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ith support from many in our congregation, the Care for Creation Committee has been hard at work looking for ways to care for creation.  This committee focuses on helping all  to understand how our Church life and our individual lives affect the life systems and physical environment that sustains all of life on earth.  We work to educate ourselves and to put what we have learned to work by taking steps to care for creation.

Education
In Spring 2008, we sponsored a lecture series at Ascension entitled Greening Our Religions.  The five lectures featured leaders from five major faith traditions, Christianity (Pastor Nancy Wright), Judaism (Dr. Rebecca Gould), Islam (Dr. Saleem Ali), Native American faith (Dr. Kenneth Mello), and Buddhism (Dr. Stephanie Kaza).  Our lecture series was co-sponsored by ECHO Lake Aquarium and Science Center, Burlington Ministerial Association, Vermont’s Interfaith Power & Light and Interfaith Action.  It was attended by about 100 people at each event on five Sunday evenings in April and May.

We invited Emily Newcomer from the Chittenden Solid Waste District to introduce the congregation to vermiculture – the use of worms to transform home kitchen wastes into organic material that can be used to fertilize lawns or gardens.  Emily made her presentation during an intergenerational Sunday School session in April 2008.

In October 2008, we participated in the Caring for the Earth: Faith Community Action in a Radically Changing World conference in Burlington. Pastor Nancy Wright and Sam Swanson led discussion groups at the conference attended by people from all parts of Vermont.  Ascension hosted the conference keynote speaker, the Reverend Sally Grover Bingham, a founder of Interfaith Power and Light.

Energy Efficiency-Climate Change
Three years ago, in mid 2005, we started work on an energy conservation campaign at Ascension.  We estimate that efficiency improvements we have implemented are saving Ascension $3,000 each year in electricity bills. This began with an energy audit provided by VT Interfaith Power & Light (VTIPL) that mapped out a long list of steps we could take to reduce energy waste and prevent pollution from energy use at Ascension.  

Since then we have replaced 150 watt incandescent light bulbs used in approximately 120 ceiling fixtures with 23 watt compact fluorescent light (CFL) bulbs.  This upgrade, accomplished for a total cost of less than $250, requires only 15 percent of the electricity used previously. 

At the beginning of March 2009, the old and very inefficient 19 cubic foot refrigerator in Ascension’s kitchen was replaced with a new 21 ft cubic foot high-efficiency Energy Star rated Kenmore refrigerator.  Efficiency Vermont estimates that the new refrigerator uses about 18 percent of the electricity that the old one required.  We estimate the new refrigerator will pay for itself in electricity cost savings in about two years. 

Last November (2008), with support from the Property Committee, we began looking at how we use energy to heat Ascension.  With help from Vermont Energy Contracting and Supply we developed a three stage plan to improve save energy, reduce pollution, and reduce the annual heating (natural gas) bills: Replace the twenty-year-old boiler with a high efficiency natural gas boiler, and consider adding a heat zone in the social hall and kitchen area separate from the sanctuary; Replace the twenty-year-old air handlers that transfer heat from the boiler system to the air that is distributed throughout the Church; Replace the two heating/ventilating units in the Child Care area with high efficiency units that preheat the intake air with air existing in the building.

We estimate that these three steps could cut natural gas consumption by as much as 50 percent when fully implemented.  The total estimated cost of all three steps is $38,200.  We are soliciting competitive estimates for heating system improvements from two other firms.  

In January 2009 we learned about a new Vermont Community Climate Change Grant program of the Vermont Agency of Natural Resources.  The program offers grants of up to $12,000 to assist cities/towns and not-for-profit organizations with projects that will produce reductions in climate change pollution (carbon dioxide, CO2 emissions).  With support from the Ascension Property Committee and Church Council, we applied for a $11,200 grant to help us with implementing the first two steps in our heating system improvement plan.  Our proposal was selected from many applications to be one of the 17 projects awarded grant assistance.  We estimate these improvements will reduce CO2 emissions from our heating system by 8 tons annually.  The total cost of the project will be about $22,000 to $25,000, $11,200 of which will be paid by this grant.  With these heating system improvements, we aim to reduce natural gas usage by about 25 percent, reducing our average yearly natural gas bill by more than $2,000.  This avoids pollution and replaces the old system that is reaching the point where it may be expected to require more maintenance and repair.

Ascension Composts
During 2008 we introduced the practice of composting kitchen waste at Ascension.  Ascension Child Care embraced this initiative and subscribed to regular compost pick up service. 

Ascension Child Care (ACC) Embraces Care for Creation
The Child Care leaders have taken steps to support our commitment to caring for creation: Replaced three old inefficient refrigerators with three efficient Energy Star rated ones; Replaced their old dishwasher with an energy-efficient one; Subscribed to a compost pickup program that has reduced ACC garbage from 35 bags per week to 10 bags with the difference being diverted to compost; Reduced the number of trips to shop for ACC supplies, thus reducing the miles driven by about 50 to 100 per month; Added covers over the air-conditioners in the winter to reduce heat loss; and Reduced thermostat settings in the Child Care area in spring and fall to save fuel use.

Energy Conservation is Saving Money and the Planet
These electricity efficiency improvements are producing BIG savings.  In 2005, Ascension purchased 51,080 kilowatt-hours (kWhs) of electricity from Green Mountain Power.  In 2008 our electricity usage had dropped to 28,618 kWhs, a reduction of 22,462 kWhs.  At the price Ascension now pays Green Mountain Power for electricity, this reduction in electricity use amounts to a $3,192 savings in our annual electricity bill. 
Ascension Lutheran Church, South Burlington, Vt., has been chosen as Interfaith Power & Light’s newest “cool congregation.” Cool congregations are faith communities recognized by the national Interfaith Power & Light campaign for their outstanding work toward reducing their carbon footprint and promoting creation care. Under the leadership of Pr. Nancy Wright and the church’s Care for Creation Committee, Ascension has implemented a comprehensive greening program that stems from what Pr. Wright calls a “deep sense that care for creation is part of the church’s mission.” Click HERE to learn what Ascension has done. Read the rest of the story at http://www.theregenerationproject.org/blog/2009/07/cool-congregation-ascension-lutheran-church/ . (08/06/09)
