
Main Theme:
Deepening our relationship with creation strengthens our souls 
and expands our moral universe.

Key Activities:
In this session, participants will: 

• Recall and discuss spiritual experiences they have had in nature

• Consider the idea of the creation as a community

• Refl ect on Biblical and environmental texts that address these themes

Tips for Facilitators
• The primary activity of this session is the recollection and discussion 
of people’s spiritual experiences in the natural world. Your primary job 
is to create an environment where participants feel comfortable sharing 
these experiences. 

• When you invite participants to share their experiences, don’t be surprised 
if there are several moments of silence before a fi rst person volunteers. 
Simply wait patiently — our experience is that someone will step forward.

• Often, in telling their stories people will express a range of feelings — awe, 
wonder, joy, fear, and others. We believe that a signifi cant part of the value 
of this session resides in the group’s having the opportunity to experience 
this range of feeling. As the facilitator, don’t rush people through the telling 
of their stories. Allow time for the group to savor the stories - it will often be 
the fi rst time many of these stories have ever been shared.

• Some people are concerned that discussing these experiences can lead 
people to infl ate inappropriately the value of Creation — as some say, “wor-
shipping Creation instead of the Creator.” If members of your group may 
have this concern, reassure them that the intent of this session is not to 
infl ate Creation’s value, but rather to gain a stronger relationship with God 
by sharing spiritual experiences in the natural world, and to strengthen 
our relationship with the wider community of Creation.

SPLENDOR
Spirit: Our Souls Grow through Relationship with Creation

Session Outline
Welcome and Group Introductions 
 10 minutes

Refl ections on Spiritual 
Experiences in the Natural World
 30 minutes

Refl ections on Creation 
as a Community
 10 minutes

Closing Refl ections
 5 minutes

Note: Time estimates assume a group of 
8-10 persons. Actual discussions may be 
longer or shorter, depending on the group.

Additional Resources
 Additional Refl ections on Sacred Texts.
 10+ minutes

Interfaith Partners in Action for the Earth
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One
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Biblical and Environmental Texts
Genesis 1:1-5 

When God began to create heaven and earth - the earth being unformed and 
void, with darkness over the surface of the deep and a wind from God sweep-
ing over the water — God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. God 
saw that the light was good, and God separated the light from the darkness. 
God called the light Day, and the darkness He called Night. And there was 
evening and there was morning, a fi rst day.

Psalm 148:1-13 

Hallelujah.
Praise the Lord from the heavens; praise Him on high.
Praise Him, all His angels, praise Him all His hosts.
Praise Him, sun and moon, praise Him, all bright stars.
Praise Him, highest heavens, and you waters that are above the heavens.

Let them praise the name of the Lord,
 for it was He who commanded that they be created.

He made them endure forever,
 establishing an order that shall never change.

Praise the Lord, O you who are on earth,
 all sea monsters and ocean depths, fi re and hail, snow and smoke,
 storm wind that executes His command, all the mountains and hills,
 all fruit trees and cedars, all wild and tamed beasts,
 creeping things and winged birds, all kings and peoples of the earth,
 all princes of the earth and its judges, youths and maidens alike, old 
 and young together.

Let them praise the name of the Lord,
 for His name, His alone, is sublime;
 His splendor covers heaven and earth.
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Let them praise the name of the Lord, 
for His name, His alone, is sublime; 
His splendor covers heaven and earth. 
     — Psalm 148:13

Biblical and Environmental Texts (Cont.)
Colossians 1:15-20
(Christ) is the image of the invisible God, the fi rstborn of all creation; 16for 
in him all things in heaven and on earth were created, things visible and 
invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers — all things have 
been created through him and for him. He himself is before all things, and in 
him all things hold together. He is the head of the body, the church; he is the 
beginning, the fi rstborn from the dead, so that he might come to have fi rst 
place in everything. For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 
and through him God was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether 
on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross.

Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac
Oxford University Press, New York, 1949, pp. 238-40, 262

There is yet no ethic dealing with man’s relation to land and to the animals 
and plants which grow upon it... The land-relation is still strictly economic, 
entailing privileges but not obligations.

The extension of ethics to... the environment is, if I read the evidence cor-
rectly, an evolutionary possibility and an ecological necessity... The land ethic 
simply enlarges the boundaries of the community to include soils, waters, 
plants, animals, or collectively: the land.

In short, a land ethic changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the 
land-community to plain member and citizen of it. It implies respect for his 
fellow-members, and also respect for the community as such...

A thing is right which it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty 
of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.
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3 Common Types of Spiritual Experiences in Nature

Remarkable 
or Intense Beauty

• An experience providing a tremendous apprecia-
tion of the beauty of creation — a sunset or sunrise, 
a fl ower or tree, a mountain or seascape. 

• Evokes an appreciation of the beauty of God 
as Creator.

• An experience providing a sense of awe or wonder, 
often because of the size of what is experienced —
a storm, a mountain, the ocean, etc.

• Often leaves people with a sense of humility, 
recognition that creation is much greater than 
humankind.

• Often contains elements of fear of something 
greater than ourselves — recalls Biblical language 
about “the fear of God is the beginning of wisdom.”

• An experience in which people believe they have 
a direct, personal relationship with an “other” in 
creation — a plant, animal, or landscape.

• Many people reluctant to share these experiences 
because of fear of appearing abnormal.

• Note that society affi rms relationships of these 
kinds with pets, gardens.

Type of Experience  Characteristics

Awe or Wonder

Cross-Species Communion
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2. Introduce the themes of SPLENDOR, mentioning the following points:

• The name of this program, SPLENDOR, is an acronym that stands for: 
Spiritual Life, Ethics and Nature, Deepening Our Reverence. It is pro-
duced by GreenFaith, an interfaith organization that equips religious 
groups from different traditions to become good stewards of creation. 
The program is organized around GreenFaith’s core values of Spirit, 
Stewardship and Justice in relationship to the earth.

• The theme for the fi rst session is Spirit. During this session we will 
explore how our relationship with God can grow through becoming 
aware of our spiritual experiences in the natural world, and through 
the community of Creation.

• The themes of the next two sessions are Stewardship and Justice. In 
the session focused on Stewardship, we will learn how God calls us 
to protect creation by developing responsible consumption habits. 
During the session focused on Justice, we will discover the ways that 
environmental degradation impacts vulnerable communities and will 
learn how we can work for a healthy environment for all people.

• Acknowledge that this is probably the fi rst time any of them have 
been involved in a religious education class on the environment. Tell 
them that you are looking forward to spending time learning together.

3. Invite participants to introduce themselves by sharing in 1-2 sentences 
why they are interested in this series. Note that there will be plenty of time 
for further sharing during the session, so participants should be brief in 
their introduction.

Start by sharing briefl y — in 1-2 sentences— why you wanted to facilitate the 
class. This gives participants a chance to learn more about you, a moment to 
gather their thoughts, and an example of how to make a short introduction.  

Welcome and Introductions (10 minutes)
Supplies: none

1. Introduce yourself by name. Invite all participants to sit in silence for one 
minute. Then, pray this prayer, or another of your preference.

Opening Prayer
Creator of the universe — of people and plants, earth 
and sky, creatures and constellations — we praise 
you for the splendor of your world. Make us more 
aware of the good earth which you have made, 

and mindful of the many ways in which we know you 
through the community of creation. Amen.

“A thing is right 
when it tends 
to preserve the 
integrity, stabil-
ity, and beauty 
of the biotic 
community. It 
is wrong when it 
tends otherwise.” 
— Aldo Leopold,
A Sand County 
Almanac

Lesson Plan
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Refl ections on Spiritual Experiences in Nature (30 minutes)
Supplies: Bible or copy of “Biblical and Environmental Texts” for each partici-
pant, paper and pen/pencil for each participant

1. To create a context for the fi rst discussion, invite a participant to read Gen-
esis 1:1-5 aloud and slowly.

2. Then, invite participants to spend 3-5 minutes writing a brief description 
of a spiritual experience they have had in the natural world. The experience 
can be recent or in the distant past, subtle or dramatic, characterized by 
awe, wonder, fear, peace or joy. The experience may have taken place in the 
countryside or on a city street. What is important for this exercise is that 
the experience is spiritually meaningful to the person who recalls it. Most 
people will recall an experience quickly. Do not wait for everyone to fi nish 
— after a fi rst person shares an experience, people will jump in with stories 
of their own.

3. Invite participants to share their stories aloud as they are comfortable. 
After they share their stories, invite them to describe why this experience is 
been meaningful to them and what it teaches them about God.

4. When everyone who wishes has had the opportunity to describe an 
experience and what it means to them, invite people to look at the handout 
“3 Common Types of Spiritual Experience in Nature”. Invite all participants 
to discuss the following questions:

Discussion Questions
• Did participants’ stories fi t within one or more 
of the categories of the handout?

• Would people create other categories? If so, 
what would they call these new categories?

5. Conclude this section of the session by stating that these experiences are 
important aspect of people’s relationship with God. Too they often remain 
unexamined and underappreciated.

God said, “Let 

there be light”; 

and there was 

light. And God 

saw that the 

light was good, 

— Gen 1:3-4

Lesson Plan
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Refl ections on Creation as a Community (10 minutes)
1. Ask for a volunteer to read Psalm 148 aloud. Prior to the reading, note that 
this psalm is a hymn of praise that expresses the sense that all of creation 
fi nds its fulfi llment in the adoration of God. 

2. Read the passage from Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac. Prior to the 
reading, note that this is a famous passage introducing the idea that the 
entire natural world is a community.

3. Tell participants that for the most part, our culture encourages us to think 
of ourselves as largely separate from creation, not part of a wider commu-
nity of creation. Invite participants to discuss their reactions to thinking of 
themselves as part of this community. Use the following questions to guide 
the discussion.

Discussion Questions
• In what way is thinking about ourselves as a 
member of a community of creation different from 
our current self-image? 

• If we think of ourselves as members of a com-
munity of creation, what implications does that 
have for our behavior?

Closing Refl ections (5 minutes)
1. Read Genesis 1:1-5 aloud again. Invite each participant to share, in one sen-
tence only, what s/he has gained from this session. 

2. Invite all participants to sit in silence for one minute. Then, pray this 
prayer, or another of your preference.

Closing Prayer
Maker of all that is seen and unseen, we give thanks 

for time to refl ect on the greatness of your creation 
and our place in it. Help us to be considerate of our 
relationship with the wider community of creation, 

and to appreciate our relationship with you more 
powerfully through our knowledge of the earth. Amen. 

Lesson Plan

A thing is right 
when it tends 
to preserve the 
integrity, stabil-
ity, and beauty 
of the biotic 
community. It is 
wrong when it 
tends otherwise. 
— Aldo Leopold 
A Sand County 
Almanac
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Additional Refl ections on Sacred Texts (10 minutes)
Supplies: Bible or copy of “Biblical and Environmental Texts” for each partici-
pant

1. Invite a volunteer to read Colossians 1:15-20 aloud and slowly. Before read-
ing the passage, note that this text describes the relationship between God, 
Jesus Christ, and creation.

2. After reading the passage, acknowledge its complexity. Invite participants 
to discuss the following questions.

Discussion Questions
• How does the passage describe the relationship 
between God and Christ? Between Christ and 
creation?

• This text states that the scope, the range of 
Christ’s salvation includes “all things” (a refer-
ence that could be translated “the entire created 
order — visible and invisible). Have you ever con-
sidered that salvation extends beyond humans? 
How does this affect your image of God?

• How does the belief that the creation is held 
together by Christ, impact your feelings about 
the environment? 

This passage is a complex one, and to help participants respond to these 
questions, it may be helpful to share the following clarifi cations of several 
aspects of these passages:

• God creates everything in the universe through Christ.

• Christ is the fi rstborn of creation. In Christ, the entire universe holds 
together. Christ provides a unity to creation.

• Christ makes God manifest in the world — the “fullness” of God 
dwells in Christ.

• Christ is the head of the church, and God intends for Christ to be 
“fi rst” in “all things,” including the natural world.

• God is reconciled to the entire created order through Christ’s 
self-giving.

Lesson Plan

Then the Lord 
answered Job out 
of the whirlwind: 
‘Where were you 

when I laid 
the foundation 

of the earth?

Tell me, if you have 
understanding.’

Job 38:1,4



























1 Quotations are from the Jewish Bible are from the New Jewish Publication Society translation. 
2 www.epa.gov/compliance/environmentaljustice













*Toxic Waste and Race at 20, by Bullard, Mohai, Saha and Wright; United Church of Christ, Cleveland, 2007 
4 From “The Covenant with Black America” 
5 www.epa.gov/compliance/environmentaljustice



NB - This story is a composite of several real-life situations.
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