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Stewardship

Knowledge Sheet 1
All religions believe that we have a responsibility to care for the world and
the environment (including the animals, plants and resources on the Earth).
These beliefs are often at the very centre of religious teachings – for
example one of the reasons Muslims follow a halal diet is to help to maintain
the natural balance or ‘fitrah’ in the world.
However, believing that we should care for the world is not only a religious
belief. Many people who do not follow a particular religion – for example
Humanists – believe strongly that we should protect the earth and its’
environment.

Beliefs about the Earth
Christianity
God made the Earth and gave Christians the special responsibility as
Stewards to look after it. They can use the Earth but cannot abuse it.
Judaism
Jews believe that God created the world and gave human beings a special
responsibility within creation to cultivate it, guard it and use it wisely. This
is known as stewardship.
Buddhism
Buddhists believe in the interconnectedness of all things. Humans depend
on nature and nature depends on humans. Harming one part of this whole is
the same as harming all of it. Therefore, if people learn to live simply and in
harmony with the world, the whole of the environment will benefit.
Humanists
Because there is no God or supernatural force, human beings must take sole
responsibility for solving the world's environmental problems. Only humans
are capable of finding the solutions that can lead to a sustainable existence.
Sikhism
The Guru Granth Sahib teaches that Sikhs show respect and responsibility
towards creation and bear in mind the needs of future generations, as well
as their own current needs.
Islam
Allah made the Earth and humans have the duty as Khalifahs to care for it
and maintain fitrah (natural balance) in the world.
Hinduism
Everything around us is part of the Earth and nature. We should practice
Ahimsa – the principle of non-violence – with the Earth. Also, all living things
in the natural world are sacred because they are part of God.
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Who Was Chico Mendes?
Chico Mendes was a Christian eco-warrior and a steward of God’s creation. Chico Mendes was a rubber tapper who lived in Brazil in South America.
He was concerned about the destruction of the environment. Chico Mendes introduced the idea of setting aside areas of forest for sustainable
collection of rubber and Brazil nuts. He taught that it is possible to generate income from the forest without destroying it. Chico Mendes was the
founder of the peaceful Alliance of the People of the Forest. Chico was a leader of the rubber tappers. He found ways to use Amazonian resources
to support the economic benefit for the local people and to protect the rainforest. He is well known for being the leader of a non-violent campaign
against deforestation by the cattle barons and plantation owners. Chico Mendes was murdered in 1988 at his home in front of his wife and family.
The land that Chico Mendes lived and died for was named the Chico Mendes Extractive Reserve.
His Background
Chico Mendes was born in Brazil in South America. There were
no schools in the area he grew up, so his father taught him to
read and write. He could recognise plants in the rainforest and
knew how to use these to heal the sick.
He grew up in a family of rubber tappers. Rubber Tapping is
essentially a type of farming when one harmlessly extracts sap
from rubber trees, which is then used in products such as car
tyres. He became a rubber tapper at the age of nine, joining
the family business. He collected latex which is used to make
rubber. This is a sustainable way of using the forest as it does
not damage the trees, the environment or the surrounding
wildlife.

His Beliefs
Chico Mendes was a Christian who saw himself as a Steward of
God’s creation. He was concerned about the destruction of the
environment, which was part of God’s creation. Chico attended
religious services and was described as having a deep faith. He
stated that he was acting out to hear the "cry of the Earth".
Mendes taught that it is possible to generate income from the
forest without destroying it. Mendes was the founder of the
peaceful Alliance of the People of the Forest. He is well
known for being the leader of a non-violent campaign against
deforestation. Chico's groups understood the power and scope
of nonviolent resistance as Jesus had taught when they
marched into the camps of the loggers (the people
destroying the rain forest) and put themselves in the way of
the loggers and the trees. Further, they pleaded with the
workers to reconsider what they were doing to the rain forest,
to Brazil, and to the world as a whole. He was jailed, fined and
threatened, but nothing could deter him from his mission to
save his beloved jungle.

Brazil – The Problems

In 1969, the Brazilian government began a costly road-building and colonization program called the National
Integration Program. It was designed to bring outside people into the heart of the rain forest. The government
offered incentives (payments) to many of the poor people living in the populated eastern region of the country
to relocate in the rain forest. They also tried to get large investors to establish cattle ranches deep in the
rain forest. As settlers and ranchers came to clear the rain forest land, the rubber tappers were forced to
relocate. Most of them did as they were told and simply left the forest. This left them without a home, a
community or an income.

Why was the Rainforest Important?

The Rainforest wasn’t just Chico’s home and source of income, it was also his community. He knew the beauty
and bounty of the rainforest, and wanted to live sustainably with it as God’s creation. The Amazon is also home
to 30% of the world’s animals and plant life. Some of the most ancient tribes of people who live in the forest in
Brazil have been forced to move from their homes when the forests are cut down. After the trees are cut down
plants and animals quickly lose their homes and die. Every day many species become extinct in the Brazilian
rainforest. Nutrients are also washed out of the soil when the trees are cut down. This is because there are no
leaves to protect (intercept) the ground from heavy rainfall. There are also many useful rocks and minerals
found under the ground in the Amazon rainforest. For example iron ore, bauxite, copper and tin. The mining for
rocks and minerals in the rainforest causes soil erosion. This can pollute the rivers and scars the landscape
forever.

How did Chico Resist?
Chico Mendes refused to leave the forest. He explained to his fellow tappers that they had rights, and he
began to organize them to resist the relocation efforts of the government. Chico established the Rural
Worker’s Union and was elected Town Councilman in Xapuri. Some people did not agree with what Chico was
doing, and his life was threatened many times.
As time went on, Chico’s reputation for trying to stop the destruction of the rain forest became internationally
known. Instead of the roads and ranches that the government wanted, Chico suggested “extractive reserves”.
These are areas set aside for sustainable use by rubber tappers and gatherers of nuts, fruits and fibers.
Chico succeeded in getting the government to set aside about 5 million acres for this purpose. Through the use
of blockages and lobbying, Chico was able to set up an extractive reserve in the Seringal Cachoeira, the part of
the forest where he was born and raised. This land had been bought by Darcy Alves, a local rancher.
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