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forward
In Iowa, we are blessed with an abundance of
beauty and are as in touch with the bounty of
God’s creation as perhaps anyone in our great
nation. With agriculture at its core, it is hard to
not feel an “Iowa Pride” in all that we produce for
the country and the world.
Yet too often we also take this abundance and
beauty for granted. We sometimes lose sight of
our children’s future as we try and squeeze the
most out of the present. Such thinking and acting
can have consequences far beyond our intent.
Such is the case with the environment: we often
forget that “the Earth is the Lord’s and all its
fullness” (Psalm 24). Our age is often marked by
hyper-consumption and materialism which fails
to see that the goods of the earth are meant for
all, not just for myself or my immediate family.
This resource, Caring for our Common Home: A
Lenten Reflection for Iowans, is a way to re-imagine our place in the created order and put us in
touch with Iowa’s bounty and the world’s needs.
By reflecting on the connections between land
and water, cities and farms, wildlife and humankind, the resource draws upon both lessons from
science and teachings from our faith, especially
from Pope Francis’s ecological encyclical, Laudato
Si’. In this resource, we are called to be grateful
for our abundance and challenged to be mindful of
how actions can have consequences for our land,
water, air, all creatures and especially humankind.
May God bless your Lenten journey.
The Most Reverend Richard E. Pates
Bishop of Diocese of Des Moines
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introduction

[

common home

The urgent challenge to protect our

includes a concern to bring the

]

whole human family
together to seek a sustainable
and integral development...

-Pope francis (Laudato Si’)

Pope Francis’s encyclical letter on the care of
God’s creation, Laudato Si’ (Praise Be to You),
has sparked much discussion and reflection.
Addressing his letter to all the people living on
the planet, the pope asks us to consider what
kind of world we want to leave to those who
come after us. For each day during Lent, this
booklet offers an opportunity to:

See Learn more about Iowa’s ecosystems,
Reflect Reflect more deeply on the
pope’s encyclical letter Laudato Si’ (the
numbers denote paragraphs in the encyclical
where excerpts came from), and

Act Take action to grow in faith and
to help sustain the world.

read

Laudato Si’, the Pope’s encyclical
letter, on the Vatican’s website at www.
vatican.va. Additional resources are available at www.usccb.org/issues-and-action/
human-life-and-dignity/environment.
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week of ash wednesday

Ash Wednesday

See Iowa was covered by glaciers until 15,000
years ago. As the glaciers melted, rocks and
minerals got left behind - we call this “glacial till.”
The water from the ice melt is the foundation of
our abundant rivers, as well as some of our lakes
and wetlands.
Iowa’s landscape gradually became covered in
a vast prairie consisting of hundreds of species
of grasses, flowers, birds, mammals, insects and
soil organisms. For thousands of years, the cycle
of prairie plants growing, dying and decaying
formed a thick layer of rich topsoil, full of organic
matter. With Native Americans, millions of bison
and countless other organisms calling the prairie home, Iowa was one of the most biologically
diverse ecosystems in the world. Also dotting
the prairie were numerous wetlands. Prairies and
wetlands worked together to build rich, healthy
soils, to keep Iowa’s waters clean and feed its
inhabitants.

[

We have forgotten we ourselves
are dust of the earth ...

our very bodies are made up of
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]

her elements

setting the stage

“

Reflect ‘Laudato Si’, mi’ Signore’ –’Praise be
to you, my Lord.’ In the words of this beautiful
canticle, St. Francis of Assisi reminds us that our
common home is like a sister with whom we
share our life and a beautiful mother who opens
her arms to embrace us. (Laudato Si’ #1)

“

”

This sister now cries out to us because of the
harm we have inflicted on her by our irresponsible
use and abuse of the goods with which God has
endowed her. We have come to see ourselves as
her lords and masters, entitled to plunder her at
will. The violence present in our hearts, wounded
by sin, is also reflected in the symptoms of sickness evident in the soil, in the water, in the air
and in all forms of life. This is why the earth
herself, burdened and laid waste, is among the
most abandoned and maltreated of our poor; she
‘groans in travail’ (Rom 8:22). We have forgotten
we ourselves are dust of the earth (cf. Gn 2:7);
our very bodies are made up of her elements, we
breathe her air and we receive life and refreshment from her waters. (Laudato Si’ #2)

Act

”

Take time today to contemplate God in
the web of creation. Regardless of the weather,
spend 10 minutes today outdoors, being present
with God in the beauty of creation. See God in
what God has made. Contemplate the ashes on
your forehead, repeating throughout the day:
“Remember that you are dust, and dust you shall
return.” (Gn 3:19)
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week of ash wednesday

Thursday after ash wednesday

See In the 1800s, European settlers moved into
Iowa. In order to feed their families, small sections
of the prairie were slowly turned over for planting
crops and gardens, while livestock grazed the
prairie. With the invention of the steel moldboard
plow in 1837, Iowa’s landscape was rapidly transformed from one of the most diverse ecosystems
in the world.

Iowa’s Land Use

Early 1800's

17%
forest

72%
prairie

11%
wetlands

Iowa’s Land Use

Today
4.7%

wetlands,
GRASSLANDS

3.7%
forest

84.7%
cropland,
pasture,
hay

6.8%

cities, TOWNS,
roads

0.1%
prairie
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setting the stage

As Iowa’s agricultural system responds to the
growing demand for food, fuel and fiber, our
state’s water resources are polluted, soil is lost
to erosion and biodiversity is stressed and challenged. Together let’s consider the impacts as
we journey through this transformative season
of Lent.

Reflect

“

We are not God. The earth was
here before us and it has been given to us. This
allows us to respond to the charge that JudeoChristian thinking, on the basis of the Genesis
account which grants man ‘dominion’ over the
earth (cf. Gn 1:28), has encouraged the unbridled
exploitation of nature by painting him as domineering and destructive by nature. This is not
a correct interpretation of the Bible as understood by the Church. Although it is true that we
Christians have at times incorrectly interpreted
the Scriptures, nowadays we must forcefully reject
the notion that our being created in God’s image
and given dominion over the earth justifies absolute domination over other creatures. (Laudato
Si’ #67)

”

Act Use the Pope’s words as your prayer today:
“We are not God. The earth was here before us
and it has been given to us.” Write these words
down and carry them with you throughout the
day.
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week of ash wednesday

Friday after ash wednesday

See As individuals, we are identified by the place
where we live. Places represent years, even generations, of a group’s experiences—places where
individuals’ work and their histories circulate. Our
individual attitudes emerge from this lived, collective experience. Our environmental challenges
also emerge from this lived, collective experience.
According to social psychologist Thomas Heberlein,
particularly strong attitudes – like those associated with social identity – are nearly impossible to change. Does this mean that behavior
change is impossible? In the 2012 book Navigating
Environmental Attitudes, Heberlein advocates
for working with prevailing public attitudes and
creating structural, technological and cognitive
fixes that activate the right attitudes. Attitudes
can change, but they require a long time horizon, direct experience and a strong emotional
connection.

“

Reflect ‘The external deserts in the world
are growing, because the internal deserts have
become so vast’ (quote by Pope Benedict XVI). For
this reason, the ecological crisis is also a summons
to profound interior conversion. It must be said
that some committed and prayerful Christians,
with the excuse of realism and pragmatism, tend
to ridicule expressions of concern for the environment. Others are passive; they choose not to
change their habits and thus become inconsistent.
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setting the stage

So what they all need is an ‘ecological conversion,’
whereby the effects of their encounter with Jesus
Christ become evident in their relationship with
the world around them. (Laudato Si’ #217)

Act

”

As we begin our journey through this
season of mercy and repentance, reflect on the
Lenten practices of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. Spend 10 minutes in prayer today talking
to God about ecological conversion, and ask for
his help in opening your eyes to truly see your
own consumption patterns, practices, and ways
in which ecological conversion may be brought
about in you and the world around you.
Following this time of quiet reflection, describe on
paper the world you would like to leave to the
next generations. Upon completion, fold up the
paper and keep it with this reflection booklet for
the full season of Lent.
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week of ash wednesday

Saturday after ash wednesday

See Creating a critical mass of well-informed
citizens is a necessary step in improving and
restoring water quality, sustaining soil health and
enhancing wildlife habitat in Iowa. This will require
a paradigm shift in how we think about the relationship between land use, agricultural practices
and personal and community investment in the
environment. It begins with understanding the
world in which we live. It begins with raising our
environmental literacy. It begins with an exploration of societal and individual responsibility.
There is already a small but growing group of
engaged farmers, landowners and urban residents
who are leading this paradigm shift. Over the
five weeks of this Lenten journey, we look at the
intersection of water quality, soil health, climate,
agriculture and urbanization in Iowa. We will
explore the science, reflect on the challenges and
share ways we can better care for our common
home in Iowa.

[

... ESTABLISHING HARMONY
WITHIN OURSELVES,

WIth others,
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with nature and other living creatures,

and with God

setting the stage

“

Reflect Environmental education has broadened its goals… it seeks also to restore the various levels of ecological equilibrium, establishing
harmony within ourselves, with others, with
nature and other living creatures, and with God.
Environmental education should facilitate making
the leap toward the transcendent which gives
ecological ethics its deepest meaning. It needs
educators capable of developing an ethics of
ecology, and helping people, through effective
pedagogy, to grow in solidarity, responsibility and
compassionate care. (Laudato Si’ #210)

”

Act Today we begin the Lenten observance
of almsgiving, the practice of giving money and
other goods to the poor, as well as performing
acts of charity. In your home, set aside a jar or
bowl in which you will collect alms during this
Lenten journey.
Everything we consume comes from the natural environment. Eighty percent of the world’s
resources are used by approximately 17% of the
world’s population. Donate 80 cents today to
represent the 80% of resources being consumed
disproportionately across the globe.
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Water is Life
First Week of Lent
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water is life

Sunday, first week of lent

See

Abundant and powerful, refreshing and
rejuvenating, water is truly life for us all, interwoven through all facets of our lives. As long as
humans have inhabited the Earth, we have built
our homes, cities, farms and livelihoods around
water.
A source of abundance and destruction, life and
death, creativity and imagination, water is at the
heart of human existence. While water is incredibly abundant across our planet, we must bear
in mind that there is a finite amount of water
available. Less than 1% of the Earth’s water is
accessible and available for human and animal
consumption.

Reflect

“

…St. Francis, faithful to Scripture,
invites us to see nature as a magnificent book in
which God speaks to us and grants us a glimpse
of his infinite beauty and goodness. ‘Through the
greatness and the beauty of creatures one comes
to know by analogy their
maker’ (Wis 13:5); indeed, ‘his
eternal power and divinity
have been made known
through his works since the
creation of the world’ (Rom
1:20). (Laudato Si’ #12)

”

Act To acknowledge our
easy access to clean water
and limited availability of it,
put $1 in your alms jar for
each faucet in your house.
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first week of Lent

Monday, first week of lent

See There will never be any new water. All of
the water that exists here on planet earth today
is the same water that was here a week ago, a
year ago, even centuries ago at the time of Christ.
There is a finite, fixed amount of water on planet
earth, but that same water is constantly on the
move and changing its state: solid, liquid and gas.
When water filters through the soil and travels
through the water cycle it is purified, and over
time is used by people and animals over and over
again. The Earth has an amazing capacity to filter,
purify and recycle our water resources.

“

Reflect Rather than a problem to be solved,
the world is a joyful mystery to be contemplated
with gladness and praise. (Laudato Si’ #12)

”

Act Go to wateruseitwisely.com/100-ways-toconserve/home-water-audit and do the audit to
see how water-wise you are around your house.
Choose ONE thing you can do to reduce your
water usage and begin it today.

[

rather than a problem
to be solved,
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the world is a joyful mystery
to be contemplated with

gladness and praise

water is life

Tuesday, first week of lent

See

What does water quality mean to you?
More often than not, the first thing that comes to
mind is drinking water. Drinking water originates
in one of two places: from surface water (lakes,
rivers and reservoirs) or from groundwater (from
an underground aquifer pumped to the surface
via a well). Seventy-five percent of Iowans rely
on groundwater as their source of drinking water,
either through private wells or municipal water
supply.
Depending on the water source, your tap water
may be filtered through layers of sand, soil and
rock, or it may pass through a multi-step water
treatment facility before it gets to your faucet. As
reported in the Des Moines Register in July 2015,
the Iowa Department of Natural Resources states
that water supplies of 260 cities and towns in
Iowa are highly susceptible of becoming contaminated by nitrates and other pollutants – about
30% of the state’s 880 municipal water systems.

“

Reflect Fresh

drinking water is an issue
of primary importance, since it is indispensable
for human life and for supporting terrestrial and
aquatic ecosystems. (Laudato Si’ #28)

”

Act If you rarely wonder if the water coming
out of your faucet is unsafe, donate $2 today to
your jar (or bowl) of alms.
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first week of Lent

Wednesday, first week of lent

See The recent drinking water crisis in Flint,
Michigan has brought national attention to the
need to have clean, safe, drinking water for all.
How do we know our tap water is safe?
Municipal water treatment facilities track the
chemistry of water coming into and leaving the
plant, closely monitoring the treatment process
and adding treatment chemicals in very specific
amounts to ensure water quality standards are
met. Community water systems are required to
publish annual drinking water quality reports that
summarize their water source, susceptibility to
contamination and how the water system fares
compared to water quality standards.
Isn’t bottled water safer than tap water? There’s
a whole lot of marketing involved to get us to
think that! The Natural Resources Defense Council
conducted a four-year review of the bottled
water industry and independently tested over
1,000 bottles of water. There is no assurance that
bottled water is any cleaner or safer than water
from the tap. Much bottled water is really just
tap water in a bottle … sometimes further treated,
sometimes not.
Tap water is tested
more frequently
and rigorously; for
instance, bottled
water plants must
test for coliform
bacteria just once
a week, while city
tap water must be
tested 100 or more
times a month.
18

water is life
Furthermore, chemicals such
as bisphenol A (BPA) can also
leach, or move, from the plastic
bottles to the water. Petroleum
and natural gas resources are
required to manufacture water
bottles, and there is also the
issue of exceptional amounts of
waste from used plastic water
bottles, with 70-90% ending up
in landfills.
Buying a daily $1 bottle of water= $365 per year.
Drink it from the tap = 48 cents per year.

Reflect

“

Even as the quality of available
water is constantly diminishing, in some places
there is a growing tendency, despite its scarcity, to privatize this resource, turning it into a
commodity subject to the laws of the market.
Yet access to safe drinkable water is a basic
and universal human right, since it is essential to human survival and, as such, is a condition for the exercise of other human rights.
(Laudato Si’ #30)

Act

”

This season of Lent, fast from bottled
water. Invest in a reusable water bottle made of
stainless steel, aluminum or BPA-free plastic, and
get your drinking water from the tap. Carry your
reusable water bottle with you to work, school
and athletic events. Donate $1 for each time you
consume bottled water this Lent.
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first week of lent

Thursday, first week of lent

See Did

you know that Iowa has over 71,000
miles of streams and rivers and more than 161,000
acres of lakes, ponds and wetlands? Beyond drinking water, the quality of water in these surface
water bodies gives us a snapshot of the health
of our aquatic ecosystems. Depending upon the
specific type of water body (beach, stream, lake,
wetland or groundwater source), a number of
different physical and chemical water quality tests
are conducted. Common water quality parameters
that are measured include bacteria (such as E.
coli), temperature, pH, dissolved oxygen, turbidity,
suspended solids and nutrients (multiple forms of
nitrogen and phosphorus).

20

water is life

“

Reflect If the simple fact of being human
moves people to care for the environment of
which they are a part, Christians in their turn
‘realize that their responsibility within creation,
and their duty toward nature and the Creator, are
an essential part of their faith.’ (Laudato Si’ #64)

Act

”

In Iowa, there are a number of groups
conducting water quality monitoring of our
streams, rivers and lakes -- water quality experts
and professionals at state agencies, like the Iowa
Department of Natural Resources, university
researchers and county conservation boards.
Want to try water quality monitoring for yourself?
You can get trained to be a certified volunteer
water monitor with IOWATER—a public water
quality monitoring program administered by the
DNR. Visit www.iowadnr.gov/EnvironmentalProtection/Water-Quality/Water-Monitoring/
IOWATER to learn more!
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first week of lent

Friday, first week of lent

See Water quality and biodiversity go hand-inhand. The living creatures that are found in a
river, stream or lake tell us a lot about how clean
the water is and the health of the overall ecosystem. Scientists can draw conclusions about the
health of the environment if certain key animal
and plant species, called biological indicators, are
present or absent, healthy, stressed or diseased,
as well as the balance of different species living
in that particular area.
Like the proverbial canary in a coal mine, biological
indicator organisms are an early warning detection system that can alert us to potential or
impending water quality problems (or improvements). These organisms are exposed constantly
to many fluctuations in the aquatic habitat; biological indicators can show the cumulative effects
of various pollutants and stressors over time.
Common biological indicators include fish, benthic
macroinvertebrates (bottom-dwelling organisms
such as caddisflies, mayflies, and leeches), periphyton (algae), macrophytes (aquatic plants) and
amphibians.

[

are not five sparrows
sold for two pennies?
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and not one of them is

]

forgtten before God

water is life

“

Reflect In talking with his disciples, Jesus
would invite them to recognize the paternal relationship God has with all his creatures. With
moving tenderness he would remind them that
each one of them is important in God’s eyes: ‘Are
not five sparrows sold for two pennies? And not
one of them is forgotten before God’ (Lk 12:6).
‘Look at the birds of the air: They neither sow nor
reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly
Father feeds them’ (Mt 6:26).
(Laudato Si’ #96)

”

Act Consumption of resources is a root cause
of biodiversity loss. Think about your shopping,
eating and travel habits. Which part of your life
could you simplify? Identify ONE thing you could
do to simplify your life and begin it today.
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first week of lent

Saturday, first week of lent

See In the United States, we are accustomed
to turning on the faucet at the kitchen sink and
instantly having a glass of clean, cold, drinkable
water at our fingertips. However, many across
the world do not have that luxury, where access
to water (let alone clean water) poses a daily
challenge or is prohibitively expensive.
Consider the following:
•
The average American uses 80-100 gallons
of water each day.
•
The largest household water use is the
toilet, and after that, showers and baths.
•
People in developing countries consume far
less, often carrying it over long distances.
For the 800+ million people in the world
who live more than 1 km (0.6 mile) from
a water source, water use is less than 1.5
gallons per day, and that water is often
unsafe and/or unclean.

“

Reflect …Water continues to be wasted, not
only in the developed world but also in developing
countries which possess it in abundance. This
shows that the problem of water is partly an
educational and cultural issue, since there is little
awareness of the seriousness of such behavior
within a context of great inequality. (Laudato Si’
#30)

”

Act Fast from your daily shower or bath today.

Reflect on the wonders of modern plumbing and
engineering as well as the blessing of hot water
at your fingertips. Pray for an increase in awareness and greater solidarity with those who lack
access to safe, clean water resources.
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We all Have a Place

in the Watershed
Second Week of Lent
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second week of lent

Sunday, second week of lent

See A watershed is an area of land that drains
to a common water body. Everything and everyone lives in a watershed. Thanks to gravity, water
always follows the slope of the land, moving from
high points to low points across the landscape.
The idea of a watershed is easy to visualize in a
mountainous area -- water flowing down mountain slopes, over the land, traveling to streams
and rivers found in the valleys.
The exact same process is at work here in Iowa –
our land is just much more gently sloping! Rather
than mountains, our watersheds are separated
by gently rolling hills. Water is constantly on the
move, traveling across and through the land to
our rivers, lakes and streams.
When it comes to watersheds, political boundaries like state borders, county lines, city lines and
school districts have no bearing – it’s all about
the connected topography of the land. How our
land is used across the watershed can have a
large impact on the quality of the water. Each
watershed is a complex, interwoven web of natural resources - soil, water, air, plants, animals and
people. We are all connected through watersheds!

Reflect

“

When human beings fail to find
their true place in this world, they misunderstand themselves and end up acting against
themselves: ‘Not only has God given the earth
to man, who must use it with respect for the
original good purpose for which it was given, but,
man too is God’s gift to man. He must therefore respect the natural and moral structure
with which he has been endowed’. (quoting John
Paul II) (Laudato Si’ #115)
26

”

we all have a place in the watershed

Act Healthy watersheds generally have good
soil and land quality, which leads to better water
quality in the streams, lakes and rivers that they
feed. Better water quality makes Iowa’s waterways a great place to have fun. Put $1 in your
alms jar if you’ve enjoyed Iowa’s waterways for
recreation in the last year (boating, canoeing,
kayaking, swimming, fishing, etc.).
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second week of lent

Monday, Second Week of Lent

See
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Pop quiz on a Monday… that’s rough! The correct
answer is C. A watershed is an area of land
that drains to a common water body. As humorous as the above choices are, these were actual
responses given by college students across the
state of Iowa. The watershed concept is often
misunderstood, regardless of whether you’re
young or old!
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we all have a place in the watershed

Watersheds are important because everything
that happens on our land affects the shared
water resources, both close to home and much
further downstream. Water always follows the
slope of the land. It moves from higher places
across and through the land to lower places,
eventually ending up in streams, rivers, lakes and
wetlands.
Remember, the watershed is the whole area
of land that drains to one common point – a
watershed is like a large, gently sloping funnel.
Watersheds can range in size from a few acres to
thousands of square miles. The continental United
States is divided into 18 major watersheds, also
called basins. Iowa is part of the Mississippi River
Basin, the fourth largest watershed in the world.

Reflect

“

…God’s goodness ‘could not be
represented fittingly by any one creature.’ Hence
we need to grasp the variety of things in their
multiple relationships. We understand better the
importance and meaning of each creature if we
contemplate it within the entirety of God’s plan.
(Laudato Si’ #86)

”

Act The watersheds of the Amazon and Congo

Rivers are the largest drainage basins in the world.
Put 50 cents in your alms jar or bowl if you have
never put your toe in either of these rivers.
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second week of lent

Tuesday, Second Week of Lent

See All

of the rain that falls in a watershed
eventually ends up shedding to one common
point, that being the stream, river or lake where
that area of land drains. Whatever affects one
part of the system affects the whole system both directly and indirectly.
As water ‘sheds’ or flows across and through
the land, it can pick up essentially anything in
its path, carrying that pollution (whether it be
from the natural world or manmade) into the
river, stream or lake and eventually further downstream. Pollutants are grouped into two broad
categories, based upon the location of where they
originate.
Point source pollution comes from a known
stationary location, such as a waste discharge
pipe from an oil refinery or factory. On the other
hand, nonpoint source pollution is pollution coming
from many diffuse sources across the watershed.
Rainfall and snowmelt moving across the land
and through the ground can pick up and transport
soil in the process of erosion, nutrients (nitrogen
and phosphorus), waste from livestock and pets,
bacteria, oil, gasoline, pesticides used on our lawns
and gardens, and more.
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we all have a place in the watershed

“
”

Reflect ‘Praise

be you, my Lord, through
Sister Water, who is very useful and humble and
precious and chaste.’ (quoting hymn of St. Francis
of Assisi) (Laudato Si’ #87)

[

Praise be you, my Lord, through

Sister Water,

]

who is very useful and humble

precious and chaste

Act Go through your home or garage and collect
all hazardous waste or hazardous substances in
need of disposal. Take them to a hazardous waste
disposal site near you. Find your nearest disposal
site at www.iowadnr.gov.
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second week of lent

Wednesday, Second Week of Lent

See

Soil erosion is a major challenge in our
state – our rich, highly productive soils are being
transported by wind and water before our eyes.
The Iowa Daily Erosion Project, headed by Iowa
State University scientists, is producing compelling
evidence that soil erosion rates are far worse
today than the federal estimates of 5.2 tons per
acre per year. Parts of Iowa are losing up to 12
times more soil than these estimates predict.
According to the Iowa Department of Natural
Resources, soil (sediment) is the leading nonpoint
source of pollution in Iowa’s water bodies.
When rain falls on the land, it can carry away
more than just soil. Nutrients such as nitrogen
and phosphorus that are applied to farm fields,
lawns and gardens can be easily carried away,
as well. Excess nitrogen moves in the form of
nitrate through the soil into the groundwater.
Phosphate, on the other hand, attaches to soil
particles and travels above ground with sediment.
These nutrient loads are transported via our rivers
and streams, eventually continuing downstream
to the Mississippi River and Gulf of Mexico. Our
water quality challenges extend well beyond our
borders.
At the mouth of the Mississippi River, a large
area in the Gulf of Mexico has become incapable
of supporting aquatic life due to a lack of oxygen.
Heavy nutrient loads from both agricultural and
urban landscapes in Iowa and the Midwest lead
to rapid growth of algae and aquatic plants. When
they die, bacteria decompose them, using up the
dissolved oxygen in the water. This phenomenon
creates hypoxic, or dead, zones that do not have
sufficient oxygen levels to support fish and other
aquatic life.
32

we all have a place in the watershed

“

Reflect The created things of this world are
not free of ownership: ‘for they are yours, O Lord,
who love the living’ (Wis 11:26). This is the basis of
our conviction that, as part of the universe, called
into being by one Father, all of us are linked by
unseen bonds and together for a kind of universal family, a sublime communion which fills us
with a sacred, affectionate and humble respect.
(Laudato Si’ #89)

”

Act Go to store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/
Composting-Yard-Waste-PDF and read an article
by Iowa State University Extension & Outreach
on composting yard waste.
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Thursday, Second Week of Lent

See When

it comes to water quality, animal
waste is right up there in terms of importance.
Livestock manure is often land applied and serves
as an effective nutrient source for crops here in
Iowa. However, when we consider waste from
livestock as well as waste from wildlife like ducks,
geese and deer, plus waste from our pets, there’s
certainly the potential for bacteria to impact
water quality.
Fecal coliform bacteria occur naturally in the
guts of humans and warm-blooded organisms.
As water runs, or ‘sheds,’ over the land, waste
and bacteria can be readily transported to nearby
water bodies. Elevated levels of these bacteria in
the environment can be a big challenge to water
quality, leading to beach closings and restrictions
on water use.

“

Reflect There is an interrelation between
ecosystems and between spheres of social interaction, demonstrating yet again that ‘the whole
is greater than the part.’ (Laudato Si’ #141)
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Act Make sure to pick up after your pup when
out on a walk. Consider organizing an educational
campaign in your neighborhood to encourage pet
owners to “scoop the poop.” Less poop on the
ground means less bacteria in the water.
Consider the following statistics regarding pet
waste and water quality in Iowa:
•
•
•
•

There are over 700,000 dogs in Iowa
40% of American pet owners don’t pick up
after their dogs
79 million pounds of dog waste is NOT
picked up in Iowa each year
1 gram of dog feces (weight of paper clip)
contains 23 million fecal coliform bacteria!

Search for dog poop bags that are made of vegetable starches, plant-based materials or compostable
polymers. In addition to throwing in the trash,
some of these bags are designed to be aerobically
composted in municipal or industrial facilities.
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Friday, Second Week of Lent

See

Water quality is a very real issue here
in Iowa. Across our state, 725 water bodies are
considered to be impaired. An impaired water body
is one that fails to meet water quality standards
set for its designated use. In simple terms, each
water body has a set of uses that it should have
sufficient water quality to support. These uses
may include being capable of supporting aquatic
life, being safe for primary contact recreation like
wading, tubing and swimming, being able to safely
eat your catch of fish and being suitable for use
as drinking water.
Section 303(d) of the federal Clean Water Act
requires that, every two years, the Department of
Natural Resources report a list of Iowa’s impaired
waters that do not meet minimum water quality
standards for such uses. Many streams and rivers
in Iowa are impaired for indicator bacteria (E. coli),
biological impairments and fish kills, while lakes
commonly suffer from impairments due to algae,
bacteria and turbidity (cloudiness).

Reflect

“

Nature cannot be regarded as
something separate from ourselves or as a mere
setting in which we live. We are part of nature,
included in it and thus in constant interaction
with it. Recognizing the reasons why a given
area is polluted requires a study of the workings
of society, its economy, its behavior patterns, and
the ways it grasps reality. (Laudato Si’ #139)

Act

”

Go to www.iowadnr.gov and look up
impaired waterways in Iowa. Put $1 in your alms
jar or bowl if you have an impaired waterway
within 10 miles of your home.
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Saturday, Second Week of Lent

See When it comes to caring for our land and
water, the best way to protect our vital natural
resources is to understand them on a watershed
basis. A focus on preventing soil and other pollutants from leaving the land and entering water
bodies in the first place is key. This is easier and
much more cost effective than trying to clean
up a lake or stream after it has become polluted.
Two key points to keep in mind: know the flow
of water and slow the flow of water.
Know the flow of water means understanding
where water moves and drains within your
watershed. There are numerous conservation
practices that can be used to slow the flow of
water, reducing soil erosion and nutrients being
lost from agricultural and urban areas. Strategic
placement of conservation practices is key! We
will continue to explore good conservation practices throughout the remainder of this Lenten
journey.
Terraces, grass waterways and buffer strips are
effective in helping to slow the flow of water
from agricultural landscapes, taking sediment and
nutrients out of the water before it gets to the
stream. No-till and strip-till farming leave crop
residue on the surface of the soil to protect it
from erosion. Using cover crops after harvest not
only provides a living cover to hold and protect
the soil, these plants also uptake excess nutrients
that would be vulnerable to leaching. Pasture land
is another great option - grazing livestock can
be an important part of a healthy conservation
system!
In urban areas, avoid applying fertilizer, herbicides
and pesticides just before a rainstorm, and be
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cognizant of the amounts being applied. Cover
bare patches of soil with grass clippings or mulch
to protect them from the force of raindrops. Using
rain gardens and permeable pavers can help rain
infiltrate into the ground, where it can be filtered
and purified, rather than rapidly running over the
surface of the land. Rain barrels capture water
running off of roofs and down gutters, and this
collected water can then be reused to water
lawns, gardens and landscaping areas.

“
”

Reflect Everything is connected. Concern
for the environment thus needs to be joined to a
sincere love for our fellow human beings and an
unwavering commitment to resolving the problems of society. (Laudato Si’ #142)

Act Take time during Lent to know the flow
of water where you live. Reflect on the following
questions: What watershed do you live in? How
large is your watershed? Where does it flow and
drain? What are the natural boundaries? Within
the watershed, how is the land used (urban, agricultural, recreational)?
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Sunday, Third Week of Lent

See Soil is alive! It is the foundation of plant and
animal life, from the smallest microbes to grazing
cattle and humans. Air, water, minerals, organic
matter and living organisms are all components of
soil. Soil supports plant roots and provides spaces
for water droplets to collect and be stored to
refresh plants and other living organisms.
Iowa is famous for its rich, productive soils. Its
richness and productivity are due to the organic
matter that the growing and decaying tall grass
prairies contributed over thousands of years.
When Iowa’s soils were first cultivated around
150 years ago, farmers planted a variety of crops
including corn, small grains such as oats and
wheat, along with alfalfa and mixed grasses for
forage for livestock. They would also leave land
fallow, unplanted, to let it rest. Manure from the
livestock was applied on the land to fertilize the
growing crops. These practices maintained the
biodiversity, or the mixture of plants, animals,
insects and other species, that work together to
keep the natural functions of the system working.

[

the earth is the lord's:
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As agriculture became more technologically
advanced, the sizes of farms grew, the demand
for corn and soybeans increased, the diversity
of crops on the landscape decreased and so has
the amount of fallow and pasture land. Soils
were intensively tilled to prepare the seedbed
for planting and to control weeds. The loss of
crop diversity, intensification of tillage and loss of
pasture and fallow land has increased soil erosion,
decreased soil organic matter and reduced the
biodiversity of Iowa’s working lands.

“

Reflect The biblical texts are to be read in
their context, with an appropriate hermeneutic,
recognizing that they tell us to ‘till and keep’ the
garden of the world (cf. Gen 2:15). ‘Tilling’ refers to
cultivating, ploughing or working, while ‘keeping’
means caring, protecting, overseeing and preserving. This implies a relationship of mutual responsibility between human beings and nature. Each
community can take from the bounty of the earth
whatever it needs for subsistence, but it also has
the duty to protect the earth and to ensure its
fruitfulness for coming generations. ‘The earth is
the Lord’s’ (Ps 24:1); to him belongs ‘the earth with
all that is within it’ (Dt 10:14). Thus God rejects
every claim to absolute ownership: ‘The land shall
not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; for
you are strangers and sojourners with me’ (Lev
25:23). (Laudato Si’ #67)

”

Act Read this section from Laudato Si’ three
times. How does it make you feel? Just as God
created the heavens and earth and the seventh
day was a day of rest (Gen 2:2), today pray and
reflect on the land’s need for holy rest.
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Monday, Third Week of Lent

See Organic matter is the single most important
soil health factor. Organic matter is the non-mineral part of the soil, usually consisting of plant
materials, making up one to six percent of total
soil mass. Organic matter is crucial to the soil’s
ecosystem. Insects, nematodes, and earthworms
consume plant material, break it down and mix it
together with the topsoil to create organic matter.
Organic matter is like a sponge that helps the soil
retain moisture to sustain growing crops between
replenishing rains, and is often called the glue
that holds soil together.
Soils with higher organic matter content often
look darker than soils with lower amounts. Iowa’s
rich, dark soil formed over thousands of years
through the cycle of prairie plants growing, dying
and decaying. In some places, this layer of prairie
topsoil may have been up to 4 feet thick. This
makes Iowa a great place to grow crops to feed
an ever-increasing human population.

“

Reflect One expression of this attitude is
when we stop and give thanks to God before and
after meals. I ask all believers to return to this
beautiful and meaningful custom. That moment of
blessing, however brief, reminds us of our dependence on God for life; it strengthens our feeling of
gratitude for the gifts of creation; it acknowledges
those who by their labors provide us with these
goods; and it reaffirms our solidarity with those
in greatest need. (Laudato Si’ #227)

”
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Act Every meal we eat is inherently connected
to the soil and to the hands that sowed the
seeds, tended the growing plants and harvested
the fruits, vegetables and grain. In gratitude, make
a conscious effort throughout this Lenten journey
to give thanks to God before and after every meal.

43

third week of lent

Tuesday, Third Week of Lent

See Did you know that Iowa has lost half its
topsoil over the past century? Decades of tillage
and low residue crops have degraded and eroded
many soils in Iowa. It takes the earth 500 to 1,000
years to make just one inch of soil. Under normal
agricultural management, we lose an inch of soil
in twenty years.
However, there is some good news. There are
numerous conservation practices that can maintain crop productivity and reduce erosion while
maintaining or even improving the health of the
soil. In-field agricultural conservation practices
that can build soil and improve soil health include
no-tillage and strip tillage, cover crops, and plant/
crop diversification (including pasture lands).
A few decades ago, it was common for farmers
to till the land multiple times each year to break
up the soil to allow it to dry, warm up and control
weeds. Today, nearly half of Iowa farmers use or
are experimenting with a system called no-till.
With no-till, the land is intentionally not tilled or
worked -- the crop seeds are planted directly into
the leftover residue from the prior year’s crop.
The residue protects the soil from erosion, while
earthworms and microorganisms decompose that
residue over the growing season.
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Strip tillage is another good alternative when
it comes to soil conservation. The majority of
the crop field is left covered with corn stalks or
bean stubble from the previous year’s crop, while
narrow 6-8” strips are tilled to prepare the seedbed
for planting. These two minimum tillage options
can result in reduced time, labor and fuel costs
– real dollar cost savings. With both no-till and
strip till, farmers are successfully maintaining the
same levels of crop productivity while conserving
soil and protecting water quality.

“

Reflect It may well disturb us to learn of the
extinction of mammals or birds, since they are
more visible. But the good functioning of ecosystems also requires fungi, algae, worms, insects,
reptiles and an innumerable variety of microorganisms. Some less numerous species, although
generally unseen, nonetheless play a critical role
in maintaining the equilibrium of a particular
place. (Laudato Si’ #34)

”

Act As you go about your daily travels today
to work, school and/or play, keep an eye out for
signs of soil erosion. Some clues include black/
gray covered snow, as well as soil accumulation
in ditches and near gutters. Donate 10 cents for
each instance of soil erosion that you observe.
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Wednesday, Third Week of Lent

See Corn and soybeans are at the heart of our
agricultural cropping systems here in Iowa – our
state is among the top corn and soybean producing states in the nation, playing a significant role
in the global food system. However, with active,
growing crops out in the field just 5-6 months
of the year, today’s row crop system is a “leaky
system” compared to the more diverse and perennial vegetation systems of the past. The “leaky
system” analogy means that soil and nutrients
– nitrogen and phosphorus – are being lost from
our land and exported downstream.
Cover crops are a great complement to Iowa’s
corn/soybean cropping systems. Planted in the
fall around the time of harvest, cover crops add a
living plant cover during the “brown” months that
protects the soil, while the cover crop also takes
up excess nutrients and feeds the soil microorganisms, building soil health.
Cereal rye and oats are two of
the most common cover crops
being used by farmers across
the state.

46

don’t call it dirt: a passion for soil

Some cover crops will winterkill (freeze), while
other survive over the winter and provide living
cover and living roots in the spring.
Cover crops are not harvested for grain; instead,
they are utilized to protect the soil from erosion,
feed the soil biology and build soil health. Cover
crops also have the ability to scavenge excess
nutrients and hold onto them in the plant tissue,
reducing nitrogen and phosphorus export to
downstream water bodies by 25-30%.
With careful management using cover crops, both
healthy soils and crop productivity are maintained.
Cover crops are not limited to corn and soybean
cropping systems; many gardeners across the
state also incorporate cover crops for the same
reasons!

“

Reflect We are not faced with two separate
crises, one environmental and the other social,
but rather with one complex crisis which is both
social and environmental. Strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to combating
poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded and at
the same time protecting nature. (Laudato Si’ #139)

”

Act Foods Resource Bank is one of five organizations partnering with Catholic Relief Services
in the Farmer to Farmer Program with USAID.
Read more at: www.foodsresourcebank.org/
farmer-farmer-program.
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Thursday, Third Week of Lent

See Carbon

dioxide (CO2) is one of the major
contributors to global climate change. Soil loss
and degradation are not the only consequences of
intensive agricultural tillage over the last century.
Tillage breaks down soil organic matter and accelerates organic carbon oxidation, releasing CO2 to
the atmosphere. The same practices that can
improve soil health and water quality might also
hold a key to lessening human contributions to
greenhouse gas emissions.
Carbon is a basic element found in all living things.
Plants take in CO2 through the process of photosynthesis and as plants decay, carbon is stored
in the soil. Transforming marginal croplands to
perennial vegetation in land set‐aside programs
permanently stores carbon in soils, preventing
its exposure to air and transformation to carbon
dioxide. Reducing cropland tillage prevents soil
erosion and returns carbon and nutrients to the
soil just below the surface. Increasing plant growth
through the addition of cover crops increases the
amount of CO2 taken in by plants on a per acre
basis, incorporating it into the soil and reducing
the amount in the atmosphere.

“

Reflect The bishops of Brazil have pointed
out that nature as a whole not only manifests God
but is also a locus of his presence. The Spirit of
life dwells in every living creature and calls us to
enter into relationship with him. Discovering
this presence leads us to cultivate the ‘ecological
virtues.’ This is not to forget that there is an
infinite distance between God and the things of
this world, which do not possess his fullness.
Otherwise, we would not be doing the creatures
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themselves any good either, for we would be failing to acknowledge their right and proper place.
We would end up unduly demanding of them
something which they, in their smallness, cannot
give us. (Laudato Si’ #88)

”

Act Reflect

on the ways in which humans
have been unduly demanding of the other creatures on this planet. Today, pray and reflect on
how you might enter more fully into relationship
with God through other living creatures and cultivate “ecological virtues” in your life.
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Friday, Third Week of Lent

See Improving the health of Iowa’s soils through
minimizing or eliminating tillage, planting cover
crops and keeping crop residue on the soil surface
all contribute to more resilient cropping systems:
resiliency in times of drought, in years with
excess rain and as rain events become larger
but more infrequent.
By reducing tillage and building soil organic matter,
vital microorganisms thrive and soil structure
improves, leaving continuous spaces for water
to move through the soil, deeper into the profile
instead of running off quickly into nearby ditches,
creeks and streams. Covering the soil surface
with cover crops and higher amounts of residue
protects the soil surface and absorbs the energy
from raindrops, reducing the number of soil particles that detach and move with surface runoff.
Finally, these practices also build a more resilient
agricultural system that helps soils to adapt to
a changing climate, while also removing carbon
from the atmosphere and storing it in soils.
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There are twenty-three million acres of row
crop agriculture in our state. Currently, there are
almost six million acres of no-tillage management
in Iowa and 500,000 acres of cover crops. This is
a good start and a credit to those conservation
farmers who are implementing these practices..
However, to improve water quality, build soil health
and increase system resiliency, 14 million acres of
no-tillage and 12 million acres of cover crops are
needed, in addition to other conservation practices. The adoption of no-tillage can often save
farmers money through a decrease in fuel, time
and labor costs. Conservation practices such as
cover crops are often implemented through cost
share that splits the expenditures between farmers and state/federal funding. The cost of implementing cover crops to this level is estimated to
be over three billion dollars annually.

“

Reflect Since the world has been given to
us, we can no longer view reality in a purely
utilitarian way, in which efficiency and productivity are entirely geared to our individual benefit. Intergenerational solidarity is not optional, but
rather a basic question of justice, since the world
we have received also belongs to those who
follow us. (Laudato Si’ #159)

”

Act Put 80 cents in your alms jar or bowl for
the 8 million acres of no tillage management
needed in Iowa. Put another $1.15 in your jar
or bowl for the 11.5 million acres of cover crops
needed in Iowa.
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Saturday, Third Week of Lent

See A

major trend affecting both urban and
agricultural life in Iowa is the extent to which our
urban centers have grown over the last several
decades. This growth has included an increase
in population as well as the incorporation of new
areas. Much of this urban growth has happened
on agricultural lands in Iowa.
When lands are urbanized, not only do they take
fertile land out of production, much of the plants
and topsoil cover are replaced by impervious
surfaces such as roads and parking lots. Rainfall
is no longer able to infiltrate the ground; instead,
it runs directly to storm sewers and to local
streams. Urban runoff can contain a cocktail of
contaminants that directly affect water quality.
It is important that urban development happens
in ways that minimize negative environmental
impacts such as water pollution, soil erosion
and habitat loss. Cities across Iowa can consider
adopting Low Impact Development (LID) practices. LID is an innovative stormwater management approach that emphasizes conservation
and the use of natural features to protect water
quality, restoring the pre-development hydrologic regime of watersheds by infiltrating, filtering and storing runoff water close to its source.
Low Impact Development is not limited to new
projects, but can be adapted to existing development as well. Urban conservation practices such
as stream corridor restoration, rain gardens, rain
barrels, green roofs, native landscaping, permeable pavement and soil health restoration can
add beauty, biodiversity habitat and water quality
benefits to yards and commercial urban spaces
across our state.
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Reflect

“

Authentic development includes
efforts to bring about an integral improvement in
the quality of human life, and this entails considering the setting in which people live their lives.
These settings influence the way we think, feel
and act. In our rooms, our homes, our workplaces
and neighborhoods, we use our environment as a
way of expressing our identity. (Laudato Si’ #148)

“

”

Here too, we see how important it is that
urban planning always take into consideration
the views of those who will live in these areas.
(Laudato Si’ #150)

”

Act Look at your yard, neighborhood and town.

Are there urban conservation practices that could
be installed? Look up your local city and town
ordinances. Do they support or encourage Low
Impact Development? Calculate the impermeable
surfaces on your property, and donate 1 cent for
each square foot of impermeable surface at your
home (include the roof of your home and garage,
plus paved driveway).
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Sunday, Fourth Week of Lent

See While

much of our Lenten journey thus
far has been focused on water and soil, it would
be remiss not to devote attention to the bountiful birds of the sky as well as the abundant
creatures of our land and waters. Collectively, we
refer to the amazing web of living creatures as
“biodiversity.”
Biodiversity, short for biological diversity, is defined
as all of the living things in a certain area. These
living things exist together in communities or
ecosystems.
There are a number of different metrics for evaluating biodiversity:
•
•
•

Species diversity measures the number of
different species present.
Evenness measures the relative abundance
of each species present.
Genetic diversity accounts for the differences in genes between individuals within
a given species, important because diverse
genetic traits help species cope with
disease and environmental changes. More
genetic resources help species survive difficult times. For species that are stressed or
threatened, the reduction in available genes
makes it difficult for the species to return
to full health.

When talking about biodiversity, we often think of
far-off places that have been the subject of media
attention, like the Amazon rainforest and the
coral reefs. However, Iowa’s prairies and wetlands
house those same levels of biodiversity!
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“

Reflect

In assessing the environmental
impact of any project, concern is usually shown
for its effects on soil, water and air, yet few careful studies are made of its impact on biodiversity,
as if the loss of species or animals and plant
groups were of little importance. (Laudato Si’ #35)

”

Act As consumers, in addition to consuming
less, we can leverage our purchasing power to
help protect biodiversity by consuming products
that do not harm the environment. On your
next shopping trip, be intentional about looking
for products that are packaged and produced in
environmentally-friendly ways, such as Fair Trade
certified, certified organic products, Energy Star
products, cardboard vs. Styrofoam packaging, etc.
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Monday, Fourth Week of Lent

See When we consider biodiversity, woodlands
and forested areas carry a great ecological importance in the state of Iowa. Each of the layers of
the woodland – forest floor, shrubs/vines, understory and canopy – supports unique plant life,
birds, insects and mammals. Every ecosystem
requires a balance of predators, prey, food and
space to stay in balance and function properly.
Ecosystems are composed of many different
interwoven food chains, creating a complex web
of living things. When each step of the food chain
contains appropriate numbers of organisms, a
healthy ecosystem results. If one group of organisms becomes too numerous (or too scarce), the
whole system can become unbalanced.
Furthermore, non-native invasive species can also
upset this balance. With no natural predators,
they can wreak havoc on an ecosystem; consider
the impacts of the emerald ash borer and Asian
carp here in Iowa and beyond.

“

Reflect Each organism, as a creature of God,
is good and admirable in itself; the same is true of
the harmonious ensemble of organisms existing
in a defined space and functioning as a system.
Although we are not aware of it, we depend
on these larger systems for our own existence.
(Laudato Si’ #140)

”

Act Tune in to the beauty of the animal world

around you. Spend 30 minutes watching birds,
squirrels, rabbits or other animals in your yard or
go for a walk in your neighborhood and be aware
of the animal world around you.
57

fourth week of lent

Tuesday, Fourth Week of Lent

See Wetlands are transition zones where the
land meets the water – diverse ecosystems that
are wet for at least part of the year. Wetlands
are characterized as having unique hydrology, soil
and vegetation. While wetlands go by many different names – marshes, swamps, bogs, fens, prairie
potholes and sloughs – these unique ecosystems
are a vibrant and vital part of Iowa’s landscape
in both the past and present.
Much of what is now the Corn Belt was once
characterized by extensive wetlands dotting the
vast prairie. As the state was settled, wetlands
were drained for agricultural production and urban
development. We have now lost over 90% of our
original wetlands. The remaining wetlands have
some big jobs to do!
Wetlands are some of the most biologically
productive and diverse ecosystems on the planet.
Wetlands clean our water, acting like the kidneys
of the landscape. Wetlands help mitigate flooding
by absorbing water, providing a storage basin on
the landscape, and then slowly releasing it. By the
same token, they play an important role during
times of drought by slowly releasing water from
saturated wetland soils.
Wetlands also act as important carbon sinks in
Iowa (and worldwide). Wetland plants are highly
productive, growing rapidly each year – in their
growth process, they take in and capture (or
sequester) large amounts of carbon dioxide. In
addition, the hydric soils found in wetlands are
primarily anaerobic (devoid of oxygen), so the
carbon that gets incorporated into these soils
decomposes very slowly, remaining for hundreds
or even thousands of years (carbon storage).
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Finally, wetlands are also especially important
to migratory birds, butterflies and insects that
travel long distances twice each year as they
traverse between their northern summer breeding grounds and southern winter feeding grounds.
Conservation and restoration of wetland areas in
Iowa and beyond is critical for maintaining migratory flyways and corridors of habitat.

“

Reflect It cannot be maintained that empirical science provides a complete explanation of
life, the interplay of all creatures and the whole of
reality. This would be to breach the limits imposed
by its own methodology. If we reason only within
the confines of the latter, little room would be left
for aesthetic sensibility, poetry, or even reason’s
ability to grasp the ultimate meaning and purpose
of things. (Laudato Si’ #199)

”

Act Watch the award-winning video “Incredible
Wetlands” on the Water Rocks! YouTube channel:
https://youtu.be/H9XZwfCBEE4. Reflect on the
beauty of wetlands.
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Wednesday, Fourth Week of Lent

See Restoring,

constructing and maintaining
Iowa’s wetlands is crucial to improving water quality in our state. Wetlands improve water quality by
a number of different means. First, wetlands act
like a filter, capturing sediment. When the speed
of water slows down, as in wetlands, sediment
is unable to stay suspended. Thus, the sediment
particles gradually settle to the bottom where
wetland plants hold the accumulated sediment
in place.
Further, strategically placed wetlands can also
improve water quality through the biological
process of denitrification. Microbes consume
nitrate (NO3), the way humans use oxygen when
we breathe and respire, converting the nitrate to
inert N2 gas (comprising 80% of the atmosphere).
Wetlands are ideal locations for denitrification
to occur. Aquatic wetland plants help to provide
surfaces on which the denitrifying microbes can
live, and they also provide organic carbon to help
maintain growth and metabolism of the microbes.
Strategically placed wetlands have the potential to
reduce nitrate loads by 40-70%, improving water
quality on the local watershed scale as well as
sending cleaner water downstream.

Reflect

“

Believers themselves must
constantly feel challenged to live in a way consonant with their faith and not contradict it by their
actions. They need to be encouraged to ever be
open to God’s grace and to draw constantly from
their deepest convictions about love, justice and
peace. If a mistaken understanding of our own
principles has at times led us to justify mistreating nature, to exercise tyranny over creation,
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to engage in war, injustice and acts of violence,
we believers should acknowledge that by so
doing we were not faithful to the treasures of
wisdom which we have been called to protect
and preserve. (Laudato Si’ #200)

”

Act Participate in programs that help protect
and restore wetlands. Contact your local, state
or federal environmental protection agencies or
other environmental protection organizations
to learn more about wetland protection and
restoration in your area. Visit a public wetland
to experience its abundant beauty in person!
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Thursday, Fourth Week of Lent

See Prairies are an integral part of Iowa’s natural history and key to a resilient future. Although
less than 1% of Iowa’s native prairies remain, there
is a push to (re)integrate prairie into our agricultural landscape.
Native prairie plantings within crop fields offer
numerous benefits to water quality and biodiversity. Strips of prairie are strategically placed
within corn or soybean cropland, perpendicular to
the flow of water. The strips are sized based on
the farming and machinery needs of each farm.
Strips can be both in the field as a contour buffer
strip and on the edge of the field as a filter strip.
The stiff, upright stems and deep roots of these
prairie plants are the secret behind how prairie
strips work to capture sediment and nutrients.
These stiff-stemmed warm season grasses slow
the flow of water and encourage infiltration, keeping soil and nutrients in the farm field. Prairie
plants can withstand drought and intense rain
with minimal upkeep. Further, prairie strips are
also a non-structural change to the land, making
this a flexible and attractive alternative to terraces
for certain slopes and soil types.
Scientists studying prairie strips have shown
that by strategically converting as little as 10%
of a cropped field to perennial prairie—in narrow
patches along contours and foot slopes—farmers
and landowners can reduce sediment movement
off the field by 95% and also substantially reduce
nutrient losses (84% reduction in total nitrogen
and 90% reduction in total phosphorus).
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“

Reflect Living our vocation to be protectors
of God’s handiwork is essential to a life of virtue;
it is not an optional or a secondary aspect of our
Christian experience. (Laudato Si’ #217)

Act

”

Donate 10 cents today to represent the
small percentage of cropland transitioned to
perennial prairie vegetation with the conservation
practice of prairie strips.

[

]
life of virtue

living our vocation
to be protectors
of god’s handiwork

is essential to a
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Friday, Fourth Week of Lent

See Most of the food we eat relies on pollinators
to reproduce. Today, many bees, butterflies, moths,
bats and birds are threatened due to habitat loss,
disease, parasites and pesticides.
Prairie strips within agricultural land support
several species of insect predators (e.g. lady
beetles) that reduce insect pests of corn and
soybeans. Prairie strips support a diverse community of pollinators (70+ species of native bees along
with the European honey bee). In comparison to
fields with corn/soybeans alone, prairie strips also
provide habitat for 118% more bird species and 133%
more total birds.
In our urban areas, researchers have found that
increasing native plantings in yards and gardens
and minimizing pesticide use will increase the
number of bees and other pollinators in our
communities. Milkweed is especially important
for the iconic monarch butterfly!

“

Reflect We are speaking of an attitude of
the heart, one which approaches life with serene
attentiveness, which is capable of being fully present to someone without thinking of what comes
next, which accepts each moment as a gift from
God to be lived to the full. Jesus taught us this
attitude when he invited us to contemplate the
lilies of the field and the birds of the air, or when
seeing the rich and knowing his restlessness,
‘he looked at him with love’ (Mk 10:21). He was
completely present to everyone and to everything,
and in this way he showed us the way to overcome that unhealthy anxiety which makes us
superficial, aggressive and compulsive consumers.
(Laudato Si’ #226)
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Act

Native milkweeds are essential for the
survival of monarch butterfly caterpillars. Make
plans today to plant one or more milkweed plants
around your home, school or place of work. Find
local sources of seeds or plants by using the
Xerces Society’s Milkweed Seed Finder (www.
xerces.org/milkweed-seed-finder) or Monarch
Watch’s Milkweed Market (shop.milkweedmarket.
org).
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Saturday, Fourth Week of Lent

See

Most societies would agree that we all
share an equal interest in healthy soil, clean
water and biodiversity. Because of this, federal
and state dollars are allocated to help individual
landowners protect and conserve their land for
future generations. The oldest of such programs
is the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP).
Administered by the United States Department
of Agriculture’s Farm Service Agency (FSA), CRP
pays a yearly rental payment in exchange for
farmers removing environmentally sensitive land
from agricultural production and instead planting
species that will improve environmental quality.
Established in 1985, CRP started as an erosion-control program and it has evolved into a wildlife
and water quality program. To be eligible for
placement in CRP, land must be either: cropland
(including field margins) that is planted to an
agricultural commodity four of the previous six
crop years from 2008 to 2013, and which is physically and legally capable of being planted in a
normal manner to an agricultural commodity; or
certain marginal pasture land that is suitable for
use as a riparian buffer or for similar water quality purposes. Practices that are covered under
CRP include buffers for wildlife habitat, wetlands
buffers, riparian buffers (vegetated buffer zones
adjacent to streams), wetland restoration, filter
strips and grass waterways.
Currently, Iowa has about
1.6 million acres enrolled
in CRP on more than
52,800 farms. For many
years, enrollment in CRP
ranged from 30 million to
36 million acres nationally,
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but Congress lowered that total in the 2014 Farm
Bill to 24 million acres in order to save money.

“

Reflect The fact is that ‘contemporary man
has not been trained to use power well,’ because
our immense technological development has not
been accompanied by a development in human
responsibility, values and conscience. Each age
tends to have only a meager awareness of its
own limitations. It is possible that we do not
grasp the gravity of the challenges now before
us. ‘The risk is growing day by day that man will
not use his power as he should;’ in effect, ‘power
is never considered in terms of the responsibility
of choice which is inherent in freedom’ since its
‘only norms are taken from alleged necessity, from
either utility or security.’ But human beings are
not completely autonomous. Our freedom fades
when it is handed over to the blind forces of the
unconscious, of immediate needs, of self-interest,
and of violence. In this sense, we stand naked
and exposed in the face of our ever-increasing
power, lacking the wherewithal to control it. We
have certain superficial mechanisms, but we
cannot claim to have a sound ethics, a culture
and spirituality genuinely capable of setting
limits and teaching clear-minded self-restraint.
(Laudato Si’ #103)

”

Act Contribute $4.44 to your alms bowl (or jar),

representing the 4.44% of Iowa’s total land acres
that are currently enrolled in the Conservation
Reserve Program, the largest private-lands conservation program in the United States.
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Sunday, Fifth Week of Lent

See

An increase in precipitation and more
frequent extreme weather events are part of a
larger pattern of climate change that is affecting all Iowans. According to a 2010 report by the
Iowa Climate Change Impacts Committee, “Iowans
are already living with warmer winters, longer
growing seasons, warmer nights, higher dewpoint
temperatures, increased humidity, greater annual
streamflows and more frequent severe precipitation events than were prevalent during the past
fifty years.
“Some of the impacts of these changes could be
construed as positive, and some are negative,
particularly the tendency for greater precipitation events and flooding. In the near-term, we
may expect these trends to continue as long
as climate change is prolonged and exacerbated
by increasing greenhouse gas emissions globally
from the use of fossil fuels and fertilizers, the
clearing of land and agricultural and industrial
emissions.” All climate information used in this
week’s reflections comes from this report.
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“

Reflect Ecological culture cannot be reduced
to a series of urgent and partial responses to
the immediate problems of pollution, environmental decay and the depletion of natural resources.
There needs to be a distinctive way of looking
at things, a way of thinking, policies, an educational program, a lifestyle and a spirituality which
together generate resistance to the assault of the
technocratic paradigm. Otherwise, even the best
ecological initiatives can find themselves caught
up in the same globalized logic. To seek only a
technical remedy to each environmental problem
which comes up is to separate what is in reality
interconnected and to mask the true and deepest
problems of the global system. (Laudato Si’ #111)

”

Act Donate $1 today for every automobile in
your household. Donate another 10 cents per mile
that you’ve driven today.
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Monday, Fifth Week of Lent

See Precipitation in Iowa has trended gradually
upward for the last 100 years. Wetter springs and
drier autumns have emerged. These trends are
projected to continue. The impact on agriculture
is more water-logging of soils, fewer good work
days in the field and delayed planting in spring,
but improved crop dry-down conditions in fall.
Iowa is also experiencing more intense rain events
and more episodes of higher runoff. Iowa experienced a 31% increase in very heavy precipitation
events from 1958 to 2007 (very heavy precipitation is defined as the heaviest 1% of all events).
There has been a six-fold increase in the number
of years having eight or more occurrences of
erosion-promoting daily precipitation (daily rainfall
exceeding 1.25 inches).
With more intense rain events, we could find
longer periods between rain events, leading to
increased probability of drought-like conditions.
Elevated precipitation and early season rainfall
delay planting, increase nitrate-nitrogen losses and
affect nitrogen fertilizer application timing. Climate
extremes, not the averages, frequently control
productivity of crops and livestock.

“

Reflect

If present trends continue, this
century may well witness extraordinary climate
change and an unprecedented destruction of
ecosystems, with serious consequences for all of
us. (Laudato Si’ #24)

”

Act Take

the St. Francis Pledge to pray, act
and advocate to solve climate change at www.
catholicclimatecovenant.org.
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Tuesday, Fifth Week of Lent

See Iowa has also seen an increase in absolute
humidity as measured by dewpoint temperature;
the atmosphere today has 13% more moisture in it
compared to the 1970s. In addition to human (dis)
comfort, an increase in moisture creates favorable conditions for survival and spread of many
unwanted pests and pathogens in agricultural
lands and also increases the chances for mold
growth in basements and other cool areas. More
atmospheric moisture provides more water to
fuel the thunderstorms that provide abundant
summer precipitation in our region.
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Reflect

“

The climate is a common good,
belonging to all and meant for all. At the global
level, it is a complex system linked to many of
the essential conditions for human life. A very
solid scientific consensus indicates that we are
presently witnessing a disturbing warming of the
climatic system. In recent decades this warming
has been accompanied by a constant rise in the
sea level and, it would appear, by an increase of
extreme weather events, even if a scientifically
determinable cause cannot be assigned to each
particular event. (Laudato Si’ #23)

”

Act In solidarity with those across our country
and across the globe who do not enjoy the luxury
of indoor climate control, today turn your thermostat down 10°F (or if the risk of frozen pipes
has past, turn your heating system off completely
for the day).
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Wednesday, Fifth Week of Lent

See With a changing climate, habitats are changing before our very eyes. Some of these changes
may be perceived as positive, while others may
be construed as negative. Plants are leafing out
and flowering sooner. Birds are arriving earlier in
the spring and nesting sooner. Certain animals
and plants are now being sighted farther north
than they ever have been in the past. This can
lead to mismatches in the timing of migration,
breeding and food availability.
Climate change may differentially affect certain
fish and waterfowl. For example, brook, rainbow,
and brown trout species, smallmouth bass and
other coldwater fish could be particularly vulnerable to rising temperatures. A wider variety of
trees and plants may now survive in our winter
temperatures. Consider how much the USDA Plant
Hardiness Zone Maps have shifted over the years.
One thing is certain, and that is change is certain.
Some impacts may be realized quickly, while
others take decades to fully unfold.

[

The universe

]

unfolds in God
who fills it completely
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“

Reflect The universe unfolds in God, who
fills it completely. Hence there is a mystical meaning to be found in a leaf, in a mountain trail, in a
dewdrop, in a poor person’s face. The ideal is not
only to pass from the exterior to the interior to
discover the action of God in the soul, but also to
discover God in all things. St. Bonaventure teaches
us that ‘contemplation deepens the more we feel
the working of God’s grace within our hearts, and
the better we learn to encounter God in creatures
outside ourselves.’ (Laudato Si’ #233)

”

Act Learn more about your carbon footprint
at www3.epa.gov/carbon-footprint-calculator/. Use
the calculator and the information there to craft
a plan for reducing, reusing and recycling in your
home.
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Thursday, Fifth Week of Lent

See

Over the last 20 years, the increase in
precipitation has led to higher levels of streamflow, leaving some areas in Iowa prone to flooding.
It is projected that there could be a 21% increase
in precipitation by 2040, which could lead to a 50%
increase in streamflow in the Upper Mississippi
River Basin.
These precipitation patterns are especially affecting Iowa’s urban centers, many of which were
built along rivers such as the Cedar, Des Moines,
Iowa and Raccoon. In the past several years,
cities like Des Moines, Cedar Rapids, Iowa City
and Ames have experienced major flooding, resulting in extensive damage to homes, commercial
property and public infrastructure.
Given the potential for greater streamflows, are
we willing to give rivers more room to flood?
Perhaps game fish and other animals can survive
these floods if we give the rivers more room to
flood. Perhaps our cities will become more resilient with more green spaces if we give rivers
more room to flood. Greater wetland capacity
and wider stream corridors will also reduce the
impacts of downstream flooding and sedimentation, while improving fish and wildlife habitat in
normal years.

“

Reflect Human beings, while capable of the
worst, are also capable of rising above themselves,
choosing again what is good, and making a new
start, despite their mental and social conditioning.
We are able to take an honest look at ourselves,
to acknowledge our deep dissatisfaction, and to
embark on new paths to authentic freedom.
(Laudato Si’ #205)
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Act Floodplains are some of the most valuable ecosystems on earth. Typically located next
to rivers, streams and coasts, they are nature’s
best defense against destructive floods. If you or
someone you know has been affected by flooding,
put $1 in your alms jar or bowl.

[

human beings,
while capable of the worst,

]

are also capable of
rising above themselves,

choosing again what is good,

and making
a new start...
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Friday, Fifth Week of Lent

See Climate change is the backdrop to other
population and cultural changes happening in
Iowa. For instance, urbanization, the movement
of people from rural to urban areas, has resulted
in 58% of Iowa’s population living within the seven
major metropolitan areas: Des Moines, Cedar
Rapids, Davenport, Sioux City, Iowa City, Waterloo
and Council Bluffs. The metropolitan area of Des
Moines now makes up 18.5% of Iowa’s overall
population.
Much of this urbanization has been at the expense
of the small communities and rural areas in Iowa.
While the migration of people from the rural areas
to the cities can result in the loss of revenue and
economic resources for small communities, the
greatest impact on rural areas is the loss of the
human resources needed to maintain civic, social
and faith-based organizations.
At the same time, populations around the world
are pursuing a higher standard of living, which is
increasing the demand for food, fuel and fiber. This
pressures the remaining agricultural areas in Iowa
to intensify production, increasing the number of
large animal operations as well as more corn and
soybean acres. Can we maintain the necessary
agricultural productivity needed to meet global
demand over the long term while restoring our
natural resources for future generations?
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“

Reflect Ecology, then, also involves protecting the cultural treasures of humanity in the
broadest sense. More specifically, it calls for
greater attention to local cultures when studying environmental problems, favoring a dialogue
between scientific-technical language and the
language of the people. Culture is more than
what we have inherited from the past; it is also,
and above all, a living, dynamic and participatory
present reality, which cannot be excluded as we
rethink the relationship between human beings
and the environment. (Laudato Si’ #143)

”

Act Spend 10 minutes in prayer reflecting upon
your own individual patterns of consumption in
light of populations around the world pursuing a
higher standard of living. Donate 10 cents today
for each shirt in your closet, including t-shirts,
tops, and sweaters.
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Saturday, Fifth Week of Lent

See Planning to preserve our natural resources
for generations to come involves resilience thinking: planning ahead and implementing a strategy
that will minimize the risk of loss of productivity,
soil and declines in water quality even in years
of drought or excess rain. What can we do in
our homes, yards and farms to be more resilient?
Higher short-term profits or saving a few dollars
on a purchase often motivate our decisions. But
is cheaper always better? Is a decision that is the
most profitable today or for a few years the best
decision for the long-term? This is a challenge
facing everyone, including farmers, nearly every
day. Building more resilient and vibrant agricultural systems and urban centers often involves
higher short-term investments for long-term
gains and benefits.

“

Reflect We are always capable of going out
of ourselves toward the other. Unless we do this,
other creatures will not be recognized for their
true worth; we are unconcerned about caring for
things for the sake of others; we fail to set limits
on ourselves in order to avoid the suffering of
others or the deterioration of our surroundings.
Disinterested concern for others, and the rejection
of every form of self-centeredness and self-absorption, are essential if we truly wish to care
for our brothers and sisters and for the natural
environment. (Laudato Si’ #208)

”

Act Practice resiliency by planning and preparing one of today’s meals completely from stored
items in your home (check the refrigerator, freezer
and pantry).
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As we enter Holy Week, the high point of the
Church year, take a look back at the jar (or bowl)
of alms you started at the beginning of Lent.
Consider donating the money to an organization
or cause that works toward ecological conversion,
environmental education or outdoor exploration/
conservation. If you’d like to have those funds
make a difference in your local area, many lakes,
rivers and parks have a “Friends of…” group.
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Palm Sunday

“

REFLECT On Sunday, our participation in the
Eucharist has special importance. Sunday, like the
Jewish Sabbath, is meant to be a day that heals
our relationships with God, with ourselves, with
others and with the world. Sunday is the day
of the Resurrection, the ‘first day’ of the new
creation, whose first fruits are the Lord’s risen
humanity, the pledge of the final transfiguration
of all created reality. It also proclaims ‘man’s eternal rest in God.’ In this way, Christian spirituality
incorporates the value of relaxation and festivity.
We tend to demean contemplative rest as something unproductive and unnecessary, but this is
to do away with the very thing which is most
important about work: its meaning. We are called
to include in our work a dimension of receptivity
and gratuity, which is quite different from mere
inactivity. Rather, it is another way of working,
which forms part of our very essence. It protects
human action from becoming empty activism; it
also prevents that unfettered greed and sense
of isolation which make us seek personal gain to
the detriment of all else. The law of weekly rest
forbade work on the seventh day, ‘so that your
ox and your donkey may have rest, and the son
of your maidservant, and the stranger, may be
refreshed’ (Ex 23:12). Rest opens our eyes to the
larger picture and gives us renewed sensitivity
to the rights of others. And so the day of rest,
centered on the Eucharist, sheds it light on the
whole week, and motivates us to greater concern
for nature and the poor. (Laudato Si’ #237)

”

Act Today, spend 30 minutes in quiet solitude:
no phone, no computer, no tablet, no TV. Bask in
this time of contemplation and holy rest.
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Monday of Holy Week

“

reflect Saint Therese of Lisieux invites us
to practice the little way of love, not to miss out
on a kind word, a smile or any small gesture
which sows peace and friendship. An integral
ecology is also made up of simple daily gestures
which break with the logic of violence, exploitation and selfishness. In the end, a world of
exacerbated consumption is at the same time
a world which mistreats life in all its forms.
(Laudato Si’ #230)

”

Act Be courageous in offering a smile or kind
word to someone you cross paths with today.

[
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Tuesday of Holy Week

“

reflect What kind of world do we want to
leave to those who come after us, to children
who are now growing up? This question not only
concerns the environment in isolation; the issue
cannot be approached piecemeal. When we ask
ourselves what kind of world we want to leave
behind, we think in the first place of its general
direction, its meaning and its values. Unless we
struggle with these deeper issues, I do not believe
that our concern for ecology will produce significant results. But if these issues are courageously
faced, we are led inexorably to ask other pointed
questions: What is the purpose of our life in this
world? Why are we here? What is the goal of our
work and all our efforts? What need does the
earth have of us? It is no longer enough, then,
simply to state that we should be concerned for
future generations. We need to see that what is
at stake is our own dignity. Leaving an inhabitable
planet to future generations is, first and foremost,
up to us. The issue is one which dramatically
affects us, for it has to do with the ultimate
meaning of our earthly sojourn. (Laudato Si’ #160)

Act

”

Go back to your paper from the first
week of Lent where you described the world
you wanted to leave to future generations. Spend
10 minutes in prayer today talking to God about
ecological conversion. What would you like to
change?
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“

Wednesday of Holy Week

reflect

God, who calls us to generous
commitment and to give him our all, offers us
the light and the strength needed to continue on
our way. In the heart of this world, the Lord of
life, who loves us so much, is always present. He
does not abandon us, he does not leave us alone,
for he has united himself definitively to our earth,
and his love constantly impels us to find new
ways forward. Praise be to him! (Laudato Si’ #245)

”

Act Pray or sing the Canticle of the Creatures.
Then spend 10 minutes in quiet prayer reflecting
on the truly awesome nature of God’s interwoven
web of creation.
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paschal triduum

reflect + act

Mass of the Lord’s Supper
Good Friday of the Lord’s Passion
Mass of the Resurrection of the Lord
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