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SUSTAINABLE TWIN PORTS  

2009  EARLY ADOPTER PROJECT  

CASE STUDY REPORT 

Gloria Dei Lutheran Church 

Background 

òEmpowered by Christõs love, Gloria Dei reaches out as an inclusive, welcoming church through worship and social 

action.ó  Its membership of approximately 310 exhibit diversity in age, gender, race, sexual orientation and economic 

background, and are served by one full-time pastor and eight part-time staff.  In addition to welcoming all people in 

weekly worship and participation, Gloria Dei is committed to reaching out in service to its Central Hillside 

neighborhood and beyond. It is a founding congregation of several service organizations in Duluth. 

Gloria Dei is an active member congregation of the Northeastern Minnesota Synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 

America (ELCA).  This synod includes 147 congregations and covers 13 counties in the Arrowhead region of Minnesota.  

Gloria Dei is known for its commitment to social justice and has been instrumental in introducing resolutions for shaping 

wider church policy and practice at its synod assembly.  In 2008, Gloria Dei submitted a resolution calling congregations 

of the synod to grow faithfully and intentionally in the care of creation as individuals and congregations, and calling for 

the formation of a synod-wide Creation Care Team. (Attachment A). Pastor Carlson defines ôcreation careõ as òpractices 

of individuals and faith communities that model a just relationship with the earth, its creatures and ecosystems, and all 

people.  Such practices may be informed by science but grow out of a faith community's scriptures and are emphasized as 

part of its worship, reflecting its understanding of God's relationship to the world as, for example in Christianity, an 

ongoing relationship of creating, redeeming, and sustaining the world.ó 

In January 2008, Gloria Dei adopted a resolution to accept responsibility as stewards of the earth and pledged to grow 

faithfully and intentionally in this responsibility as individuals and as a congregation.  The Green Team was designated to 

oversee and facilitate the carrying out of this pledge, working with partnering committees for its fulfillment, and setting 

goals in these areas: 

 ̍ Worship in ways that celebrate and foster care of creation. 

 ̍ Educate adults and children in ecological issues and practices. 

 ̍ Green the buildings and grounds of our facilities. 

 ̍ Promote earth-friendly lifestyle of members at home and work. 

 ̍ Encourage community involvement in caring for the environment. 

 

Beginnings 

Having already begun the process through establishment of their Green Team, Gloria Deiõs team was quick to identify 

the practices already in line with sustainability principles.  The table below outlines the initiatives that were underway 

when The Natural Step training began. 
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Baseline Analysis ð Sustainable Practices  

 

Sustainability Principle #1 

éconcentrations of substances extracted from the Earthõs crust 

 ̍ Energy audit completed ð Aug 2007 

 ̍ Building renovation ð increased insulation in attic 

 ̍ Renovated building rather than demolishing 

 ̍ Recycling aluminum 

 ̍ CFLs ð using where possible 

 ̍ Encourage carpool, bus, bike, walking 

 ̍ Location is easily accessible by bus 

 ̍ Radio broadcast of weekly worship (no driving) 

 

 

Sustainability Principle #2 

éconcentrations of substances produced by society 

 ̍ Property committee member attended a cleaning 

supply expo 

 ̍ Reused Styrofoam from addition for insulation 

 ̍ Computer technician member refurbishes computers 

 

Sustainability Principle #3 

édegradation of the Earth by physical means 

 ̍ Reused river rock from addition roof  

 ̍ Eco-plants in worship ð eco-palms, gardens, local 

 ̍ Paper use ð size reduction for bulletin, newsletter 

 ̍ Paper recycling & using 30% recycled post-

consumer paper 

 ̍ Butterfly garden & green garden square 

 ̍ Using ceramic dishes, avoiding disposables 

 ̍ Encouraging locally grown ingredients for potlucks 

 ̍ Distributed reusable grocery bags to members 

 

Sustainability Principle #4 

épeoplesõ capacity to meet their own needs 

 ̍ Educational materials, talks, documents in-house 

 ̍ Publicizing events in community about environment 

 ̍ Advocacy - Resolution, Green Team, Synod Task 

Force 

 ̍ Fair Trade: coffee/tea/chocolate at fellowship hour 

 ̍ Field trip to Food Farm/CSA involvement 

 ̍ Community Garden Program sponsorship 

 ̍ Neighborhood Breakfast, Tax program 

 ̍ Rummage Sale ð meeting some needs for community 

 ̍ Budget supports social justice locally and globally 

 
The second step in that process was to identify current practices that were in violation of the principles.  The table below 

highlights opportunities for moving toward sustainability by identifying areas where more sustainable actions could be 

implemented. 

Baseline Analysis ð Unsustainable Practices 

 
Sustainability Principle #1 

éconcentrations of substances extracted from the Earthõs crust 
 ̍ Heat through city steam ð coal fired 

 ̍ Electric through MN Power ð primarily coal fired 

 ̍ Electricity use ð need to evaluate ours/tenantsõ 

 ̍ Lawn mowing ð gas use 

 ̍ Most members drive to worship, events, meetings 

 ̍ Organ renovation included more new pipes (lead/zinc) 

 ̍ Are we recycling as much as we can? 

 

 
Sustainability Principle #2 

éconcentrations of substances produced by society 
 ̍ Cleaning supplies ð havenõt evaluated 

 ̍ Styrofoam use ð need to evaluate ours/tenantsõ 

 ̍ Fertilizer use ð havenõt evaluated 

 ̍ Carpet chemicals 

 ̍ Asphalt 

 ̍ Building repair and maintenance material 

 ̍ Old electronic equipment  
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Sustainability Principle #3 

édegradation of the Earth by physical means 
 ̍ Parking lot ð large, mostly non-permeable 

 ̍ Tree removal ð to be replaced? 

 ̍ Paper use ð need to evaluate 

 ̍ Water use ð evaluate, including sump pump discharge 

 ̍ Landfill garbage ð need to evaluate 

 ̍ Flowers on altar ð evaluate sources 

 ̍ Food/commodities served that may not be eco-friendly 

 
Sustainability Principle #4 

épeoplesõ capacity to meet their own needs 
 ̍ Currently not providing full health care coverage 

for office staff (though we have plans to do so) 

 ̍ Office coffee not fair trade 

 ̍ Budget could fund outreach/assistance more  

 ̍ Stewardship of time ð not working staff or 

òsuperó volunteers to extreme 

A New Vision for a Sustainable Future 

In developing a clear vision of a sustainable future for their church, Gloria Dei identified two main characteristics to 

which they aspire. 

In the future, as a sustainable organization in a sustainable society: 
 

 ̍ We are fluent in a shared language of sustainability 

principles and environmental issues 

 ̍ We understand and teach sustainability as a biblical 

mandate/ expression of discipleship connected to 

Godõs love for all creation 

 
They also agreed with these six characteristics suggested 
by the TNS trainers as examples of sustainable 
characteristics: 
 

 ̍ We have a net carbon impact of zero ð that is, no 

net carbon will accumulate in the atmosphere as a 

result of our operations 

 ̍ We have zero waste: we are highly efficient  

in our use of energy, water, materials, etc. 

 ̍ Our transportation is resource efficient 

 ̍ We generate only benign emissions  

ð that is: emissions that nature can deal with in the regular functioning of its systems 

 ̍ We derive 100% of our energy from renewable resources  

 ̍ We work with our suppliers, members, and community to ensure that sustainability is also a part of the way they do 

business and live 

 
As they considered ways to frame their vision, a brainstorming session produced the following list in answer to these 
questions: òWhat would our organization look like without sustainability violations?ó, òWhat would we be doing?ó. 
 

 ̍ Collaborate with corporate/private neighbors on parking lot issues 

 ̍ Permeable surface for parking  

 ̍ Make use of member òclustersó more ð map put together by vision team 

 ̍ Ride Share ð need a ride?  Give a ride? 

 ̍ òDesignated driveró for some meetings 

Pastor David Carlson grapples with vision characteristics with Gloria Dei 

team members Tom Uecker and John McDonald 
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 ̍ Recycling òCraigõs listó in congregation ð like perpetual rummage sale to reuse items 

 ̍ Wind shares at MN Power ð more expensive, but possibility to buy some/more 

 ̍ Solar panels! 

 ̍ Community Garden ð Gloria Dei adopt a plot and donate produce to local service organization 

 ̍ CSA ð Gloria Dei sponsor a summer share (~$450) and take it to local service organization 

 ̍ Composting pit in back? 

 ̍ Food recycling ð during events, Neighborhood Breakfast 

 ̍ Rain garden to help deal with waste/run-off water 

 ̍ Education ð green library, Vacation Bible School, continuing PowerPoint blurbs during coffee hour, newsletter, 

website sharing ð what works for you? 

 ̍ Educating tenants as well as members 

Actions ð Outcomes ð Metrics 

Using a standard planning template, Pastor Carlson and his team constructed a clearly delineated model of goals, 

strategies, actions, timelines and accountability measures to move their vision forward.  In addition, the designation of 

òquick winó or òbig winó was added to help clarify the scope of their actions (QW-BW). 

Goal 1: Reduce energy use and landfill garbage in church building 

Strategy 1: Educate tenants who use our building 

QW  Action 1: Coffee gathering with staff/tenants 

QW  Action 2: Talk about Styrofoam, food waste, recycling 

 Action 3: Signage about conserving energy near lights, etc. 

 Outcomes: These actions were quickly incorporated and generate on-going conversation. 

Strategy 2: Educate church members (see Goal #3, below) 

 Action 1: Overlap with Long-Range Planning Committee 

* BW  Action 2: Replace paper plates with Corelle dishes (donations of used dishes from many sources) 

Outcomes: Pastor Carlson reports that the effect of switching from disposable plates to Corelle plates 

reduced garbage considerably.  Part of the decrease can be attributed to implementing food waste 

composting during monthly community breakfasts and weekly fellowship times.  

Strategy 3: Involve members of Property Committee, Building Renovation Committee 

 Action 1: Overlap with Green Team (ongoing) 

 Action 2: Overlap with Building Renovation Committee 

* BW  Action 3: Assess costs, rebates for solar panels 

Outcomes: The overlap in membership on the Property Committee, Renovation Committee, and 

Green Team has been an important guard against "silo-thinkingó that can occur in organizations.  The 

Green Team pledged to raise the dollars needed to provide an additional bin for co-mingled recyclables 

(plastic, glass, aluminum) through donations from their coffee hours during the year.  
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Goal 2: Implement Clusters  

        Strategy 1: Complete clustering of members into neighborhood groups 

QW  Action 1: Sit at òCluster tablesó during coffee hour 

 Action 2: Revise cluster groupings as needed. 

Outcomes: This idea did not return as much participation as was hoped for.  Some members 

consistently carpool to church for worship or meetings and this may have reinforced habits that were 

already in place.  As with other behavioral changes, this was a suggestion that required individual 

motivation to incorporate and will require on-going encouragement. 

Strategy 2: Encourage brainstorming on how clusters can help individuals and the parish by helping  
people meet their needs  

 Action 1: Coffee incentives for ride sharing 

 Action 2: Questions on tables inviting feedback for Green Team 

Outcomes: Gloria Dei learned that their regular carpoolers gather not by geographical location but by 

relationships and shared interests (i.e. a Care Team of individuals who visit homebound members 

sometimes provide transportation to/from church; other carpooling is more informal).  This presents 

a possible avenue to pursue in the future.  

Strategy 3: National Night Out in Fall 

 Action 1: Invite clusters to meet together on that night 

Goal 3: Develop Fluency in Shared Language of Sustainability 

       Strategy 1: Shared language in parish about sustainability and faith 

QW  Action 1: Lenten Bible study òGodõs Creation and The Natural Stepó and carbon fasting(Attachment B) 

 Action 2: Invited speaker ð memorial lecture series 

Action 3: Adult Forum focus: Study ELCA Social Statements, òCaring for Creationó and òToward a 

Sustainable Livelihood for Alló; òRenewaló - DVD showing at Adult Forum on faith communities 

Outcomes: These actions helped in building a shared language of sustainability, including both an 

understanding of scientific principles of sustainability (articulated by TNS) and faith values of 

earthkeeping and stewardship/celebration of God's creation.  Two stories shared by Pastor Carlson: 

òEarly in our year of training, a women's Bible study group decided that we needed reusable cups as 

well as coffee mugs.  Later in the year, a high school student decided to provide cloth napkins that he 

volunteered to launder each week.  When a shared language exists, initiatives can come from a variety 

of places and be consistent with the overall vision.ó 

Strategy 2: Shared language in synod about sustainability and faith 

QW  Action 1: Overlap with Synod Creation Care Task Force (ongoing) 

* BW  Action 2: Resolution at Assembly encouraging all congregations to have an energy audit 

QW  Action 3: Share Lenten Bible study with others at Synod Assembly 
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  Outcomes: The resolution passed at the assembly and materials were shared.  Twenty of sixty  
congregations had done an energy audit when approached. 
 

Lessons Learned, Challenges Faced, Barriers Overcome 

Here are some final words from the team as they considered the overall training, its benefits and challenges. 
 

 ̍ òWe learned to think in ôbig pictureõ systems and how Gloria Dei fits into those systems. That led to unanswered 

questions like ôwhat is our water use, fertilizer use, landfill quantityõ, and others we hadnõt considered yet.  It was 

very helpful to then look at a second order analysis of the aspects of our organization such as energy, property, 

buildings, purchasing, utilities, employees/volunteers, etc., and hold each of those up against the four principles.ó 

 ̍ òTaking work already done by the Green Team and holding that up to the TNS framework was eye opening and 

provided structure.ó 

 ̍ òBudgeting time away from work for the trainings was our biggest challenge.ó  

 ̍ òWe were challenged to understand what a ôvisionõ was as opposed to listing strategies, which turned out to be the 

direction our visioning brainstorm took.ó 

 
For other faith communities learning about The Natural Step, Pastor Carlson and the Early Adopter team offer these 
recommendations: 
 

 ̍ Keep track of and celebrate what you are already doing to care for the earth. 

 ̍ Developing a shared language of sustainability is KEY - not only within the faith community but also to reach beyond 

it into the public arena.  òThis is where familiarization with both scientific principles and faith values can reach 

different people, as we saw at the two Public Showcase events with Sustainable Twin Ports.  We had conversations 

with some who came from a more scientific or business background and appreciated learning why this was important 

to us from a faith perspective.  And we had conversations with some who could relate to us from their participation 

in a faith community and learn some of why we participated in the science-based training.ó 

Next Steps 

These are some current projects/goals on which the 
Early Adopter team is working: 
 

 ̍ Conversation regarding food waste recycling at   

a Duluth public elementary school 

 ̍ In the early stages of putting together a 

"directory" for individuals wanting to pursue 

more sustainable food choices - CSAs, 

community garden program, free range poultry, 

bison, lamb, fish, etc.   

 ̍ Hosting Sustainable Twin Ports meetings  

 ̍ Participation at the community and synod  

level with earthkeeping initiatives and groups 

 ̍ Writing a piece on TNS for Lutherans Restoring 

 Creation for the statewide synod Creation Care initiative 

Pastor Carlson and his team believe their continued efforts to teach and use the new language offered by The Natural 

Step will keep them on the path toward sustainability.  They have impacted hundreds with their message and faithfully 

extend what they have learned to others throughout the state of Minnesota. 

Gloria Dei Lutheran Church team members, (l to r): 
John McDonald, Pastor David Carlson and Tom Uecker 
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Attachment A

 


