Jack Speer’s presentation Workshop WILD THINGS 

Recruiting Church groups and other faith based organizations as  

                  Volunteers in natural areas   11:00 - 12:45  J-1

At our site in Northwest McHenry County we are restoring a native Oak Savanna and a historic pioneer cemetery. Our site is in a rural area so our pool of potential volunteers is smaller than Chicago or Crystal Lake.  We are fortunate, however, in that we are Metra accessible so we have university groups that often come from the Chicago area. They usually stay overnight in our lodge as part of a rural immersion experience with a lot of ecological restoration, learning and fun. 

   We do, however, have to have local individual volunteers and groups such as the Boy Scouts, Future Farmers of America, and a church youth club.
When we attract youth groups we usually get the parents and adult volunteers as a bonus.

Faith based or church groups represent a significant pool of volunteers that can provide important service to your natural area and at the same time educate the people about the importance of natural areas and nature. Almost all faith traditions have service projects as an important part of there ministry. Faith based people are generally active people in their communities often being active in other groups as well. Making connections into faith based groups can connect us with other groups. Groups can also be less labor intensive than recruiting as individuals simply because the group leader will work as an intermediary to you rather than you dealing with one individual at a time. Working with faith based groups can be mutually rewarding but also can have issues and perspectives that should be anticipated.  
1) How to go about contacting church/ faith bases groups.
         a) Do you or your active volunteers participate in a particular faith based organization? What folks within the faith groups would be open to volunteering for restoration projects as individuals? Is there a person that can help you that has strong feelings toward nature and is also a leader in the Church?
2) How is the church structured? Is there already a venue for service projects? As an example, sometimes boy or girl scouts troops might meet at the church property. Scouts do service projects to receive the Eagle scout badge.  
         Within the faith tradition are there rites of passage ceremonies such as 

Confirmation or Bar mitzvah? Are community service requirements a part of the preparation?

3) Sometimes faith based groups look at service projects as simply service to other humans. Projects such as these could include serving meals to seniors or those less fortunate. Service to nature may not even be in the mind set of the organization.  Some groups may not have a clue as to the importance of nature in the world. One well respected campus ministry department director said “ We focus on God and people, nature has nothing to do with it.” In this case we knew that we did not want to use up our valuable time and energy convincing this guy so we simply went to some students. They thought restoration was a great idea and have made many trips over 5 years to our site. 
      Most faiths have a hierarchal model of God on top, then comes mankind 
and then comes the rest of creation which is created for the benefit of mankind. Some faith traditions have strong negative views on nature. The faith developed with a constant battle with nature whether it was plagues and diseases, floods, droughts, and crop failures. Nature was evil. A favorite hymn I learned from my bible church equated nature with the devil. A favorite song was “One more river to Cross, One more mountain to climb, One more battle with the Devil. 
Some faiths have a view of constant warfare, battle between good and evil.

So don’t be surprised when the group attacks the buckthorn with declaration of war.

        There exists also a strong appreciation of nature. Most faiths have the understanding that the creator God reveals him/herself through scripture/or bible, through personal experience and through gods artistry – creation.

 One of the most popular hymns in churches is “How great thou art” Lyrics just full of nature images that brings tears to the eyes.

 The book of Genesis tells of how God created the waters teeming with the abundance of living creatures, and on the earth birds to fly. Let the earth bring forth all kinds of vegetation, living creatures, cattle and creeping things, wild animals. In the text God repeatedly says how good it is and gave them sacred status by blessing them.
     In the biblical story of Noah and the flood, God also shows appreciation for a diverse ecosystem by instructing  Noah to take only himself and his family and multitude of different animals two by two on the ark to save them and start life anew. Wile different viewpoints concerning the text exist Christians, Jews and Muslims share these stories in there tradition.
4) Strategies for putting working with nature on the radar of the organization.

   A) Understanding the cosmology of the organization and volunteers? Or what is the nature of the universe and how people fit into it. Understanding a faith based perspective also helps us feel more comfortable dealing with diverse groups. An example, some fundamentalist faiths interpret biblical text especially the book of revelation as a prophesy that the final battle and the end times is at hand. This was a concern with Sarah Palin’s beliefs as a member of the Assembly of God Church. How would one care about the earth if it’s all going to be gone soon as the saved are taken to heaven? Mainstream Catholic and protestant faiths  dispute this notion, some faiths consider end times theology an optional belief and of course individual beliefs vary within the Churches.

  B) Designate a certain area of your site to the faith based group. An example is calling a spot St. Paul’s Lutheran Prairie area or Alden Community Church Savanna area.  That way hopefully a sense of ownership will be fostered. As in the Christian tradition of infant baptism when parents name a child they accept responsibility to care for the child. When I named the stray cat I felt that cat became mine. 
C) Think of certain holidays for service projects such as Earth day April 22, Make a Difference Day Oct.24, Dr. Martin Luther King jr.  Jan. 19th, St. Francis Day (Oct. 4) (denominations such as Catholic, Lutheran, Episcopalian, and other denominations that would partake.)
D) Encourage restoration as an educational experience where one could use the skills learned to establish a native plant habitat at their church grounds.
Perhaps a memorial garden of native plants could be established . One Methodist church combined native plants and an organic garden that the church members grew fresh vegetables and gave them to the women’s shelter.

Native plants that provide wildlife habitat and seeds for songbirds could be dedicated on either Earth Day or St. Francis day.

It’s a Good idea to take photos before and after restoration. It will help give the members a sense of accomplishment as well as a record of progress.
 E) For most faith traditions, service is a fundamental part of the faith. Some faith groups may be struggling for acceptance in the community because they are new or have different traditions than the surrounding community. Participation in a restoration project enhances the image of the group and shows they are concerned about the well being of the land. Some groups such as Hindus, Jains , Buddhists or Muslims may want to participate.
F) New trends in Evangelical churches especially with a younger membership have expressed more concern on the environment and issues such as global warming.

  Mega churches tend to offer service projects to their members. These churches tend to be family orientated so a service project day might be when the garlic mustard is in bloom. This can give the small kids something to do with the parents. Willow Creek Community Church in Barrington  has participated in  restoration service projects for there members. Transportation is not an issue since the have vans. 
Another tip, in protestant churches when community is a part of its name, it’s a good sign. It usually means a tendency to community service.

Finding volunteers is one thing. Keeping them is another. To maximize retention, leaders that successfully retain volunteers continually provide ways to show their appreciation, possibly holding a volunteer appreciation event. 

Some of their other principles of retaining volunteers include: 

1. Communicating goals effectively; 

2. Making the volunteer experience meaningful; 

3. Matching volunteers to their interest, not just your need; 

4. Making volunteering easy (i.e., respect time constraints,  

5. Providing ongoing support, education, encouragement and feedback. 

Jewish Volunteers Youth 
.
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sites

JUF TOV Volunteer Network 
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gardens, nature preserves,

JUF TOV Volunteer Network

30 South Wells Street

Chicago, Illinois 60606-5056

Hotline: (312) 357-4762

Fax: (312) 553-5491

Email: tov@juf.org

Website: www.juf.org/tov
Please don’t discount Muslims
In the centuries following Muhammad's passing,

Islamic scholars introduced the idea of hima - a

protected zone. Many Islamic countries now set aside

certain wild areas that cannot be developed or

cultivated. These have become modern wildlife

reserves. Perhaps someday you will see a hima site.
Keep in mind that some faith based groups are stretched so thin

It’s hard to take on another task but be patient . As it’s said throw your bread out into the sea after a number of days the see will return it. Once you have 

Established good contacts, friendship and trust, reasonable service dates and times can be chosen. That first service day could evolve into many.        
