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Why Go �Green�?

The capital campaign has been challenging to say the least. Church members have 
been generous, but the cost of the building renovation is growing by the day. Just 
getting the Church Council to approve the building plan was tough. Why, in the 
midst of all the complications and contentiousness of a building campaign, would 
one want to add the greater complexities, seemingly greater costs, and possible 
delays of building in an ecologically friendly manner? 

Consider for a moment Jesus� parable about the two builders. Like so much of 
Scripture, it can be interpreted literally or metaphorically. Jesus is frustrated be-
cause people keep coming up to him and calling him Lord but then conduct their 
lives in such a way that is contrary to his teachings. Jesus compares these people to 
a man who builds a house without a foundation. When bad weather comes, the 
house is ruined. In contrast, Jesus says: �I will show you what someone is like who 
comes to me, hears my words, and acts on them. That one is like a man building a 
house, who dug deeply and laid the foundation on rock.� (Luke 6:46-49).

Building, rebuilding, or maintaining our own physical houses of worship requires 
us to think, quite literally, as well as �guratively, about the foundation upon which 
they are laid. Is our foundation deep and strong and re-enforced by its commit-
ment to God�s purposes in the world?

God’s purposes for the created world. Genesis teaches us that before humans 
were created, God saw the created world as good. Day after day, God created. After 
creating plants, �fruit trees of every kind of earth,� the stars, the birds, wild animals 
and even great sea monsters, God declared that it was good.

Humans were created to �image� or represent God in the created world, much as 
one would represent an earthly King. We are to do God�s bidding in the world and 
obediently carry out God�s wishes for it. We are given special responsibility towards 
creation, not for our own exploitation, but in helping to carry out God�s purposes 
for creation. Psalm 104 tells us that God�s intent is to provide grass for the cattle, 
water for the trees, nests for the birds, and high mountains for the wild goats. In 
other words, the Scriptures tell us that God wants life for all of God�s beloved crea-
tures and wants us to participate in sustaining that life. 

Our church buildings re�ect who we are as a community of faith. Buildings that 
are built sustainably or �green� outwardly re�ect our concern for and responsibility 
of God�s beloved creation including those human communities that can be dispro-
portionately impacted by unsustainable building practices. �Green� buildings also 
inwardly re�ect this concern to congregants, reminding us of our responsibilities to 
live in loving community with all of God�s creatures.
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Unless the Lord builds 

the house, those who 

build it labor in vain 

(Psalm 127:1). 
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While building using environmentally friendly practices and materials might not 
seem as interesting or romantic as protecting wilderness or saving endangered 
species, the manner in which we build and manage our buildings has a dramatic 
effect on the creation�s health. Our building practices also have an impact on hu-
man communities as well. When we choose to power our houses of worship using 
energy ef�cient or clean energy, we eliminate the harmful effects of air pollution, 
which are disproportionately felt in low-income communities, with children, the 
elderly, and often in communities of color. When we use �green� building materi-
als, we eliminate the adverse effects of water, soil, and air pollution that is, again, 
disproportionately felt in vulnerable communities, especially communities who live 
near manufacturing plants. 

We are increasingly aware that buildings affect our human health as well. The EPA 
says that Americans generally spend over 90 percent of their time indoors, where 
levels of pollutants can be two to �ve times higher, and in some cases, 100 times 
higher than outdoor levels. According to the EPA, a number of respiratory illnesses, 
in particular asthma, have been directly traced to indoor air quality. Other, less 
speci�c symptoms have also been linked to buildings, such as runny or stuffy nose, 
fatigue, headaches, lethargy, nausea, dizziness, and others. Populations that spend 
large amounts of time indoors, such as the elderly and the disabled, are particularly 
susceptible to indoor air quality illnesses. 

Here are just a few things that building �green� churches can do:
1.	 reduce energy use 
2.	 protect open space and valuable natural habitats
3.	 reduce our churches� contributions to global warming
4.	 keep our churches safe and healthy
5.	 reduce the use of toxic substances
6.	 lessen pressure on the local water supply
7.	 reduce runoff into local waterways
8.	 reduce mining and timber harvesting 
9.	 address environmental justice issues
10.	 connect the congregation with the created world

And, importantly, building �green� does not have to break the bank. It is not only 
economically viable, but will actually save money in the long run. Many energy 
investments can pay for themselves in one to 10 years. Given the long lives of many 
of our church buildings, those investments keep paying off well into the future.

According to the 

Environmental 

Protection Agency 

(EPA), buildings 

used 39.4 percent 

of total U.S. energy 

consumption in 

2002 and nearly 70 

percent of the nation�s 

electricity. Buildings 

are responsible for 

over 38 percent of 

the country�s carbon 

dioxide emissions 

and 12 percent of 

the country�s water 

use. Construction and 

demolition debris from 

buildings total 136 

million tons per year, 

only 20 to 30 percent 

of which is recycled. 

The remainder goes 

into the waste stream.
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About This Guide

This guide is meant to get you started using environmentally friendly and sus-
tainable building practices whether you are involved in a new building project, a 
renovation, or repairs. It is intentionally not overly technical nor does it cover all 
the possible ways to build. Instead, it is meant to get churches thinking and talking 
about building sustainably. 

Trying to build in a creation-sensitive or sustainable way can seem overwhelming. 
Much of this information might seem new and strange at �rst. If it is helpful to get 
started, pick a few ideas that seem practical for your church. Then, keep adding 
other elements as your church is able. 

Each chapter discusses why a particular aspect of green building is important, both 
from a theological and an ecological standpoint. Then, a quick checklist of a very 
speci�c suggestions is provided. More information on each of these suggestions is 
also included. Lists of organizations, websites, and additional materials are included 
in the Appendix. 

Getting Started:  
In�uencing the Building Process

In�uencing a church building process requires the patience of Job and the wisdom 
of Solomon. Building campaigns can be lengthy, complex, and contentious.  
Pressure mounts with increasing costs and delays. A number of different players  
are involved, each seemingly with a different point of view. Those involved in the 
planning stages are sometimes not those involved in the implementation. 

Renovating or building a church, however, can be a wonderful, creative process for 
church members and provides a chance to grow in fellowship and ministry. Creat-
ing a new worship space, for instance, forces a congregation to come together to 
determine who it is as a community of faith. 
1.	 Get involved as early as possible. Decisions are made, and minds are made 

up, a long time before the �rst stone is laid. 

2.	 Identify the decision-makers. Clergy are most often involved, but often 
laypeople on key committees exercise equal, if not more, authority. 

3.	 Get to know the individuals and committees involved. Understand their 
concerns. Undoubtedly, there will be those decision-makers who are more 
open to green building ideas. Utilize their support whenever you can.
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4.	 Find out what your denomination is doing ecologically. Many denomina-
tions have creation care ministries and employ a person responsible for ecologi-
cal concerns. That person can give you information as well as provide examples 
of churches that have successfully navigated a greening process. 

5. 	 Meet the needs of key individuals and constituencies. If the �nance  
committee is concerned about costs, show the �nancial payback for energy  
investments. If the elderly worry about cold drafts coming through old  
windows, talk about how warm the new, well-insulated windows will be. 

6.	 Early in the building process make a few well-planned, highly visible,  
inexpensive green improvements to the church. Publicize and celebrate 
these successes. This step could be as easy as moving of�ce furniture around  
to take advantage of the natural daylight. These early �rst steps acquaint the 
congregation with green building and start developing a broad constituency 
within the church for other improvements. 

7.	 Help locate funds and financing for sustainable building projects. Many 
denominations offer building loans. Check also with local, state, and federal 
agencies. For more information, visit www.nccecojustice.org and click on 
�Green Building Initiative� under Campaigns and Initiatives.

8.	 Educate the congregation on ecological concerns and the church’s  
responsibility for taking care of its little corner of God’s creation.  
Check the Appendix for ideas on where to get curriculum for both adult  
and children�s educational programs. 

9.	 Start a Creation Care group that supports the green building effort as well 
as other ideas for congregational involvement in caring for the Earth. For 
example, church youth groups can plant native species on the lawn. Men�s and 
women�s groups can put up rain barrels, build a meditation garden, or simply 
change out energy-inef�cient lighting �xtures. 

As you attempt to in�uence the building process, aim high but be patient when 
the gains are slow. You will not be able to do everything, so strategically pick your 
battles. Find the aspects of the building process where you can make the biggest 
environmental impact with the least �nancial investment and political controversy. 
And remember, Rome was not built in a day, and neither are �green� churches!
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Why is it Important?

The churches that we build should not be built to �make a name for ourselves,� 
but strive, as 1Timothy 3:15 tells us, to be churches of the living God, built for 
God�s purposes, not our own. From the earliest stages of the building or renova-
tion process, care needs to be taken that the design, size, placement, and materials 
used in the building express God�s purposes in the created world. Sensitivity to the 
Earth early in the building planning will set the tone for the entire building process 
and will assure that creation care will be integrated into all aspects of the building 
or renovation. Furthermore, design, placement, and construction of our churches 
with sensitivity to the existing human and non-human community send a powerful 
message. 

LEED Program

The United States Green Building Council (USGBC), a coalition of leaders in the 
building industry, has developed a program to guide design and planning.  USG-
BC promotes environmentally responsible, economically viable, and healthy build-
ings and has developed a voluntary building rating system based on 34 ecological 
criteria. The criteria within this Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design 
(LEED) program offer a good overview of the many speci�c ways to make a church 
building �green.� More information on the LEED program can be found in the 
Appendix, and many of the LEED suggestions are included in this guide.

LEED emphasizes state of the art strategies for:
�	 Sustainable site development
�	 Water savings
�	 Energy ef�ciency
�	 Materials selection
�	 Indoor environmental quality

For more information on the LEED program, visit www.usgbc.org

Design 

A well-planned, integrated design is essential to making your church building or 
renovation creation-friendly. It is much easier to think about energy use, water, 
ventilation, and building materials at the design stage rather than try to retro�t 
well-meaning alterations later in the process. A good place to start is to quickly 
scan the checklists provided in this guide to get a sense of the range of Earth-
friendly opportunities available. You might pick one aspect, for example energy use, 
that will be of particular importance to your design.  

QUICK CHECKLIST

	 Tailor the size and 
shape of your building 
to meet congregational 
needs.

	 Employ a �green� 
architect.

	 Design a building that 
can be used all week 
long.

2 Building a Good Foundation
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Consider the impacts of creation in decisions regarding building size and 
shape. The overall size and shape of the church building or renovation will signi�-
cantly affect the amount of energy needed to run the building. It will also in�uence 
the construction impacts on the surrounding human and non-human community. 
Rooms with high ceilings, for example, need a lot of energy to heat and cool. Vesti-
bules (discussed in more detail in the Energy section) can save energy by acting as a 
transition zone from the outdoors to the indoors. 

Keep the overall size of your building project as small as possible. Large con-
struction projects can adversely affect water quality as well as the health of nearby 
forests, streams, and wetlands. They are also disruptive to the local human com-
munity. Fitting the size of the church to the speci�c needs of your congregation is a 
great way to keep costs down as well. (For additional information, check out �More 
Information� at the end of this section.)

Employ a green architect. Employing a �green� architect right from the start of 
your project will allow you to take advantage of the many Earth-friendly opportu-
nities available and ensure that you have an ecologically integrated design, rather 
than a number of piecemeal improvements. Increasingly, architects are available 
who specialize in Earth-friendly buildings, and even those who do not, have some 
familiarity with ecologically sensitive building practices. If a specialist is not avail-
able, encourage your architect to think �green� whenever possible. 

While Earth-friendly products and opportunities are numerous, not all archi-
tects, contractors, and sub-contractors have kept up with them. Expect a learning 
curve from building professionals. You might even use this guide to help educate 
those in the �eld to the many ways that they can easily make the building process 
more sensitive to creation. (For additional information, check out �More Informa-
tion� at the end of this section.)

Design a building that can be used all week long. A fully occupied and busy 
building not only assists the local community but also keeps other buildings from 
having to be constructed. Many church buildings are used only sparingly during 
the week and then have to accommodate large crowds on Sundays. Sharing build-
ing space is energy ef�cient and can quite possibly result in shared costs as well. 
Churches can be used for senior, or children�s day care centers, meeting and of�ce 
space for community organizations, soup kitchens, homeless shelters, or rental 
space to local businesses. (For additional information, check out �More Informa-
tion� at the end of this section.)

Whether your building 

project is large or 

small, be sure to check 

federal, state, and 

local building codes. 

If you have questions 

about building codes, 

check with your local 

building inspector�s 

of�ce. 

MORE INfORMATION

For more information on 
designing and getting 
started on a creation-friendly 
building, check out: 

Environmental Protection 
Agency 
www.epa.gov/greenbuilding 

GreenBiz  
www.greenerbuildings.com 

U.S. Green Building Council 
www.usgbc.org

Washington D.C. Energy 
Of�ce�s Green Faith guide  
to churches 
www.energy.dc.org
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Site Selection and Construction

With new construction or church additions, the selection of the building site and 
the construction techniques are important aspects of keeping the projects Earth-
friendly. In addition, construction can signi�cantly disrupt human neighborhoods 
as well as non-human habitat and water quality. With some foresight and planning, 
however, much of the construction impact can be mitigated by choosing a site and 
building in a manner that respects existing land uses.

Build on an already developed site
The best possible site for new construction is on an already-developed piece of 
land. Natural open spaces are disappearing quickly, particularly in urban and sub-
urban areas. Keeping natural places�whether wetlands, woodlands, or prairies�
intact provide habitat to a variety of animals and can improve water and air quality. 
(For additional information on siting your building, check out �More Information� 
at the end of this section.) 

Minimize your footprint
Limit the amount of land your church building and parking lot occupies.  This 
maximizes the amount of natural area on the property.  In particular, limit the 
amount of surface area that does not absorb water. These �impervious� surfaces 
increase the amount of storm water runoff, which can cause erosion and bring 
harmful chemicals into nearby creeks and streams. Consider using non-impervious 
surfaces for parking lots (see the Transportation and Parking section) (For addition-
al information, check out �More Information� at the end of this section.)

Take advantage of natural ventilation, solar power,  
and natural shading
The time to start thinking about heating, ventilation, and air conditioning is when 
you site the building. Your siting decision will vary a great deal depending on your 
climate, geography, and topography. Take advantage of natural ventilation com-
ing down slopes or off water bodies. Face your building to take advantage of solar 
energy. Trees make wonderful natural air conditioners in the summer as they block 
heat. In the winter, deciduous trees conveniently lose their leaves to allow the heat 
of the sun to penetrate. (For additional information, check out �More Informa-
tion� at the end of this section.)

QUICK CHECKLIST

	 If possible, build on a 
site that has already 
been developed so that 
no natural areas will 
have to be disturbed, 
and disruption to the 
local community  
can be limited.

	 Minimize the size of 
your building and the 
ecological �footprint� 
of your property.

	 Minimize impervious 
surfaces that cannot 
absorb rainwater.

	 Site the building so 
that it takes advantage 
of natural ventilation, 
solar power, and 
natural shading from 
trees.

	 If possible, �nd a site 
that is easy to access by 
walking, bicycling, or 
public transportation. 

	 Use creation-friendly 
construction practices 
that reduce water 
runoff and waste from 
the consturction site.

2 Building a Good Foundation
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Locate a site accessible by walking, bicycling,  
or public transportation.
Automobile-dependent churches increase the use of gasoline, a fossil fuel, which 
in turn contributes to air pollution, oil extraction (which can be harmful to public 
lands) and global warming. Furthermore, large parking lots eliminate much-needed 
open space and exacerbate storm water runoff. By choosing a site conducive to 
Earth-healthy transportation, your church demonstrates its commitment to pro-
tecting all of creation. (For additional information, check out �More Information� 
at the end of this section.)

Use creation-friendly construction practices  
that reduce storm water runoff and waste.  
Construction can greatly increase storm water runoff problems in local rivers and 
streams. Hire a contractor and construction �rm that will minimize runoff and ero-
sion, protect adjacent trees, and reduce the use of toxic substances. (For additional 
information, check out �More Information� at the end of this section.)

Avoid construction waste. 
According to David Johnston, author of Green Remodeling, U.S. construction and 
demolition accounts for 20 percent of all land�ll waste. And, 85 to 90 percent of 
construction disposal is recyclable. Encourage your contractor to work ef�ciently 
with materials, use recycled materials when possible, give away materials which 
they cannot use and dispose of other waste properly. (For additional information, 
check out �More Information� at the end of this section.)

Building Materials

Choosing environmentally friendly materials in the construction of the building 
will make a substantial difference to the Earth as well as to the building�s overall 
health. According to the U.S. Green Building Council, buildings use 60 percent  
of the raw materials used in the U.S. Using recycled and reclaimed products not 
only eliminates the extraction of valuable materials from the Earth and the  
energy needed to process them, but also provides a much-needed market for  
recycled products as well as eliminating waste and land�ll usage. In addition,  
using Earth-friendly products can improve the health of the building�s occupants 
by eliminating toxic substances that can contribute to upper respiratory problems 
and other serious ailments.

Use local materials and products
In our global economy, products are routinely manufactured in far away places and 
then shipped enormous distances, using large amounts of energy. Purchasing local 
materials and products whenever possible not only minimizes the energy used in 
shipping, but also ensures that the products meet domestic environmental regula-
tions. Buying locally provides needed employment and supports your local econo-
my. (For more information on creation-friendly building products, check out  
www.greenerbuildings.com and www.usgbc.org.) 

Consider building 

on a �brown�eld,� 

an abandoned or 

idled industrial or 

commercial site. 

While care must be 

taken to assure that 

these brown�eld 

sites are free from 

unhealthy chemicals, 

they can offer a 

low-cost alternative 

to expensive 

building sites as 

well as providing 

�redemption� for an 

otherwise unusable 

piece of land. 

MORE INfORMATION

For more information on 
designing and getting 
started on a creation-friendly 
building, check out: 

Environmental Protection 
Agency 
www.epa.gov/greenbuilding 

GreenBiz  
www.greenerbuildings.com 

U.S. Green Building Council 
www.usgbc.org

Washington D.C. Energy 
Of�ce�s Green Faith guide  
to churches 
www.energy.dc.org
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Use reclaimed wood or wood grown or harvested  
in an environmentally friendly manner 
There is some debate over the use of wood as a building material. There is legiti-
mate concern over deforestation and the destruction of habitat and water quality, 
particularly when old-growth forests are harvested. Use wood sparingly and strive 
for wood that is harvested and processed in an environmentally friendly manner.  
Reclaimed wood from barns, warehouses, etc. is an excellent source of lumber for 
exposed areas of the church, such as �ooring. If using new wood, use wood that is 
FSC (Forest Stewardship Council) certi�ed to ensure that it is grown in well-man-
aged forests and harvested and processed in a manner that respects creation. (For 
more information on FSC certi�cation, check out www.fsc.org.) 

Use formaldehyde-free materials
Formaldehyde is often used as an adhesive in particleboard and plywood for 
cabinets, counter tops, and shelving and can produce gasses that are suspected to 
cause respiratory and other ailments, particularly for sensitive populations such as 
children and the elderly. Tell your contractor to limit or eliminate all products that 
use formaldehyde. (For additional information, check out �More Information� at 
the end of this section.)

Use paints and stains with low VOCs (volatile organic compounds)
Volatile organic compounds (VOCs) are found in many paints, stains, and sealants. 
VOCs release dangerous gases into the air, which remain for several years. VOCs 
have been linked to a number of health problems, including eye, nose, and throat 
irritation; headaches; nausea; liver, kidney and central nervous system disorders; 
and some cancers. VOCs continue to cause problems after they are discarded by 
polluting waterways and contributing to air pollution.

Many traditional vendors now offer low-VOC paints in a variety of colors for 
about the same cost as traditional paint. Low-VOC stains and �nishes are also 
available but are more dif�cult to �nd. Instruct your builder to purchase and use 
low-VOC paints or purchase them directly from a paint supplier or home improve-
ment store. (For additional information, check out �More Information� at the end 
of this section.)

Use recycled materials or natural products for flooring 
Choosing �ooring is a surprisingly important aspect of healthy, Earth-friendly 
building. For example, traditional vinyl �ooring can emit carcinogenic fumes and 
promote mold growth in humid areas. Fortunately a number of natural linoleum 
products are available that are easy to use and maintain and are much healthier for 
people and the Earth. Natural linoleum is made from linseed oil, cork dust, wood 
�our, tree resins, and ground limestone. 

QUICK CHECKLIST

	 Use local materials and 
products.

	 Use reclaimed wood 
or wood grown and 
harvested in an Earth-
friendly manner.

	 Use formaldehyde-free 
materials.

	 Use paints and stains 
with low VOCs (volatile 
organic compounds).

	 Use recycled materials 
or natural products for 
�ooring.

	 Avoid synthetic 
materials (�laminates�) 
in countertops in favor 
of recycled materials. 

2 Building a Good Foundation
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Cork and bamboo are good natural alternatives for �ooring. They are attractive, 
readily available, reasonably priced, and are grown and processed in a manner 
that is generally less destructive than conventional �ooring.  Bamboo comes from 
fast-growing, renewable bamboo plants. Cork is taken from tree bark, which the 
tree can then regenerate. Cork is now available in easy-to-install planks that simply 
click together.

Ceramic tile, especially that which contains recycled material, is also a good alter-
native in bathrooms and kitchens since it is durable, easy to clean, and is complete-
ly inert, which means it emits no fumes. 

If using wood �ooring, consider reclaimed wood that has minimal treatment. 
Stains and polyurethane placed on wood �oors often contain dangerous VOCs, 
volatile organic compounds, which are associated with both health risks and pollu-
tion (see paints and stains above).  

Carpeting can be used in areas where noise and comfort are an issue. Carpeting 
also can reduce heating and cooling costs. But, synthetic �bers found in carpeting 
are often made from petroleum products and carpets can contain dust, mold, and 
toxics. In addition, carpets can include a whole host of chemicals to make them 
stain resistant, �re retardant, and antistatic. Consider carpet that is made from 
recycled materials and limits chemical use. (For additional information, check out 
�More Information� at the end of this section.)

Avoid synthetic materials (�laminates�) in countertops  
in favor of recycled materials
Traditional countertops are made from synthetic material that often come from 
petrochemical products that are not renewable and do not break down in land�lls 
after use. A number of attractive, Earth-friendly products are available. Manu-
facturers offer a variety of countertops that are made from recycled ceramic and 
glass tiles. Another popular product is the �composite� countertop, which has the 
smooth look and feel of a traditional countertop but is made from scraps of re-
cycled material and held together with cement.  (For additional information, check 
out �More Information� at the end of this section.)

MORE INfORMATION

GreenBiz  
www.greenerbuildings.com

Creation-friendly building 
materials 
www.epa.gov/greenbuilding 

US Green Building Council 
www.usgbc.org 

Sustainable Buildings 
Industry Council 
www.sbicouncil.org 

Green Remodeling, by David 
Johnston and Kim Master, 
(see Appendix for full site), 
has very good material on 
sustainable wood products, 
paints, stains, countertops, 
carpeting, indoor air quality 
issues, formaldehyde, and 
VOCs. 

Indoor air quality 
information 
www.epa.gov/iaq or  
www.webofcreation.org 

Note: an Internet search on 
�green building materials� 
or �green products� will 
produce a number of sites 
that offer creation-friendly 
products commercially. 
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Why is it Important?

Focusing on reducing the church�s energy use is one of the most signi�cant ways 
to be a good steward of creation. How we light, heat, and cool our churches has 
a profound impact on creation. When we use energy, we start a chain of events 
that generally begins with the extraction of precious materials from the Earth and 
continues through the production of energy by power plants. 

Power plants, particularly older ones, are predominantly powered by coal and  
release a large proportion of the nation�s nitrogen oxide, sulfur oxide, mercury,  
and carbon dioxide, which in turn cause pollution and a variety of signi�cant 
respiratory and neurological health problems. Decreased lung function, asthma, 
coughing, wheezing, and shortness of breath, have all been linked to power plant 
emissions. 

Mercury released from power plants can cause serious neurological problems affect-
ing attention, �ne motor functioning, and language skills. Furthermore, mercury 
can cause dementia and organ failure. Young children are particularly vulnerable. 

Exodus tells the story of the Israelites� anxiety while traveling through the 
wilderness after their escape from Egypt. The people were so hungry and 
fearful that they wished they had died in Egypt where at least they had 
their �eshpots and bread (Exodus 16:3). Hearing the complaints of the 
people, God provided enough manna and quails to satisfy the hunger of 
the entire community with only one condition given: �Gather as much of it 
as each of you needs� (but) let no one leave any of it over until morning� 
(Exodus 16:13-19). Of course, some of the Israelites did not trust that God 
would provide again and hoarded some of the manna to use the next day. 
The inevitable happened; the manna stored overnight bred worms and was 
inedible (16:20).

Throughout the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, the message is 
the same: we are commanded to take only our share. But, according to the 
Population Reference Bureau, North Americans use eight times the amount 
of energy per capita then do our Latin American neighbors. Clearly, per 
capita, we are using more than is rightly ours of the great gift of creation.

Relatively cheap, readily accessible energy, primarily from fossil fuels, has resulted 
in wasteful use of oil and coal as well as negatively impacting the Earth�s ecological 
systems. We are using fossil fuels�oil, gas and coal�at an unsustainable rate. In a 
single day, we use what nature took thousands of years to create. 

Power plants are also responsible for a large proportion of the nation�s carbon diox-
ide output, the major cause of global climate change. Scientists now agree that the 
temperature of the Earth is increasing because of human-caused carbon emissions 
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and at a rate that cannot be explained by gradual, historic changes in weather pat-
terns. Global climate change is caused primarily by large levels of carbon dioxide, 
water vapor, and other gasses being trapped near the Earth�s surface. This �green-
house� effect warms the earth and therefore disrupts weather patterns, melts polar 
ice caps, displaces birds and wildlife, raises ocean levels, increases drought, and 
causes an increase in violent storms. 

Reducing the amount of energy used by churches can signi�cantly decrease the 
amount of carbon dioxide that is released into the atmosphere by power plants and 
therefore help reduce the effects of global warming. Reducing energy use will also 
decrease other dangerous power plant pollutants such as mercury, nitrogen oxide, 
and sulfur oxide. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) estimates that if the 
over 300,000 religious worship buildings cut their energy use by 25 percent, over 
13.5 billion kilowatt hours of electricity would be saved, and over 5 million tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions would not be expended into the air. This savings is the 
equivalent of taking a million cars off the road.  

The good news for churches is that doing the right thing for creation can also  
result in signi�cant cost savings. The EPA estimates that congregations that  
commit to energy savings can cut costs of utilities by as much as 25 to 30 percent. 

The EPA has also made it easier for churches, business, and individuals 
to evaluate different products for their energy ef�ciency. The EPA started 
Energy Star in 1992 as a volunteer labeling program to identify and pro-
mote energy-ef�cient products. Energy Star products must meet speci�c, 
strict criteria set by EPA. There is some variability even within EnergyStar 
products. So, �rst look for the EnergyStar label, then compare those appli-
ances and machinery. Look for the machine that uses the smallest number 
of kilowatt/hours of energy.

Lighting

Lighting is a great place to start when �greening� a church building. It has a high 
return on investment and improves the comfort of a building. The EPA estimates 
that $17 billion can be saved by U.S. building owners and tenants each year with 
lighting upgrades.

Tailor lighting needs to specific purposes and spaces
In lighting decisions it is important to choose lighting that saves energy and money 
as well as creates pleasant work, study, or worship environments. The Illuminating 
Engineering Society (IES) has made speci�c recommendations for lighting various 
activities. For example, IES�s recommended light level for worship is a third of that 
needed for a kitchen or a classroom. If a room is used for a variety of purposes dim-
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QUICK CHECK LIST

	 Tailor lighting needs to 
speci�c purposes. 

	 Use lighting �xtures 
that can use compact 
�uorescent bulbs or 
tubular �uorescents. 

	 Use light-emitting 
diodes (LED) where 
appropriate.

	 Install occupancy 
sensors in rooms. 

	 Turn off lights and 
other equipment when 
not in use.

	 Minimize lighting 
outside the church.

In West Virginia, 

mountain tops are 

leveled to extract coal 

that will be burned  

to generate power  

for much of 

Washington, D.C. 


