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ROAD FROM RIO 
Reflections on the ‘Earth Summit’ 

 
In June, 1992, an “Earth Summit” was held in Rio de Janeiro. More than 

25,000 people gathered from all over the world (not counting the 25,000 
troops deployed or the taxi drivers and others who came seeing the market 
possibilities of such a gathering). The Earth Summit included more than 100 
heads of state, over 1,400 non-governmental representatives, and 9,200 
journalists (the most ever at such a world gathering!). 

Three events occurred: the official United Nations Conference on the 
Environment and Development (UNCED); a Global Forum with over 7,000 
organizations represented with 60 separate events every day; and an event 
sponsored by the World Council of Churches (WCC), “Searching for the New 
Heavens and the New Earth: an Ecumenical Response to UNCED.” 

The WCC event, rich in worship experiences, produced its own set of 
papers and statements. One entitled “Letter to the Churches” included these 
poignant words: 

“The earth is in peril. Our only home is in jeopardy. We are at the 
precipice of self-destruction. For the very first time in the history of 
creation, certain life support systems of the planet are being 
destroyed by human actions.” 
“Brothers and sisters, you understand why our hearts are heavy: 
UNCED is meeting twenty years after the Stockholm Conference 
on the Environment and not one single major trend of 
environmental degradation has been reversed.” 

But they did not stop at simply decrying the past or the work of others: 

“We dare not deny  our own role as churches in the crisis that now 
overwhelms us. We have not spoken the prophetic word 
ourselves. Indeed, we did not even hear it when it was spoken by 
others of late, including a number of scientists. Much less did e 
hear the cries of indigenous peoples, who have told us for 
centuries that modernity would foul its own nest and even devour 
its own children. So we need to mourn and repent. We have 
offended our God, “maker of heaven and earth”, and we have 
blasphemed life and one another.” 

Growing out of the Rio experience, participants wrote a litany, part of 
which follows: 
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I. The prophet Isaiah says: “The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants; for they have 
transgressed laws, violated statues, broken the everlasting covenant. 
II. WE CONTINUE TO ASSAULT THE PLANET. 
I.  Consumption of energy continues as though it were limitless in content and benign in 

effect. 
II. WE NEED TO MOURN AND REPENT. WE HAVE OFFENDED OUR GOD. 
I.  We plead for forgiveness and pray for a profound change of heart, a radical turning from 

the way of death to God and the way of life. 
II. THERE IS HOPE. OUR GOD IS A GOD OF LIFE. 
I.  The spirit teaches us to go first to those places where community and creation are most 

obviously languishing, those melancholy places where the cry of the people and the cry of 
the earth are intermingled together. 

II. HERE WE MEET JESUS, WHO GOES BEFORE, IN SOLIDARITY AND HEALING. 
I.  Let us bless each other and share Christ’s peace. Jesus said, “Don’t be afraid… Peace be 

with you.” 
 

Rio’s famous statue of Christ the Redeemer is situated so that his right 
hand points to the Rio Centre (where the WCC event was held), Brazil’s 
most violent community, home of the poor and disenfranchised. It was here 
that Brazilian Bishop Dom Mauro Morelli, host of the WCC meeting, 
suggested: “If Jesus came to the Earth Summit, he would come here, to 
where people are suffering, looking for a promised future.” 

Indeed, not just the poor of Baixada Fluminense are 
impoverished. We are all impoverished by our failure to distribute 
fairly the goods of the earth and by our misuse of the planet’s 
resources. 
 
Sources for further study: 
Wesley Grandberg-Michaelson: Redeeming the Creation 
David Hallman: A Place in Creation (United Church Publishing House) 
 
                                                *    *    * 

 
For reflection and discussion 

1. How might we symbolize our care and stewardship of the earth in our worship 
practices? 

2. How do we identify with the poor, the hungry, the oppressed? 
3. How do we go about respecting the inherent integrity of all species? 
 
The 1993 Growing Together Series was written cooperatively by: Ms. Rita Gillies (Roman Catholic), Dr. 
Chris Lind (Anglican), Rev. Bernard de Margerie (Roman Catholic), Rev. Dr. Ken Peterson (Lutheran) 
and Rev. Betty Lynn Schwab (United). 
Special thanks to Mr. Frank Roy, our editor, and to Mrs. Denise Martin, GT layout artist. 
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