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I. Goal: In this interdisciplinary lesson, students will practice disconnecting from their 

smartphones and connecting with the “Other” and nature  

 

II. Instructional Objectives: Students will: 

 

1. learn about how people from different cultures, disciplines and political 

backgrounds connect to nature, those of their group and the “Other” 

2. practice working together to achieve a common goal despite differing 

ideologies, in this case, working in the garden in pairs and writing one combo 

piece 

3. during the discussion, students will practice the listening techniques in Chapter 

2 of Seeing Systems, Peace, Justice and Sustainability (they don’t have to read 

this, the professor will briefly explain the techniques)  

4. before class, students will read “The Gospel of J. Matthew” by David Roberts 

here: http://grist.org/article/sleeth/ or text below at end of this docx 

5. before class, students will read online about Scott Pruitt, Trump’s choice to lead 

the EPA (perhaps this:  http://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/07/us/politics/scott-

pruitt-epa-trump.html?_r=0 ) and then a few opinion pieces (Huffington Post: 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jeremy-symons/meet-trumps-pick-to-

disma_b_12832350.html and/or 

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/09/donald-trump-picks-climate-

change-denier-lead-his-epa-transition-team) 

 

 

III. Content Outline:  
 

1. Students will decide, if they were president, would they have chosen Scott Pruitt 

to lead the EPA. 

2. Students will work in pairs with someone of the opposing viewpoint. 

3. Students will spend the 50-minute class time working with the “Other” in either 

the organic garden Tuyo has at the corner of campus or in the Zen garden in the 

center of campus 
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4. Students will write a piece on their work with their partner(s). They can choose 

to write an editorial for a newspaper, a Q&A for a magazine, an essay for 

English composition class or a creative piece for a humanities class. The trick 

with this writing assignment is that they will turn in ONE 500-word piece for 

which each person in the pair wrote every other paragraph. 

 

IV. Instructional Strategies 

 

Warm-up:   
The professor will briefly describe the techniques of effective listening described in 

Chapter 2 of Seeing Systems, Peace, Justice and Sustainability (five minutes) 

 

Activities: 

 

1. Students will decide, if they were president, would they have chosen Scott Pruitt to 

lead the EPA. If yes, they will be in Group A. If no, they will be in Group B. 

2. Randomly counting off, each student in Group A will get a number, as will each 

student in Group B. They will then meet up w/ their same number to work together 

with the “Other.” So, for example, if there are 10 people in Group A and five in 

Group B, the students in Group A will count off to five twice, and those in Group B 

count to five once, of course. Then they will work with the person who has the same 

number (all Ones working together, and all Twos, etc). Ideally, there would be a one-

to-one correspondence.  

3. As students work for the 50-minute class period on their service-learning project to 

plant new vegetation and clean the garden, they will discuss the articles they read for 

class, which are read “The Gospel of J. Matthew” by David Roberts and the news and 

opinion pieces on the appointment of Scott Pruitt to lead the EPA. 

4. Students MUST put away their smartphones for the whole 50 minutes. 

5. Students must work in pairs or with their partners to achieve one combined task (plant 

a tree, weed, or whatever the master gardener assigns them) 

6. Students should spend the last five minutes of class time deciding what kind of 500-

word piece they will write about their experience of the day. Editorial? Expository 

essay? Poem? Magazine Q&A? It will be done as a paired project, with each person 

writing the every other paragraph or part of the piece. So the writing assignment 

becomes a dialog, NOT a debate, NOT a point/counterpoint argument, but rather a 

discussion/dialog. A symphony of ideas, NOT a “winner take all” debate. If students 

would like to approach it with the Q&A format used in “The Gospel of J. Matthew” 

by David Roberts, that is fine, but they must flip roles with every other question, so 

that one asks, the other responds, then the other asks, and the former responds. The 

writing style MUST reflect the techniques of effective listening, NOT of a formal, 

argumentative debate. 

 

Homework: After the service-learning project, turn in the 500-word piece for a 

combined grade. 

 

V. Assessment: Students will be graded as teams on their ability to listen and work effectively. 

They will receive one combined letter grade on the writing and either a complete or an 

incomplete on the commitment to action. 

 



VI. Materials:  

 

1. “The Gospel of J. Matthew” by David Roberts here: 

http://grist.org/article/sleeth/ or text below at end of this docx  

2. News and opinion pieces on the appointment of Scott Pruitt as Trump’s choice 

to lead the EPA (perhaps this:  

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/07/us/politics/scott-pruitt-epa-

trump.html?_r=0 ) and then a few opinion pieces (Huffington Post: 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/jeremy-symons/meet-trumps-pick-to-

disma_b_12832350.html and/or 

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2016/09/donald-trump-picks-climate-

change-denier-lead-his-epa-transition-team) 

 

VII. Miami Dade College General Education Outcomes: 

 

Outcome #1: Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading and writing 

skills 

Outcome #5: Demonstrate knowledge of diverse cultures, including global and 

historical perspectives  

Outcome #10: Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of  

humans on the environment 

          JOU 1100 Course Competencies: 

Competency 1: The student will demonstrate knowledge of the various forms of journalism 

writing by practicing a “write-through” (which is where several reporters cover an 

issue/breaking news event from different angles, then combine their quotes/insights for one 

combined piece. This is how, for example, journalists rapidly would produce a post-election 

piece with multiple perspectives from different voters in different precincts.)  

 

      Other Course Competencies: (to be determined by the other professors) 

Homework Reading Assignment to be read BEFORE class. 

 

The Gospel of J. Matthew 

From Grist magazine, Oct. 6, 2006. 

In 2000, a wealthy hospital chief of staff and evangelical Christian named J. Matthew Sleeth looked around at 
the life he’d built — suburban neighborhood, huge house, two cars, lots and lots of stuff — and decided it 
failed to properly honor God. 

In what he describes as a religious awakening, he, his wife, and their two teenage children set about bringing 
their lives in line with Jesus’ teachings. They moved into a smaller house, sold most of their belongings, cut 
their energy use by two-thirds, even began hanging their laundry out to dry. 
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What followed was not deprivation but a life of renewed meaning and depth. Inspired, Sleeth quit his job, 
wrote a book called Serve God, Save the Planet, and set off traveling around the country to spread the good 
news of “creation care.” I caught him on the phone as he headed into Houston, where he planned to carry the 
message that “we have a problem.” Laughing over my pun-induced groan, he spoke with the alertness, 
urgency, and self-deprecating humor of a man who’s found something larger than himself to serve. 

Describe the personal journey that led you to write this book. 
 
My background is in medicine, as an emergency-room doctor. I was director of an ER and chief of staff of a 
hospital. 
 
When my wife and I were on vacation, she said, “What’s the biggest problem in the world?” I said, “I think it’s 
that the planet’s dying.” Really, when you’re an emergency-room doctor, you’re just straightening deck chairs 
on the Titanic, and the whole ship is going down. 
 
So we went through a series of changes, and we went through a religious awakening. I began to look more and 
more to the Bible for the answers to moral problems, which I think this is. In Christianity, Christ says, give half 
of everything you have to the Lord and follow me. If you have two coats, give one away, and first seek the 
Kingdom of Heaven; don’t store up treasures on earth. And between that and where I was in life as a doctor 
was huge gap. It also says to change yourself first, and then change somebody else. Don’t see the speck in the 
other person’s eye, but get the two-by-four out of your own. 

So our family went through a process of change where we gave more than half of what we owned away, and 
we moved from a house — kind of a doctor-sized house — to one that was the size of our garage. We cut our 
electricity use to a 10th of the national average, and we cut our [use of] fossil fuels. 

Then I started talking and writing a lot about what I was doing. The Bible-believing church in America has 
forgotten all of those lines, or needs to be reminded, about simplicity, frugality, and generosity toward other 
people who can’t repay you. I try to remind folks of those lines. I thought when I started this I would simply be 
talking in churches, but it’s 50/50 — 50 percent environmental groups and 50 percent church-based. 
 
Do you have any advice for environmentalists on how to speak to religious people, evangelicals in 
particular? 

When I go and talk at a conservative church, they may go from saying that there’s no global warming to 
deciding as a church to switch their power to green power, or change light bulbs [to CFLs], that sort of thing. It 
literally can happen in one session. 

What people say is, “Well, nobody ever told us about this. Why didn’t someone tell us about this?” 
Environmentalists would say, “Well, they’re nuts, they’re not paying any attention — it’s overwhelming.” But 
these two different groups get their news and their information from two entirely different sides of the 
spectrum. The folks at 60 Minutes have a different crowd than the folks at the Salem Radio Network — and 
SRN has a way bigger crowd. They don’t even know each other exists! It’s a chasm. 
 
When you talk to a church and you want to get a church to do something, you have to talk to the heart, and 
you have to use the Bible. You have to speak the language of the church. Too often folks in the environmental 
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movement have made people of faith feel uncomfortable. 

Another thing that happens over and over again: I’ll speak to an environmental group, and ask them, “Is 
anybody here an evangelical Christian?” One person will raise their hand. But after the talk, a number of them 
come forward. They’re scared to say it! Same thing in the church: I’ll talk, and afterwards people will say, 
“Well, I work for the state Department of Environmental Protection, and I just kept my mouth shut.” 

But when somebody speaks the language of a group, they hear it. If I went and talked about greenhouse gases 
and global warming and 381 parts per billion of CO2 … humans don’t change their behavior based on statistics. 
We change our behavior based upon our hearts. The person out driving a Hummer didn’t buy it because of the 
statistics, because there isn’t anything that supports buying a Hummer. They bought it for some emotional 
reason. 

Faith is about all those things you can’t measure, whereas science is measurement. I consider myself a 
scientist, but the faith side of me is able to speak to things like justice and peace and love, and greed or sin or 
guilt. If people don’t feel a little guilty and sinful about their lifestyle, we’re doomed. 

The amazing thing is, I get up and talk about these things like sin and guilt and the fact that this earth is a 
sacred thing, as it says in the Bible, and nobody has any problem with that. When you talk science, I don’t 
know whether it’s honest or not. Scientists from 100 years ago thought they were dead right about something. 
And you can be inadvertently wrong, you know what I mean? But we know, absolutely, that love is a good 
thing. You’re never going to go wrong on that. You’re never going to go wrong if you take Christ’s advice to 
treat your neighbor like you want to be treated yourself. 

My advice is, if you’re an environmentalist, to have an earnest, listening talk with somebody of faith and find 
out where they are first. The worst way to get anybody to change anything is to walk up and say, “You’re 
stupid. You need to change.” 
 
Are you running into resistance when you try to bring these two groups together, from either side? 
 
Amazingly, no. I’ll bring a Bible along, and point out that the symbol of God is a tree, and of course the symbol 
of the Sierra Club is a tree. 
 
I’ll say that the first step everybody takes in environmental awareness, stewardship of the earth, is not to 
throw their trash out the window while they drive down the road. Nobody disagrees with that. And the church 
is at that step. They think at step one: they give a hoot, they don’t pollute. 
 
So if you want to bring those two groups together, and you suggest that the environmentalists enlist the aid of 
the church in cleaning up a stream, there’s no controversy. Because you’ve started at step one. If you want to 
show An Inconvenient Truth, now you’ve started at step 60, and there’s a problem. 

Your book focuses pretty exclusively on individual actions people can take to clean up their own immediate 
environment. But the problems we face are huge and global, and there’s no way they’re going to be solved 
without political action. 

I agree. But what happens is that people show up at a meeting to stop a power plant from being built, and 
then go home and flip their light switch on. They’re sending another signal — we want the power. Politicians 

http://grist.org/article/roberts2/


are very savvy about reading their constituents. They pay attention to what people really want, not what they 
say. 
 
The moment you start practicing democracy at home by turning off the light switch, you become an activist 
saying one thing and doing the same thing. When you change the heart of people, when you get to that 5 
percent that sociologists say can change a population by doing a particular behavior … if you’ve got 5 percent 
of Americans insisting on hanging up their laundry, then you’re going to have presidential hopefuls next 
election primary in New Hampshire, I guarantee you, hanging up laundry with somebody. 
 
People who think that top-down change happens exclusive from bottom-up, well, there’s a disconnect there. 
It doesn’t happen that way. 
 
The idea is that if enough individual people change their behavior, it will send a political signal? 

Absolutely. If we can get people to put the “conserve” back in “conservatives,” you’ll see the sea change 
everybody is hoping for. My dream is that three years from now, traditional Republicans are promising an 
organic chicken in every pot, and Democrats are promising two organic chickens in every pot. They both read 
their constituencies very well, and what we want right now is our cake and to eat it too. We’re not really 
willing to get out of our big cars; we’re not really willing to conserve. Therefore, I’m working on the heart 
change. 

An example I use over and over again is, there’s no person who tried harder, politically or with his writing, to 
point out the injustices of slavery than Thomas Jefferson. If you go to the Jefferson Memorial, on the right-
hand side it says, “God will not long tolerate this great injustice.” He tried to get rid of it in the Constitution, 
but I think everyone said, “Yeah, right, Tom. You’re the second biggest slave-owner in America.” And they 
went about business as usual. 
 
In a democracy, we’re supposed to have leaders that are a reflection of the populace. And that’s what we’re 
getting. 
 
That’s kind of depressing. 
 
Well, that’s why I want to change the populace. 
 
There’s a strain of evangelical Christianity — and if you look at the sales figures for the Left Behind books, 
it’s not small — that believes in a certain interpretation of the Book of Revelation which says Jesus is 
coming back soon, the End Times are coming in our lifetime … 
 
And why bother? 
Right, why bother. 
 
Why not even speed things up? 

Right. Which looks like what’s happening. 

What I do is remind folks who believe this could be the End Times that the point of the End Times is to do the 



Lord’s work, and to redouble your efforts. I try to make it real and personal: I have everybody in the room 
imagine that NASA just said there’s a meteor heading toward us, it’s the size of a moon, and there’s no way to 
stop it. Nothing can be done, and the Earth is going to be destroyed in four weeks. That’s all the time you’ve 
got. 
 
I ask people to truly search their hearts, ask if they think they’re just going to go on a vacation to Disney World 
to have their kid shake the hand of a big plastic rodent, versus go to church, versus … My guess is that there 
would be no homeless people downtown, that they would be inundated with invitations to come to dinner in 
people’s houses and to church. 
 
And I remind everybody that their own personal End Time is within 100 years, no matter who’s in the 
audience. When Christ says, “I come quickly,” he means, “Don’t let me catch you sleeping.” If you’re like the 
average American that reaches age 71, you’ve spent 10 years of your life watching television. Christ isn’t 
talking about literally taking a nap or sleeping your eight hours a night — he’s talking about being spiritually, 
mentally, asleep. A lot of us need to wake up. 

You’re familiar then with the Great Awakening and the Second Awakening in this country. This, I think, will be 
the third. I think you’ll just see rapid, rapid change. I mean, when Pat Robertson’s on the bandwagon, look for 
a big change. I don’t get into name-calling of prominent televangelists who are still denying global warming, 
because I am positive they’ll be our allies in a year or two’s time. 

Another thing traditional environmentalists would say is that one of the biggest problems humanity faces, if 
not the biggest, is exploding population. 
 
Absolutely. 
 
But there’s a strain in Christianity generally, and particularly fundamentalist Christianity or evangelical 
Christianity, that emphasizes multiplying and populating the earth with big families. 
 
The Bible does say, “Be fruitful and multiply.” It says, “Love one another.” It says, “Do the great 
commissioning.” It says look after the hungry, clothe the naked, visit those in prison, take care of the sick. Of 
all the commandments given by God, the first one that humanity can check off as done is, “Be fruitful and 
multiply.” 
[Laughs.] So we’re done there. 
 
We’re done. We need to move on to the next one. 

Christian environmentalism springs out of the notion in the Bible of stewardship or dominion — that 
mankind was given dominion over the earth and thus has an obligation to take care of it. Some traditional 
environmentalists might say that this notion, that humanity has some special place that’s separate and 
above nature, and our needs take priority, is the root of the problem. Do you see any tension there? 

I see tension, but I also see the potential for the answer. 
 
I believe that we are slightly less than the angels, but not much less, and that we are the sentient beings on 
the planet, and that we do have a special place. We are made in God’s image, which means that we’re 
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supposed to do the work of God here on Earth, which is to take care of all things lesser than us. That starts 
first with our children, and the unborn children of the next generation. When you begin to think of it like that, 
the onus is on us to take care of the planet. It isn’t that God says, “Do whatever you want and I’ll fix it up after 
you.” You wouldn’t get verses like out of Numbers [35:33-34]: “Don’t pollute the land you live in, in which I 
also dwell.” 

What’s happened is we’ve all gotten wrapped up in a lifestyle of bigger is better. There’s a deep, spiritual 
hunger and yearning that cuts across this boundary between the church and environmentalists. 

If you go and see an environmental movie and you come out numb, or feeling sad, you do what Americans do 
to comfort yourself. You go to the mall. You go eat. You watch a senseless, violent movie or something. But [at 
my talks] I see people going out crying. And that’s where they go change. Those people don’t go to the mall. 
They begin to take a look at their life, and they begin to change it. The unique thing about having a faith-driven 
life is that, at least in Christianity, you have this personal responsibility to God. So I tell people, this is a war to 
save the world we’re in now, or shortly going to be declared as such. You have to look in the mirror when you 
brush your teeth to find the enemy, but the person who’s going to save it is in the mirror, too. 
 
You know, I was given dominion over a bike when I was a kid, but my parents didn’t have enough money to 
give me dominion over another bike. We’re beginning to wake up to the fact that there’s no spare planet 
around to replace this one. 
 
It’s hard to face problems when there’s no enemy to fight but ourselves. That’s one area where Christianity 
has a long and rich tradition, helping overcome that part of human nature. 
 
Right. It’s sensational to write about the Inquisition and forget about St. Francis. It’s easy to blame Christianity 
for ruining the planet and forget that the Amish have got the only sustainable long-term society that exists in 
America. 
 
One of the things people want to say is, “Oh, what about the Chinese? They’re gonna get cars.” Well, one in 
17,000 Chinese owns a car. We’ve got 200 million of them in the United States, with 300 million people. We 
need to look to ourselves, absolutely. That’s where you can go right to Christ: “Look not to the speck in your 
neighbor’s eye but to the moat in your own.” By the way, when Gandhi read that, he rewrote it as, “Be the 
change you wish to see in the world,” and he gave credit to the Bible in his book The Story of My Experiments 
With Truth. It’s human nature, but that’s the corrective nature of having a belief in the Bible. 
 
Have you envisioned the implications if everybody took your advice? 
 
Yes. We’re going to have a lot more trees and a lot fewer TVs. We’ve got those tests from sociologists and 
psychologists that show that the size of a house has increased 100 percent or something in the last 50 years, 
and we’re no happier. Einstein’s definition of insanity is that you keep doing the same thing and expecting a 
different result. 
 
I don’t think that the meaning of life is things. And the Bible doesn’t support that either. So if we lose things, 
that’s where we need to go. 
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