ground.
PHOTO: JULIA EDWARDS
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Climate Change “is a global problem with grave implications: environmental, 
social, economic, political and for the distribution of goods … Its worst impact 
will probably be felt by developing countries in coming decades.” 

Encyclical Letter of Pope Francis “On Care for Our Common Home,” 
(Laudato Si’), May 24, 2015, Para. 25.

The Crisis at Hand
In local communities around the globe, from the Pacific islands to Louisiana, 
Alaska to Liberia, the extreme environmental effects of climate change are 
inflicting devastating harm. These effects can displace whole populations, af-
fecting the people who are most vulnerable, least powerful, and least respon-
sible for contributing to climate change.

Examples abound. In Alaska, 86 percent of all indigenous villages are ex-
periencing the consequences of climate change—forcing entire villages to re-
locate as ice melts and water levels rise (United States General Accounting 
Office, Report to Congressional Committees, December 2003, http://www.

gao.gov/new.items/d04142.pdf).
In Louisiana—including the historic homeland of the Isle de Jean Charles 

band of Biloxi-Chitimacha-Choctaw Indians—almost two-thirds of the indige-
nous residents have relocated because of a vanishing coast. Coastal Louisiana 
loses a Manhattan-sized amount of land every year to erosion (http://www.

isledejeancharles.com/the-environment/). These and many other impacted 
areas inhabited by indigenous peoples, people living in poverty, and communi-
ties in the early phases of development are on the margins of our environmen-
tally wounded planet.

In late 2015, Thomas Kemper, general secretary of Global Ministries, vis-
ited Fiji, an island state where the Methodist Church of Fiji is the largest re-
ligious group in the country (34.6 percent of the population). “I learned from 
our Methodist church partners,” Kemper said, that “the rising sea levels are 
forcing people to resettle farther inland. Two communities have already been 

 Ministry with        * the Poor  

      
 in an Era of 

      Climate Change
God’s creation is in crisis.  
We, the bishops of  
The United Methodist Church, 
cannot remain silent  
while God’s people  
and God’s planet suffer.

“God’s Renewed Creation: Call to Hope  
and Action,” (2009), p. 1.

by Mary Ellen Kris and Nicholas Laccetti

Pineapple plantations, set up by multinational companies in the Philippines, 
make a mess of the soil, which becomes sandy, unproductive, and 
vulnerable to mudslides.  PHOTO: ADAM SHAW
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engagement. This growing and shift-
ing awareness is reflected in an array 
of environmental resolutions adopted 
and revised by a series of UM General 
Conferences, including resolutions on 
global warming and climate change. 

 A seminal moment in the glob-
al church’s growing commitment to 
environmental and climate justice 
is the 2009 pastoral letter issued by 
the bishops of The United Methodist 
Church, “God’s Renewed Creation: 

Call to Hope and Action.” http://

www.umc.org/who-we-are/gods-

renewed-creation-call-to-hope-

and-action). Here, the bishops rec-
ognize three “interconnected threats 
to life and hope”: pandemic poverty 
and disease, environmental degrada-
tion, and the proliferation of weapons 
and violence. These threats are not 
isolated, the bishops recognize, be-
cause the world comprises “one in-
terconnected system that is ‘groan-
ing in travail.’” (Romans 8:22 RSV) 

forced to move and another 30 communities will be resettled. The positive 
effects of the Climate Change agreement [COP21, Paris] simply can’t come 
soon enough for our Fijian brothers and sisters.” 

In January 2013, Julia Edwards, a British mission partner serving the Pacific 
Conference of Churches and the Methodist Church of Fiji, reported that Fiji “was 
the first country in the world to have a formal relocation policy for those people 
forcibly displaced by climate change. Scientists predict,” she added, “that, by 
2050, there may be as many as 650,000 Pacific Islanders so displaced and seeking 
a new home. Worldwide, hundreds of millions of people will be forced to move. 
National governments are not in the position to offer displaced people unlimited 
financial support.” (http://www.methodist.org.uk/mission/world-church/

world-church-news/climate-induced-relocation-a-first-for-fiji)
 The urgency of the situation may 

not be so obvious to those in power. 
“While politicians, their representa-
tives, and other special negotiators 
have the luxury of time,” Edwards 
writes, “few people in countries par-
ticularly vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change can wait for a conclu-
sion to the international debate.”

The Rev. Tevita Banivanua, presi-
dent of the Methodist Church in Fiji, 
seems to agree. On November 1, 
2015, she called for greater aware-
ness of climate change and the need 
for action. “Creation is groaning from 
our mistreatment and we are suffer-
ing as a result of humankind’s self-
ishness towards the earth,” she 
wrote. “While we of the Pacific are 
not the major contributors to climate 
change, we are paying the price for 
it.” (https://www.facebook.com/

permalink.php?story_fbid=478584

022321569&id=290491571130816).
Later in 2015, the Rev. Pat 

Watkins—a United Methodist missionary serving the program called God’s 
Renewed Creation at Global Ministries—attended COP 21, the UN Climate 
Change Conference in Paris. There, he came face-to-face with people from 
around the world who are on the frontlines of climate change and are strug-
gling with its day-to-day realities. “Listening to the people of the Pacific island 
nations will break your heart,” he reported. “They just plead with the rest of 
the world … to do something.”

Caretakers of God’s Creation
Although The United Methodist Church has long recognized the theological, 
biblical, and social importance of responsible stewardship of the environment 
(see Para 160 of the Book of Discipline), as environmental science and envi-
ronmental justice have evolved, so has the church’s level of awareness and 

The villagers of Tibukag, ancestral home of the indigenous Talaingod Manobos, have had to flee their 
mountainous homeland to escape escalating militarization. In fact, an international mining company 
stands to gain the most from the departure of the indigenous people.
PHOTO: ADAM SHAW
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Yet, as the bishops explain, despite 
“these interconnected threats to life 
and hope, God’s creative work con-
tinues. Despite the ways we all con-
tribute to these problems, God still  
invites each one of us to participate in 
the work of renewal.” Climate justice 
is one aspect of the church’s participa-
tion in the renewal of God’s creation.

Climate Impacts on Poverty
Climate justice focuses on the “dis-
proportionate impacts of a warm-
ing planet on people in poor re-
gions and nations who are least 
responsible for historic green-
house gas emissions” (response 
magazine, November 2015, p. 11). 
Given these disproportionate im-
pacts on the most vulnerable pop-
ulations, climate justice naturally 
intersects with one of the UMC’s 
priority areas of focus: Ministry 
with the Poor. This ministry seeks 
to impact the root causes of pov-
erty, emphasizing working with in-
stead of simply giving to people 
and communities living in condi-
tions of poverty.

At the intersection of Ministry 
with the Poor and climate jus-
tice, those living at “the center” 
of wealth, power, or privilege 
are called to partner with leaders 
from the margins. Ministry with 
the Poor emphasizes the criti-
cal importance of acting in solidarity 
with those actually experiencing pov-
erty and injustice. So we must learn 
to cede the center to the voices of 
those suffering disastrous climate 
impacts as they struggle and advo-
cate for systemic change.

Leadership from  
the Margins
Fortunately, the current grassroots 
struggles for climate justice are  
increasingly spearheaded by the  
impacted peoples themselves—low 

income people, people of color, and 
indigenous peoples. 

That was in evidence in Paris at 
COP21, where John Hill, director of 
economic and environmental justice 
at the General Board of Church & 
Society, was part of a team of UMC 
delegates from Liberia, Germany, and 
the Philippines. Hill noticed that this 
climate conference was significantly 
different from its predecessors. “I 
felt like for the first time,” he said, 

that “the experience and realities 
of the most impacted communities 
were actually the dominant voices of 
the conference.”

This apparent growth of leadership 
from the margins is to be celebrated—
not only because it embodies a valued 
theology of mission but also because 
it is an effective organizing principle. 
“The folks most affected are also the 
solution,” Hill pointed out. The chal-
lenge, he added, is figuring out “how 
to assist their work without displacing 
it.” It’s not the case that those on the 

front lines are voiceless, he explained; 
“it’s often that they don’t have an au-
dience.” So providing an audience 
is one way the institutional church 
can play a supportive—but not dis-
placing—role, “Because our church 
has status at the United Nations,” 
Hill noted, it’s “in a position to bring 
into that process the people who are 
deeply impacted by climate change 
and are working in solidarity with 
their communities.”

Similarly, the Rev. Kathleen 
Stone, United Methodist 
Women’s executive for econom-
ic and environmental justice, 
says, “My hope is that the insti-
tution will create ways of being in 
solidarity with the people.” She 
cautions that supporting these 
communities doesn’t mean dis-
placing their work or taking the 
lead. “We’re always talking about 
empowering people,” she admits, 
“when what we need to do is get 
out of their way.”

Adam Shaw, a missionary with 
Global Ministries and a former 
Global Mission Fellow assigned 
to the Philippines to work with a 
network of grassroots indigenous 
organizations, notes: “The poor-
er classes of Filipino society are 
the people who rely on the envi-
ronment for their livelihood. They 
are most affected by the environ-

mental impacts of large-scale min-
ing, as well as by typhoons, flooding, 
and natural disasters caused or exac-
erbated by climate change and deg-
radation.” These, he says, are “the 
people organizing the most passion-
ately on behalf of the environment.” 

Shaw observed how indigenous 
peoples in the affected communi-
ties banded together to save their 
ancestral domain from environmen-
tal exploitation. Local leaders who 
survived typhoons Sendong, Pablo, 
and Yolanda are now advocating for 

Land that has been used to grow a monocrop, such as 
this DoleFil pineapple plantation in the Philippines, 
suffers from the unsustainable practice. Nutrients 
and moisture is leeched from the soil, leaving it unfit 
for further production.  PHOTO: ADAM SHAW
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legislative changes in mining laws.” 
Shaw concludes that the global 
church “shouldn’t speak for affect-
ed communities, but instead should 
make space and bring the voices of 
these communities and leaders to 
the table.”

Norma Dollaga, a United Methodist 
deaconess serving in the Philippines, 
has witnessed “the dignity of stand-
ing for what is right” by local lead-
ers in Lumad and other indigenous 
Filipino communities. Recounting 
the story of a Lumad leader who op-
posed opening up the community to 
development by mining corporations, 
she concludes that the Lumad “have 
learned the ways of rising up, of help-
ing each other, of not giving up hope.”

Solidarity with  
the Grassroots 
It is difficult for those of us living in 
areas less directly affected by climate 
change to understand the gravity of 
loss and urgency of struggle in com-
munities at the forefront of the con-
sequences. As Kathleen Stone asks: 
“Where does their history go? Where 
does their culture go?”

One way to learn more about com-
munities battling for climate justice 

is to participate in a study group 
engaged in the United Methodist 
Women’s climate justice simulation 
experience. This experience provides 

a series of maps and scenarios al-
lowing a group to experience what 
it’s like to be part of a community 
struggling for environmental justice. 
Groups must marshal their commu-
nity’s assets to find a way forward in 
a climate situation that seems bleak. 
Such tools can help us learn to cen-
ter the voices of those in the midst of 
the struggle for climate justice.

Finally, we cannot continue to ig-
nore those struggling at the forefront 

of climate change in communities rel-
egated to the political margins. Not 
only have their environments been 
impacted by the production and con-
sumption of resources for our indus-
trialized world, but they also repre-
sent the leading edge of our own 
environmental future. 

For nearly six years, Mary Ellen Kris, 

a consecrated and commissioned Unit-

ed Methodist deaconess, has been en-

gaged by Global Ministries to provide 

leadership, direction, and support for 

the UMC’s focus on Ministry with the 

Poor. Following a long career in law 

and public service, she earned an M. 

Div. degree with a concentration in 

poverty and justice from Union Theo-

logical Seminary in New York City. 

Nicholas Laccetti, who also has an 

M. Div. from Union, is the Ministry 

with the Poor communicator at Global 

Ministries. His studies focused on the  

intersections of popular religion, theol-

ogy, and social change.

Aquacultures—fish farms like this one in Davao Gulf in the Philippines—are detrimental not 
only to the environment but also to the indigenous fisher-folk communities that rely on the 

subsistence tradition of fishing for their livelihood.  PHOTO: ADAM SHAW

Read more on Ministry with* the Poor:
https://ministrywith.wordpress.com/
about-2/features/
www.ministrywith.org
www.facebook.com/Ministrywith 
www.twitter.com/ministrywith

The Climate Justice Simulation Experience  
can be obtained from Kathleen Stone:  
kstone@unitedmethodistwomen.org
UMW provides other tools for action on climate change—including the 13 
Steps to Sustainability, which includes a Carbon Footprint Calculator and 
the Women’s Carbon Fund—and the upcoming UMW study, Climate Justice: 
A Call to Hope and Action, edited by Pat Watkins, “Climate Justice” will be 
one of the three studies offered this year at Mission u in UMC conferences 
across the United States.

Go to: http://www.unitedmethodistwomen.org/what-we-do/

service-and-advocacy/mission-focus-issues/environmental-justice/

sustainability/13-steps
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T
he 20th  Un i ted  Nat ions 
Conference on  C l imate 
Change (COP20) was held 
in December 2014 in Lima, 

Peru. It established new climate 
agreements to address an environ-
mental crisis that has been facing 
humankind since the last half of the 
20th century. In organizing the 2014 
event, Peruvian offi cials also sought 
to raise their citizens’awareness on 
climate change while promoting 
partnerships to overcome it.

The actions of the Peruvian gov-
ernment spurred the Rev. Samuel 
Aguilar-Curi, bishop of the Methodist 
Church of Peru, to create the Working 
Group on Climate Justice. He invited 
participation from a diverse group of 
Methodists who had expertise, expo-
sure, and fi eld experience in eco-the-
ology, disaster and risk management, 
interreligious dialogue, ecumenism, 
and capacity building within church 
and society. As a member of this 
Working Group, I have been working 
with the team to design a response to 
our call to build the kingdom of God.

The group’s fi rst task was to re-
fl ect on creation care and our current 

role as a church. We acknowledged 
that climate change had become 
a daily challenge, causing floods, 
droughts, landslides, species extinc-
tion, and new diseases—all these 
consequences being hardest on the 
poor. We recognized that our relation-
ship with God’s creation was broken 
because of our misunderstanding of 
Genesis 1:28—in particular, of what 
“having dominion over creation” real-
ly means. We have exploited resourc-
es for our own benefi t. God calls us 
to transform our assumptions, re-
thinking our relationships with hu-
mankind and nature.

We designed an action plan with 
the following objectives: 1) Contribute 
to raising environmental awareness 
and stewardship of the creation in the 
members of the Methodist Church of 
Peru; 2) Promote the participation of 
Peruvian Methodists in ecumenical, 
interreligious, and civil society refl ec-
tion, dialogue, and advocacy for cre-
ation care and climate justice; and 3) 
Seek to involve our members in prac-
tical actions of creation care and en-
vironmental awareness—improve-
ments  they could make at home, at 

work, or in their communities. These 
three strategies have resulted in sig-
nifi cant outcomes.

One of our fi rst actions as caretak-
ers of God’s creation was to reduce 
the use of disposable materials in 
our church offi ces and promote this 
action in every congregation. Some 
local congregations have already im-
plemented this practical idea.

Raising Awareness
In July 2014, our Working Group, in-
cluding lay leaders and pastors from 
the Lima and Callao District, devel-
oped the fi rst roundtable for dia-
logue on climate justice and creation 
care. We addressed the topic from 
socioeconomic and biblical-theolog-
ical perspectives. To promote sim-
ple commitments for creation care, 
we joined the “Play Your Part” cam-
paign, led by the Peruvian Ministry of 
Environment. We helped with peti-
tion signings in meetings with teens, 
women, and church leaders and 
publicized the campaign through our 
social media network.

During COP20, with members 
from different local churches, we 

The Methodist Church of Peru 
Takes Steps Toward 
Climate Justice
by Annie Solis-Escalante
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organized an environmental aware-
ness fair. There, we held workshops 
on gardening and creation care 
liturgy and presented a play and 
a concert. After that, an open 
conference called “Committed 
with Creation Care” al lowed 
participants to discuss the role of 
people of faith in seeking climate 
justice. 

Keynote speakers for this event 
included the Rev. Pat Watkins, mis-
sionary for the Ministry of God’s 
Renewed Creation with the General 
Board of Global Ministries; the 
Rev. Milton Mejía, from the Latin 
American Council of Churches; and 
Raúl Luna, an economist from our 
Working Group.

In the course of presenting brief 
sessions about the Working Group 
and its aims, we discovered that 
young pastors from remote areas 
formed the group most interested in 
getting liturgical and biblical resourc-
es related to environmental topics. 
They seek to enrich the programs of 
the churches they lead.

Ecumenical Work
As members of the Interreligious 
Council of Peru-Religions for Peace, 
we joined the “Fast for the Climate” 
campaign led by the Lutheran World 
Federation, fasting and praying to-
gether one day every month up to the 
start of COP20.

The Methodist Church of Peru 
is also a member of the Action by 
Churches Together (ACT) Alliance 
Forum in Peru. As such, we support-
ed the global campaign “ACT now 
for Climate Justice,” whose aim is to 
call upon governments to deliver fair, 
ambitious, and robust climate agree-
ments. We distributed a petition to all 
our congregations, as well as over so-
cial media and email, for signatures.

Faith in Action 
With the support of the Volunteers 
in Mission from the Wisconsin 
Conference, and in coordination with 
the Peruvian Methodist Women, 
we created “Gardens for a Healthy 
Diet.” The outcome of this initia-
tive was a bio-garden implemented 

in the Methodist Camp Wenceslao 
Bahamonde in Tambo de Mora, in 
the province of Chincha, Ica región. 
In addition, we held workshops on a 
healthy diet and gardening for local 
congregations in Ica, in the Lima and 
Callao District. 

Because of our reflection, dia-
logue, and actions concerning cli-
mate justice, the Methodist Church 
of Peru has been recognized by 
other faith organizations and civil so-
ciety as a church that promotes care 
for creation. We have been invited 
to serve as vice-chair for the ACT 
Alliance Forum in Peru and to rep-
resent the Interreligious Council of 
Peru in the planning committee of 
the Rio Convergence, organized by 
Our Voices.

We are challenged to multiply our 
actions for climate justice, involving 
people from other church districts, 
developing specific responses for 
every context, yet valuing the unique 
ancestral and cultural elements con-
tributed by each community.

Annie Solis-Escalante, a member of the 

Working Group on Climate Justice, is a 

Health Specialist for Diaconia, Luther-

an World Federation. She is involved in 

the “Healthy and Sovereign Land” proj-

ect, which works with peasant families 

of Ancash, Peru, to promote food pro-

duction free of agrochemicals. She has 

served as both a Mission Intern and a 

World Communion Scholar with the 

General Board of Global Ministries.

Panelists, supporters, and members of the Methodist Church of Peru’s Working Group on Climate 
Justice gather for a photo during the “Committed with Creation Care” conference in Peru.
PHOTO: COURTESY ANNIE SOLIS-ESCALANTE
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S
oon after representatives of 195 countries signed 
a historic accord in Paris at the 2015 United 
Nations Conference of the Parties on Climate 
Change (COP21), The United Methodist Church 

in Liberia set up its own Climate Change Task Force. It 
will monitor the environmental consequences of the ac-
tivities of international companies operating in Liberia.

Jefferson Knight, director of the UMC Liberia Human 
Rights Monitor, was present in Paris for the November 
30 to December12 climate summit. He served as 
a team member of the United Methodist boards of  
both Church and Society and Global Ministries. Faith 
groups were among the civil society representa-
tives advocating for an agreement that would benefit  
all countries.

Knight believes that the involvement of the church in 
climate change is crucial at this stage of Liberia’s national 
life. “We will not allow this country to continue to go to 
waste, as it is already doing, because of climate change,” 
he vowed. “Much of the change is caused by the activi-
ties of big companies,” he added. 

On December 18, after Knight returned from Paris, he 
spoke with more than 200 young people gathered in the 
port city of Buchanan in southeastern Liberia. The role of 
the Climate Change Task Force, he explained, will be to 
engage with the Liberian government and its business 
partners about activities that will impact—or have already 
impacted—Liberia’s environment.

“The only two seasons we know in Liberia—rainy or 
dry—have been distorted by unusual conditions in the 
earth’s atmosphere,” he pointed out.

Other environmental concerns in Liberia include defor-
estation and the damage caused by the pollution of major 
rivers as a result of corporate business activities. “There 
are rivers in this country that don’t have fish in them any-
more,” one participant confirmed.

Serving as “Watchdogs”
According to Knight, the UMC Liberia Climate Change 
Task Force will include the 21 district superintendents of 
the church, along with young people from every part of 
Liberia where the church is active.

Jefferson Knight (standing) addresses youth and young adults in the port city of Buchanan, Liberia, who gathered to discuss the Climate Change 
Task Force.  PHOTO: JULU SWEN

United Methodist Church in Liberia Sets Up  
a Climate Change Task Force
by Julu Swen
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Those gathered for the December 
18 meeting committed themselves 
to help protect their environment by 
serving as “climate-change watch-
dogs.” They also discussed ways to 
deal with individual or family activities 
that affect the climate, but they did 
not reach a major decision on that in 
their first meeting. In a country where 
95 percent of the population is de-
pendent upon charcoal and wood for 
cooking and other domestic activities, 
it is not likely that the task force will 
succeed in limiting the use of such 
materials. Still, Knight said, the church 
will encourage Liberians to start en-
gaging in eco-friendly activities that 
will improve their environment and 
contribute to a healthier atmosphere.

The Rev. George Wilson, director of 
the Liberian United Methodist Church’s 
Connectional Table, said the church is 
heading in the right direction if it can 
help the government in shaping the 
lives of the Liberian people. “Our lives 
are impacted by the activities of these 
corporate entities,” he noted, “and to 
watch but do nothing, especially after 
this historic conference in Paris, will 
render us useless as a church.” 

The UMC Liberia Climate Change 
Task Force is not just a short-term 
project, Wilson said. It will become 
an additional department within the 
church at the 183rd Annual Session 
of the Liberia Annual Conference, 
which was scheduled in February, 
after the time of this writing.

Julu Swen is editor and publisher 

of West African Writers (http://www.
westafricanwriters.org/), an online 

publication about United Methodist 

happenings in West Africa. He also as-

sists the denomination in Liberia with 

coverage for United Methodist Com-

munications. Versions of this story ap-

peared first on the West African Writers 

blog and on UMC.org through United 

Methodist News Service. 

Jefferson Knight, right, helps villagers dedicate a new hand pump built by the Water for Life 
program of The United Methodist Church in Liberia, which he oversees.
PHOTO: COURTESY JEFFERSON KNIGHT

The Time for Action Is Now
by Jefferson Knight

Leaders must prioritize the common good. Reducing the risks of 
catastrophic climate change is in the national interest of every country.

United Nations Secretary-General,  
Ban Ki-moon

C
hanges in the earth’s atmosphere resulting in climate change are cre-
ating panic, hardship, suffering, and sometimes death. Millions of lives 
have been lost to sea erosion, flooding, heavy rainstorms, pollution, 
and drought. Over 4,500 different animal species are currently in dan-

ger of extinction because of climate change. The earth’s average temperature 
has risen above 1.5° F over the past 100 years, and, in that same time frame, 
sea levels have risen more than seven inches—mostly because of the expan-
sion of water as it warms. Today, there is more carbon dioxide in the earth’s 
atmosphere than at any other time during the last 800 years.

Mortgaging the land and forests to large companies in the name of invest-
ment and land development, overusing pesticides, and introducing other harmful 
activities to the environment—all without putting into place intentional programs 
to replenish the earth’s resources—have caused the crises we are experiencing 
in the world today. Agricultural activities in Liberia over the past four years have 
diminished because of changes in the seasons, according to James Innis, Sr., di-
rector of the Department of Agriculture for the Liberia Annual Conference.
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Should we stand by and do noth-
ing about the constant destruction 
of the earth? We have a moral obli-
gation to ensure that God’s creation 
is properly cared for, protected, and 
kept safe. In Genesis 2:15, we read 
that “The Lord God took the man and 
put him in the Garden of Eden to till 
it and keep it.” Psalms 24:1 affirms 
that “The earth is the Lord’s and all 
that is in it, the world, and those who 
live in it.” We must act now to save 
the planet—this very 
good gift that God has 
given us.

The Climate Change 
Task Force will be re-
sponsible for articulat-
ing the views of the 
church on these issues 
and ensuring that the 
prophetic voice of the 
church is proclaimed 
against the constant de-
struction of God’s cre-
ation. What we have 
fundamentally failed to 
understand is that the 
earth can survive with-
out humanity, but hu-
manity cannot survive 
without the earth. This 
is the time for a shift in 
the church’s theologi-
cal understanding—to 
include care for God’s 
creation as part of what 
it means to be a disciple 
of Jesus Christ.

During the COP21 meetings, the 
grave danger of our destruction was 
brought to the forefront by religious 
groups, indigenous peoples, NGOs, 
and even politicians. Religious 
groups are deeply concerned for the 
poor. Low-income populations are 
easily the most vulnerable and most 
at risk as a result of climate change.

Climate degradation is largely 
caused by wealthy countries, and its 

harshest and most enduring effects 
weigh most heavily on impoverished 
countries. In addition, the women resid-
ing in these poor countries are affect-
ed the most, for many are burdened 
with the responsibility of carrying out 
daily household tasks. The distances 
that many African women must travel 
daily to gather fuel for cooking and to 
collect water for drinking, cooking, and 
cleaning have increased and compli-
cated their hardship.

The destruction of God’s earth 
continues as an everyday occur-
rence. It might be too late for this 
generation; but, unless we act, it will 
also be too late for the next gener-
ation. If we are not careful, we will 
suffocate in our own polluted air, 
be poisoned by polluted water, and 
starve to death because of multiple 
poor harvests. The decisions made 
at the climate change conference 
will have an impact on everyone on 

earth. That’s why we must stand up 
now and act to save the earth.

The need for the Liberia Annual 
Conference to intentionally get in-
volved in this national and glob-
al campaign is great. The church’s 
witness to God’s people on climate 
change issues is a moral and spiritu-
al responsibility that we must not ne-
glect. As stewards of God’s creation, 
we are called to act to save the plan-
et, and this is the right time.

Our vision is to es-
tablish a Creation Care 
Task Force that will ro-
bustly articulate the 
views of the church 
on climate change is-
sues and other related 
causes. The objectives 
are as follows: to moni-
tor climate change situ-
ations in Liberia and the 
Mano River basin, edu-
cate and create aware-
ness on climate change 
issues, and provide sup-
port to climate change 
victims and communi-
ties. We intend to fol-
low up on the Liberian 
government’s commit-
ment to implement the 
Paris Climate Change 
Agreement and other 
protocols and to moni-
tor multinational corpo-
rations operating within 

the agriculture and mining industries.

Jefferson Knight serves as an at-large 

board member of the General Board of 

Church and Society and as one of six 

team members of the United Method-

ist Global Creation Care Team of the 

General Board of Global Ministries. 

This article is an edited portion of the 

Human Rights Monitor report made 

by Knight to the 2016 Liberian Annual 

Conference.

Charles White United Methodist Church in Buchanan, Liberia, hosted the 
Climate Change Task Force gathering in December 2015. 
PHOTO: JULU SWEN
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A
bout six years ago, when I was the Anacostia River Keeper—one of 
the public advocates for the river—I noticed folks fi shing along the 
river and taking home what they caught. The 
Anacostia River fl ows through Maryland and 

Washington, DC, to the Potomac River. Contaminants 
enter the river through releases from waste sites, 
storm water, combined sewer overfl ows, runoff, and 
tributaries. So the river is one of three “Chesapeake 
Bay Program Regions of Concern” and the focus of a 
multiagency cleanup. 

For many years, people fi shing along the Anacostia River noticed that brown 
bullhead catfi sh often had fl eshy red bumps along their lips. From surveys con-
ducted in 1996 and 2001, the US Fish and Wildlife Service calculated that the 
probability of a fi sh having a skin tumor was 28 percent for females and 20 
percent for males. Liver tumor probabilities were 78 percent for females and 
43 percent for males, equivalent to the highest reported percentages in North 
America. In fact, two-thirds of these catfi sh have cancerous lesions or sores. 

Clearly, fi sh caught in the Anacostia River shouldn’t be eaten. I started talk-
ing to the anglers about what they caught and what they ate, discovering that 
no one knew how many folks were eating out of the river.

The East Capitol Urban Farm—
 in the Heart of DC
Story and photos by 

Dottie Yunger

The kind of fasting 
I want is this: 

Remove the chains 
of oppression and 

the yoke of injustice, 
and let the oppressed 

go free. 
Isaiah 58:6 (Good News)

Volunteers of all sorts came out to start work on the East Capitol Urban 
Farm in Washington, DC, including students from the University of the 
District of Columbia, members of area churches, employees of contributing 
businesses, and neighborhood residents.  PHOTO: DOTTIE YUNGER
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At that time, we did a subsistence 
fishing study. Conservatively, 17,000 
people living along the Anacostia wa-
tershed were catching fish from the 
river to put food on the table. So I 
thought we needed a messaging 
campaign. If people knew that they 
shouldn’t be eating the fish, surely 
they would stop.

Nevertheless, the anglers I talked 
to said: “You tell me that I might get 
cancer in 20 years—but what do I put 
on the table today?”

Hunger Trumps Cancer
Very quickly I realized that what 
we needed was more food here in 
Ward 7. There are eight wards in the 
District of Columbia, and Ward 7 is 
one of the poorer ones. Ward 7 has 
only four full-service grocery stores—
approximately one grocery store for 
every 23,000 people.

In Ward 3, which is the 
richest ward in Washington, 
DC, there are 11 full-service 
grocery stories—approxi-
mately one grocery store 
for every 4,000 people. 

Listening to local resi-
dents, I realized that we 
needed more food in the 
community, especial -
ly more healthy food op-
tions. But in the year 2000, 
I couldn’t see any way to 
achieve that.

A Different 
Perspective
Several years later, after 
I’d been through seminary 
and sought ordination, I 
found myself appointed to 
the Metropolitan Memorial 
United Methodist Church. It 
had a robust food-recovery 
program, saving food from 
commercial food operators 
that would otherwise have 

gone to waste. The food wasn’t bad; 
it just hadn’t been sold. Since new 
food was arriving, it was cheaper and 
easier for the food operators to throw 
the leftover food away. 

Through its Campus Kitchen 
Program, Memorial UMC started re-
covering food from Mom’s Organic 
Markets. It was organic produce, in-
cluding protein. But the church is 
located in Ward 3, and its Kitchen 
Program didn’t have enough low-in-
come clients who needed food.

Then I remembered the need for 
food in Ward 7. So we started partner-
ing with congregations there to take 
the healthy food to the churches that 
served community meals. By partner-
ing with Ward 7 churches, we were 
able to do ministry with people instead 
of ministry to people or for people. 
Churches serve as community bases 
in their neighborhoods. They opened 

up their doors and served the nutri-
tious meals, which helped the church 
members meet local people where 
they lived and build relationships. That 
allowed us to do community organiz-
ing in the Ward 7 neighborhoods and 
to find out the extent of the need there 
for healthy food, sustainable jobs, and 
an end to violence. All of these things 
were listed by the neighbors as what 
they needed.

Along the way, one member of 
Metropolitan Memorial UMC was 
hired by the University of the District 
of Columbia (UDC) to serves as dean 
of the College of Agriculture, Urban 
Sustainability, and Environmental 
Sciences (CAUSES). CAUSES devel-
oped the Urban Food Hub, a highly  
efficient food-production system 
comprising food production, prepa-
ration, and distribution, along with 
waste reduction and recycling. This 

concept has the potential to 
improve food security while 
also creating jobs and in-
creasing sustainability in an 
urban environment. Today, 
UDC CAUSES, Metropolitan 
Memorial UMC, and a num-
ber of other partners have 
come together to create the 
East Capitol Urban Farm.

A Farm in the City
The East Capitol Urban 
Farm is being created on 
three acres in the middle 
of the nation’s capital city. 
Scheduled to be complet-
ed in the spring of 2016, it 
will include portable green-
houses and portable fish 
tanks. Fish will be raised 
on-site in a closed-loop sys-
tem, making a very small 
footprint and creating little 
or no waste. Other acreage 
will be used as a communi-
ty farm by the folks in the 

Members of InspireDC, a new Balimore-Washington Conference 
faith community, joined with members of area churches, Campus 
Kitchens-Metropolitan Memorial UMC, the new FEED ministry, and 
other community groups for a Back-to-School block party outside 
Mt. Vernon UMC in Washington, D.C. 
PHOTO: DOTTIE YUNGER
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neighborhood. There are raised beds 
of various sizes and heights so that 
people of all ages and abilities can 
grow their own food—in addition to 
the food that will be grown by UDC in 
its greenhouses and fish farm.

“Brownfield” is a term used in 
urban planning to describe land pre-
viously used for industrial purposes 
and some commercial uses. Such 
land may have been contaminated 
with hazardous waste or pollution. 
The land for the East Capitol Urban 
Farm is a Brownfield site, desig-
nated by the EPA as contaminated. 
Nothing can be planted in this soil. 
We had to bring in all new soil, which 
is one reason for the raised beds. 
Some of the soil came from the US 
National Park Service—specifically, 
from the National Mall, which the 
Park Service resodded several years 
ago. Archeologists who came to in-
spect the dirt found some Civil War 
era slugs. The very soil at this site has 
a deep, rich history—our ancestors 
fought for freedom and justice on it. 

Freedom and equality is what this 
soil will bring to our three-acre farm 
in Ward 7 of DC. This spot is all about 
things that bring us together.

At one end of the farm, a farmer’s 
market will be built so that we can 
sell fresh food to our neighbors in this 
community at a reasonable price—an 
important advantage, especially for 
people living in the affordable hous-
ing complex across from the farm. 
Originally, Walmart was going to build 
a store across the street from the 
farm, but it pulled out of the deal. So 
this farmer’s market will be the place 
where people can come to get fresh, 
affordable food. Some of the commu-
nity farmers will also be able to sell 
their produce there.

Partners Make Perfect
Many partners have come together to 
create the East Capitol Urban Farm. 
The DC Housing Authority leased 
this land to the University of the 
District of Columbia to build the farm. 
The Fish and Wildlife Service, the 

Environmental Protection Agency, 
the US Department of Agriculture, 
Metropolitan Memorial UMC, and a 
local nonprofit that employs disadvan-
taged youth and teaches them green 
jobs—all came together over the last 
several years to build this farm.

When do that many agencies and 
groups and organizations ever come 
together around a common goal? It 
was the Holy Spirit that was leading 
the way and putting us in each oth-
er’s path—and that was only after we 
had listened to community members 
to discover what their needs were.

Rising out of Ward 7 is the East 
Capitol Urban Farm, developed so 
that no one will need to go hungry any 
longer. Residents of the community 
will be able to raise their own food to 
eat and sell. Youth in this neighbor-
hood will have green jobs, and they 
will be trained in a new technology 
that nobody else has—but that every-
one will want. And, for the first time 
in my ministry, I see a way to work 
myself out of a job.

This kind of work and these kinds 
of partnerships—formed in response 
to the Holy Spirit—enable the com-
munity itself to tackle food security, 
unemployment, and violence in a ho-
listic and systemic way, breaking the 
chains of oppression. I look forward 
to the day that we no longer need 
to fight oppression because we will 
have built and returned to the gar-
den—even here in Washington, DC.

 
The Rev. Dottie Yunger is an associate 

pastor at the Metropolitan Memorial 

United Methodist Church in Washington, 

DC. She currently provides leadership to 

the church’s service team. She has served 

Capitol Hill UMC as the student associate 

for reconciliation ministries and, before 

her pastoral career, as executive director 

of Interfaith Partners for the Chesapeake, 

an interfaith environmental organization 

in the Chesapeake Bay watershed.

Students from the University of the District of Columbia showed up in force to start the raised 
beds for the East Capitol Urban Farm.  PHOTO: DOTTIE YUNGER
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A
s pastor of a small congre-
gation not far from Basel, 
Switzerland, I have gener-
ally tried to link the good 

news of God’s love and care to ev-
eryday issues, such as living with 
integrity, economics, migration, 
and the environment. Since joining 
Global Ministries’ Global Creation 
Care Ministry Team, I have explored 
and addressed God’s creation in a 
more systematic way. In doing so, I 
had to fi nd my own way around bib-
lical texts and test new ways of un-
derstanding them. Then I shared my 
discoveries with the congregation.

Including the earth and the stars 
in our scope helps us discover dif-
ferent aspects of Jesus Christ, and 
God, and the Spirit. In general, I 
fi nd that there are always people 
who have a hard time when they 
don’t hear the “sweet, sweet tune” 
they are used to. Speaking of God 
in other ways, not just glossing over 

Members of Gelterkinden United Methodist 
Church in Switzerland during worship.
PHOTO: MARIETJIE ODENDAAL
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“the creator of heaven and earth,” 
challenges them. The journey, how-
ever, takes me to new views of God, 
the church, and myself. I relish these 
new insights and discoveries. As I 
share them, I must accept the fact 
that not everyone feels so joyful about 
these so-called new ideas—so-called 
because they are coming from the 
Old and New Testaments, so they are 
not new at all.Yet others are eager for 
something new. 

Creation in a New Light
We have been working on the  
congregation’s ability to see in 
new ways—to see not only one 
another but also our environment. 
One of the gifts and promises we 
receive through Jesus Christ is 
learning how to see ourselves and 
what is beyond us fairly, with love. 
What lies beyond us includes what 
lies beyond the frontier, beyond 
this day, and even beyond human-
ity. In this process we have coined 
a vision statement: Awakened by 
Jesus Christ, we leave traces of 
love in our environment. We are 
considering how that is already 
true and how we can allow even 
more room for its truth to grow.

Our leadership team was look-
ing for a concrete step to move us 
forward and to keep the vision fully 
alive. I suggested considering our en-
vironment as not only our guests at 
the table but also those who helped 
to provide the feast—the soil of plan-
et earth and many workers far away. 
We mulled the idea over and asked 
others from the congregation to join 
in the process. Now we aim to offer 
ecological and fair-trade products 
when we host people in our congre-
gation—which of course happens a 
lot since we are United Methodists. 
It was gratifying to see how some-
one who felt initially that this was not 
central to our task as a congregation 

became more reconciled to it by the 
enthusiasm with which other congre-
gation members met the idea.

In Switzerland, looking after the 
environment is part of public life. The 
nation’s ecological standards for build-
ing and for waste disposal, for exam-
ple, are quite high compared with 
the standards in other countries. So, 
where, on the one hand, Swiss peo-
ple are taught to think about the soil 
and the plants as part of their person-
al responsibility, they are also taught 
to leave the environment in the hands 
of the bureaucrats. And “the environ-

ment” tends to be understood na-
tionalistically, as referring specifically 
to the Swiss environment. That the 
way we live in Switzerland may affect 
Antarctica or Cambodia is still a mat-
ter that interests only a few.

Another practical step will be a 
special soup lunch to which we invite 
other churches in town, along with 
environmental groups. In Europe 
we are gearing up to celebrate 500 
years of the Reformation. The Swiss 
Reformed churches have issued an 
invitation for us to create new the-
ses for our time. At our ecumenical 
soup lunch, we want to write a new 
thesis about Genesis 1:28 (NRSV), in 
which God blessed humankind and 

said: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth and subdue it; and have do-
minion over the fish of the sea and 
over the birds of the air and over 
every living thing that moves upon 
the earth.” What new light can we 
shed on that Scripture today?

Small Steps to Recovery
I’m also tying together a network of 
like-minded church members in our 
conference. For, besides the risk of 
being overwhelmed, we often feel 
very isolated when we start asking 
about what is happening to the earth, 

the plants, and the animals. I have 
grown more direct in asking peo-
ple where they stand on the issue 
of the environment and how they 
integrate their stance with their 
work. The results have been very 
encouraging. I have found oth-
ers who also care deeply and who 
want to be encouraged, along with 
me, about what we can do.

Trying to ground our hopes for 
peace and integrity brings me 
down to earth. I recognize the 
connections between my habits 
and the habits of war or the hab-
its of climate catastrophes all over 
the world. This recognition can 

lead to fatalism and feeling overpow-
ered. However, by taking the small 
steps we discern, we can walk out 
of discouragement and paralysis. I 
am grateful to have had that experi-
ence in our Swiss congregation and 
our annual conference.

The Rev. Marietjie Odendaal, a citizen of 

Germany, serves as the pastor of Gelter-

kinden United Methodist Church in Gel-

terkinden, Switzerland, which is west of 

Zurich and close to the German border. 

She earned a B.A. and a Master of Theol-

ogy degree from Stellenbosch University 

of South Africa and a Ph.D. in Biblical 

Studies from Princeton Theological Sem-

inary in the United States.

Gelterkinden United Methodist Church in 
Gelterkinden, Switzerland.
PHOTO: MARIETJIE ODENDAAL
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ate last year, during a mission trip to 
Fiji, I directly encountered the effects 
of global warming. The rising ocean is 
slowly inundating parts of this South 

Pacifi c island nation. The village of Vunidogoloa 
on Vanua Levu, Fiji’s second largest island, has 
already been relocated (see page 26 for the 
story). Our missionaries in Fiji, Jerusha and 
Wesley Neal, told me that 30 more villages are 
facing the same.

In February 2016, Fiji was hit by Cyclone 
Winston, the most powerful storm ever recorded 
in the South Pacifi c. This devastating storm 
caused 44 deaths and destroyed 18,000 homes. 
Climatologists believe that global warming 
contributes to the increase of devastating storms 
around the world.

I have learned anew from Fiji that climatic 
disasters take their toll on the social, economic, 
psychological, and spiritual welfare of people. 
This toll is especially high for those, like Pacifi c 
Islanders, who have such a strong attachment 
to land and home.

The Methodist Church of Fiji is working with 
ecumenical partners to respond to both physical 
and spiritual needs, and it has a big job. Some 
36 percent of Fiji’s population of 903,000, and 
more than 60 percent of Fiji’s indigenous people, 
are Methodist. The church emerged from British 
Methodist mission work in the 19th century.

Not surprisingly, the Fijian church is alert to 
the need to care for God’s creation. Two of its 
“12 pillars of belief” deal with the natural order. 
One addresses land use, since the church itself 
has large land holdings. The other considers 
stewardship and creation. It declares that people 

are part of the natural world, though their self-
centeredness has “destroyed other creations 
and our physical environment.”

The document continues: “We are now 
reaping the catastrophic costs of our selfi shness, 
as shown in landslides, drowning of low-lying 
atolls and islands, soil erosion, death of marine 
life, and climate change. As Christians, we are 
called to revisit God’s model of creation in Gen. 
1: 26….Our ruler-ship and dominion-ship over the 
world of creation can be handled responsibly and 
justly only when we… are able to conform to the 
image of God.”

Together Towards Life: Mission and 
Evangelism in Changing Landscapes, an 
ecumenical statement on mission from the 
World Council of Churches, is the fi rst major 
theological statement to take into account 
creation as a mission theme. Like the brief 
statement from Fiji, the ecumenical document 
frames care of creation as a matter of 
conversion, the emergence of a “new humanity” 
that understands mission not as something 
people do but as, in part, “communion with all of 
creation in celebrating the work of the Creator.” 

When we know ourselves as part of 
creation—of the natural world, as the Fijian 
church realizes—we will do a better job of caring 
for and being part of all that God has made.

Thomas G. Kemper
General Secretary
General Board of Global Ministries

From the 
General Secretary

by Thomas Kemper

Lessons from Fiji

Thomas Kemper visited Fiji in December 2015, hosted by Jerusha and 
Wes Neal, missionaries there. Third from right is Thomas, his wife Barbara 

Hüfner-Kemper, and to his left, Timoci Nawaciono and Sainimili Nawaciono.
PHOTO: COURTESY WESLEY AND JERUSHA NEAL
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