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The acute and worsening environmental degradation across the globe has been re-awakening the church to its biblical mandate to care for God’s creation. Now Christians concerned about God’s creation have a united voice in NZ with the launch of A Rocha Aotearoa New Zealand (ARANZ). ARANZ held its founding conference over Queen’s Birthday Weekend (May 30th-June 2nd) at Raglan, aiming to inspire and empower Christians to ecological action. The conference was attended by about 100 people from around the country, plus two Australians and a delegate from Papua New Guinea.  

A Rocha – literally “The Rock” in Portuguese, was founded in 1983 by Peter and Miranda Harris (originally from Britain) who established a field studies centre in the Algarve, Portugal.  Since this time, A Rocha has grown into an international movement active in 20 countries. A Rocha projects emphasize co-operative partnering, cross-cultural relationship-building, and community involvement, typically with a focus on practical conservation, environmental research and education.  

Peter Harris, and A Rocha CEO, Marie Connett Porceddu (based in France), were keynote speakers at the Raglan conference. Both emphasized the ‘family’ character of the A Rocha movement and its considerable national and local diversity.  

At the conference, Anglican Archbishop David Moxon highlighted prominent Christian people and communities through the 2000 years of church history who had been leaders in caring for creation.  Dr Anthony Cole and students from the Maori ministry school Taapapa gave an indigenous perspective linking environmental damage and cultural decline in Aotearoa. Writer David Young described some of the pioneers of conservation in New Zealand, and Department of Conservation Waikato Regional Conservator Greg Martin outlined the huge conservation challenges that NZ is facing today.

In a moving Sunday morning service, Bible Society scholar Dr Stephen Pattemore preached on the biblical mandate for environmental stewardship, particularly focusing on misunderstandings Christians often hold about the destiny of the earth.  

As well as addresses on ecology and theology, the conference featured a stimulating panel discussion, and short talks on a “cycling church” in Christchurch and native tree planting in Palmerston North. 

Conference field-trips included hands-on tree planting on a local property and guided nature walks on Mt Karioi south of Raglan.   Conference-goers visited two of the town’s high profile environmental initiatives, the Xtreme Waste Recycling Centre and Whaingaroa Harbour Care – a group that has planted a large proportion of the stream banks in the harbour catchment to improve water quality.  In the afternoon workshops, Andrew Dunn of Spiritual Growth Ministries showed how contemplating God’s creation can help us draw close to God in prayer, Helen Spencer shared resources for teaching creation-care to children, and David Cook gave tips on nature photography.

Folk-style musicians and pioneers of Christian environmentalism in NZ, Mark and Brenda Laurent, gave an evening concert of their own songs – to enthusiastic acclaim of conference-goers.

According to Peter Harris, New Zealand already has a high level of awareness regarding things “green” with many secular environmental organizations and lobby groups operating in this country.  With the worsening global environmental situation there is a real possibility for New Zealand to lead the way to sustainability.  And there is a huge opportunity for the Christian Church to step up to a leadership role – raising ecological awareness and encouraging sustainable living in this country.  

Feedback on the conference was extremely positive, with delegates commenting on how they felt inspired to spread word of the mandate for Christians to ecological action.  The ARANZ national team hopes to run similar events in future, possibly bi-annually, at different venues covering both South and North Island.

The conference was very encouraging for local supporting groups that have formed in Christchurch, Palmerston North, the Waikato and Auckland. The national ARANZ team is committed to fostering these local groups and helping to form new ones as a focus for practical ecological action by Christians and by churches throughout Aotearoa.

For more information on A Rocha go to the New Zealand pages of the website www.arocha.org.

