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      Praise for GREEN LIKE GOD


      “Jonathan Merritt’s GREEN LIKE GOD reintroduces us to a Savior who has eternal love for all of creation. Presenting biblical

         arguments, personal experiences, and hope for a restored earth, Merritt establishes himself as a prophetic voice for his generation

         and the entire church. This book aligns with a growing creation care movement that continues to turn heads and win hearts

         to Christ.”

      


      —Matthew Sleeth, MD, author of Serve God, Save the Planet: A Christian Call to Action and teacher in The Green Commission film series

      


      “For too many years the concerns of the environment have fallen to the wayside among God’s people. This timely book is a wake-up

         call to conservatives and liberals that caring for the planet is a responsibility we all share. May your own heart grow a

         size bigger and a shade greener as you read its pages.”

      


      —Margaret Feinberg, author of Scouting the Divine: My Search for God in Wine, Wool, and Wild Honey


      “In my head, Jonathan Merritt will forever be a hybrid. With one foot on truths that are eons old and the other leaning into

         the future, he offers a combination of perspectives that is challenging, inspiring, and difficult to resist.”

      


      —Jonathan Acuff, blogger and author of Stuff Christians Like


      “In this debut book, Jonathan Merritt brings together biblical integrity, Christian humility, and social sensitivity in a

         call to care for everything and everyone that God loves. Love God, cherish this world.”

      


      —David Neff, editor in chief, Christianity Today


      “Jonathan Merritt has blown away political camps with good theology. He shows us the clear biblical evidence of a God who

         has a green thumb, a Creator who begins the human story by breathing life into dirt and ends the story with the restoration

         of all creation as New Jerusalem comes on earth. Here is a humble and clear call to all people to respond to the degradation

         of the earth, especially those of us who dare to call ourselves Christians.”

      


      —Shane Claiborne, activist and author


      “Jonathan Merritt, already one of the leading voices on creation care in our nation, has written this wonderfully readable

         and personally engaging book. His explanation of biblical perspectives, his compelling personal story, and his practical action

         points all add up to a vital resource for any Christian sensing a moral responsibility to be a part of God’s environmental

         solution. You’ve got to read this book!”

      


      —Joel Hunter, pastor of Northland Church and author of A New Kind of Conservative


      “GREEN LIKE GOD is a well-written, entertaining, and biblically faithful study of our great Creator and His marvelous creation.

         It will challenge and convict you. This is what a good book should do.”

      


      —Daniel Akin, president, Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary, Wake Forest, NC


      “Jonathan Merritt’s book, GREEN LIKE GOD, is thoughtful, challenging, and engaging. And most importantly it is thoroughly

         Bible-based. It clearly lays out the sin of despoiling God’s good creation and points Christians to a better, God-obeying

         way. If its message is taken to heart by American Christians, much will be done to save God’s creation. And in the process

         Christians’ witness to the world will be strengthened.”

      


      —Steve Monsma, research fellow, The Henry Institute for the Study of Christianity and Politics, Calvin College, and professor

         emeritus of political science, Pepperdine University

      


      “Jonathan Merritt is a bold and persuasive spokesperson for our millennial generation. In GREEN LIKE GOD, he shows that creation

         care was a central part of God’s plan from the very beginning and remains a priority for all of us today. Read this book and

         fall in love with the God who gives life and is making all things new.”

      


      —Ben Lowe, author of Green Revolution and cofounder of Renewal, a creation care network for college students

      


      “By God’s providential grace, Jonathan Merritt has become a voice of the under-thirty-five evangelical environmentalism. This

         wonderful book gives us glimpses into his personal journey into creation care as well as thoughtful theological and practical

         reflections on this critically important subject. I strongly recommend this richly biblical and devotional introduction to

         caring for God’s creation. May it have a huge impact immediately on both the churches and the culture.”

      


      —David P. Gushee, distinguished professor of Christian ethics, Mercer University, and author of The Future of Faith in American Politics: The Public Witness of the Evangelical Center


      “At a time when many faithful Jesus followers are rediscovering their calling to work for the common good comes Jonathan Merritt,

         who with humility and humor reminds us that loving people and loving God means caring for creation. A commitment to understand

         the plain meaning of the Bible and an ability to integrate Christian imperatives of evangelism, discipleship, scholarship,

         and compassion make Jonathan one of the most significant voices of a new generation.”

      


      —Rusty Pritchard, president of Flourish, a creation care organization for churches and families, and cofounder of the environmental

         studies program at Emory University

      


      “Jonathan Merritt provides a helpful resource for Christians concerned about creation. Seeking to be both biblically faithful

         and culturally aware, GREEN LIKE GOD helps Christians navigate the often tumultuous and controversial waters. I recommend

         this book to pastors and leaders who desire to care more deeply about the creator and His creation.”

      


      —Ed Stetzer, author and president of LifeWay Research
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      For introducing me to Jesus and always believing in me…


      even when it didn’t make sense.

      


   











      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


      Books are often written in seclusion, but they are never the result of only one person’s work. The ideas are often born out

         of community and then shaped by people God has placed in one’s life. I want to express gratitude to all the people who helped

         nurture and shape this project. Many thanks to the following:

      


      God. You are awesome. If I live a thousand lifetimes, I will never understand why You choose to bless me. I’m eternally thankful.


      My family—Mom, Dad, James, Joshua—for encouraging me, supporting me, and pretending to be interested in every travel guide

         and book review I published along the way.

      


      Erik Wolgemuth and everyone at Wolgemuth and Associates for working hard on this project to find it a good home and allowing

         me to drive you crazy with e-mails and phone calls during the process.

      


      Joey Paul, Holly Halverson, Whitney Luken, Shanon Stowe, and the entire FaithWords team for taking a chance on a first-time

         author and being so great to work with.

      


      Adrienne Ingrum, my editor, for bleeding all over my manuscript and taking the time to help me hone my craft.


      Margaret Feinberg for being an amazing friend and mentor who selflessly taught me about what it means to be a writer of integrity,

         quality, and character. Thanks for challenging me to keep pushing when I was willing to settle for second best. There’s a

         bit of your wisdom on every page.

      


      Rusty Pritchard for teaching me everything I know about creation care and modeling the divine plan through the way you live

         your life.

      


      Danny Akin for being a wise mentor who helped me discover my calling. You weren’t afraid to tell me when I was wrong and lovingly

         guide me back to the right path. I’m so thankful.

      


      Mark and Janet Sweeney for giving me a lifetime of knowledge about the publishing industry.


      Everyone who listened to me read hours upon hours of my work and gave me thoughtful feedback: Lindsie Yancey, Katie Corbett,

         Jennifer McKay, Culvette Kunze, John and Ashley Welborn, Garet Robinson, Ryan Reid, Courtney Fahey, Ritchie Thurman, Sarah

         Manahan, Clayton Shaw, and Catherine Mileson.

      


      All my teachers, mentors, editors, and encouragers who helped and inspired me over the years. Especially Larissa Arnault,

         John Hammett, Jim Jewell, Dean Inserra, Gabe Lyons, Mark Liederbach, Roxanne Wiemann, Corene Israel, David Gushee, Charles

         Detwiler, Leif Oines, Don Drollinger, Katie Paris, Joel Hunter, and Tyler Wigg-Stevenson.

      


      For all the friends I left off this list and will remember in horror at 3 a.m…. I love you.


   











      INTRODUCTION


      God is green. The idea seems bizarre, almost trivial. Yet, I’m as sure of that statement as I am that two plus two is four

         and the mixing of red and yellow makes orange.

      


      I didn’t always believe it, though. It wasn’t until I engaged in prayer, chance meetings with strangers, personal reflection,

         and discovery of oft-overlooked nuggets in Scripture that I discovered this amazing reality.

      


      God loves and values His creation. God sustains the world and will redeem it according to His plan. Most astonishingly, God

         personally invites us into the process. For some time, Christian thinkers and leaders including Calvin DeWitt, Francis Schaeffer,

         Alister McGrath, and John Stott have called followers of Jesus to keep God at the center but Earth in plain sight. I stand

         on the shoulders of these giants and others as I write this book. Incredible organizations have also arisen to promote the

         biblical paradigm, which requires us to be protectors of God’s creation and champions of justice. Yet work still needs to

         be done. Many Christians remain part of the problem even as God’s Word empowers us to become a great portion of the solution.

      


      As we work together to solve our world’s many problems, we release redemptive power into the world. When we choose to live

         responsibly and sustainably, we bring hope to those whom our lifestyles affect. When faith enters the environmental conversation,

         simple issues become inspiring missions. When we become green like God, everything changes.

      


      Environmentalists recognize the role faith must play in the conversation. Max Oelschlaeger, a professor at North Texas University,

         has written, “There are no solutions for the systemic causes of ecocrisis, at least in democratic societies, apart from religious

         narrative.”

         

            1

         

          Edward O. Wilson, a famed scientist and Pulitzer Prize–winning environmentalist, penned The Creation: An Appeal to Save Life on Earth, a book that was written to a fictitious Southern Baptist pastor who Wilson believes might be the key to solving our problems.

      


      But where do we begin? As an editorial in Christianity Today put it, “The Bible is not the enemy of the environmental cause, but its greatest asset.”
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          Christianity has the most compelling religious narrative known to man, and that is why this book begins where it does—with

         a study of the Scriptures. In the pages that follow, we will encounter a divine plan for this planet, a plan I never knew

         existed. We will come face-to-face with mind-blowing problems all over the globe. Together we will survey the past as we search

         the Scriptures for God’s heart. Then we will fast-forward to the future and consider those who will live on this earth long

         after you and I are dead, buried, and forgotten. When the church starts preaching and promoting the stewardship principles

         found in Scripture, humanity can really begin to solve our environmental problems.

      


      God’s people are on the move, and this book is your personal invitation to join in. The creation care movement views our world

         through God’s eyes. It sees our environmental crises primarily as biblical and moral issues rather than economic, sociological,

         or political. The creation care movement seeks to honor God’s heart for this planet and the people on it.

      


      I’ve fallen in love with our green God. My prayer is that you will do the same while reading this book.


      Enjoy.


      JM
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      MY GREEN AWAKENING


      I fell in love with our green God in an unlikely place: theology class. Seminary was an unlikely place because it’s not typically where people fall in love—fall asleep, maybe, but not in love. Seminary has a tendency to

         be dull and heady, which has earned it the nickname “cemetery” among many. But my professors’ passions energized me. History

         and theology were an invitation to me. I heard Martin Luther pounding nails into the Wittenberg Church door, I smelled the

         fragrance of atoning sacrifices burning on ancient altars, and I sat in horror with Mary at the foot of the cross. I developed

         an ever-deepening love for God during those years, but nowhere was this truer than in my theology classes.

      


      Typical academic advice says that you should rotate professors each semester of theology to expose yourself to various perspectives,

         but I couldn’t tear myself away from Dr. John Hammett. He was humble and fair. He was brilliant. Each class seemed to trim

         the hedge of my mind so that I left a bit raw and more refined. But one class trumped them all.

      


      Dr. Hammett was talking about the ways God communicates with humans. “There are two forms of divine revelation: the special

         revelation in Scripture that is able to lead us to salvation and the general revelation we receive through nature. Both are

         from God,” he declared over a scarred oak lectern. “So when we destroy creation, which is God’s revelation, it’s similar to

         tearing a page out of the Bible.”

      


      Wham! Wap! Bang! Like an action sequence from the old Batman show, I took one straight on the chin. Up until that moment, I hadn’t been a friend of creation. I never recycled, and energy

         conservation was inconsequential. Although I never vocalized it, I believed that it was okay for others to struggle a little

         as long as I prospered. Prior to my classroom jolt, I remember tossing crumpled fast-food bags out of the windows of my speeding

         blue Pontiac thinking I was being bold and cute. When people in my car called me out for being destructive, I laughed. I often

         describe myself as a recovering anti-environmentalist.

      


      As I sat in that theology class, God changed me. He began shifting my perspective and replacing it with His own. He stretched

         out His hand and grabbed hold of my heart. My mind returned to those destructive moments, and I felt God convict me of the

         sins of pride and selfishness.

      


      Since then, God and I have had chats and encounters that have shaped me and moved my faith from belief to action. His surprising

         opinions about creation have leapt off my Bible’s pages from Genesis to Revelation. His voice has nudged me to make personal

         lifestyle changes that I previously thought were reserved only for granola-eating, hairy-legged hippies. He has given me a

         passion for sharing His heart for creation—not as an “environmentalist” but as someone who is searching for God’s heart on

         these issues. He has opened doors for me to share with others in an attempt to build bridges.

      


      I am just a regular “Joe” struggling to live out the whole Christian thing in an increasingly complex and broken world. I’ve

         never handcuffed myself to a tree, and you probably won’t catch me wearing hemp anytime soon. You’d find some eco-hypocrisy

         in my life if you looked for it. I sometimes drive when I could easily walk, and I don’t always choose the green option at

         the grocer. The trunk of my car teems with reusable canvas shopping bags, but I often forget them and am too lazy to go back.

      


      I take a different approach. I won’t attempt to make you feel guilty for having multiple children or eating meat or try to

         shock you with pictures of smokestacks and demolished rain forests. I won’t bore you with “50 tips for greener living.” This

         book is about the One behind the environment. It is as much about the Creator as the creation.

      


      I am sharing my experience with this green God in the spirit that George Will penned Restoration—as a convert to a way of thinking with which I previously disagreed. I write as someone who has reflected on what Scripture

         says about all the things I see around me, attempting to listen attentively to the beat of God’s heart. My journey in search

         of those divine palpitations began in seminary, but it became an ongoing mission to rediscover God’s word and reevaluate God’s

         world.
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      A GRAND DESIGN


      When I look around me and see God’s creation, the wonderment drives me to know Him more intimately. The way God has shaped

         mountains and provided ways to sustain life turns my attention to the artist who put it all together. Even His provision for

         mankind to eat from earth’s bounty makes me hungry for Him. I want to crawl inside His mind and know what He was thinking

         when He fashioned it all. I want to ask Him what He thinks about all our environmental problems, and if He has a plan for

         how we should tackle them.

      




      	Has God spoken about the nature of His creation?


      	Does God have a plan for the environment?


      	Is there a role He wants us to play?


      	Is God really concerned about how we use His creation or if we abuse it?


      	Did God make the earth solely as a resource to be consumed, or does it have inherent value worthy of preservation?


      	Where does Jesus fit into all this stuff?





      Finding the answers to these questions is indescribably valuable to me. When I purchase an important product that comes with

         a user’s manual written by the inventor himself, I take some time to read it. The God who created everything has a plan for

         this planet, and I want to know what it is. I want to let the Creator’s intentions and desires lead me on important environmental

         issues.

      


      Many approach environmental concerns primarily from a human perspective. Although their opinions are helpful, they aren’t

         supremely important. We face unprecedented environmental crises today, and we need an “all hands on deck” approach to solving them.

         I want to see the stats and hear the experts, but as a follower of Christ what matters most to me is God’s truth.

      


      I left Dr. Hammett’s class that day on a mission. I began combing the Scriptures for creation insights I never noticed. I

         read the Bible as if for the first time, and I wrote down every morsel regarding creation I had somehow missed before. Soon,

         the morsels made sense and a larger plan emerged. Though many of the truths I found seemed hidden or forgotten, they comprise

         a grand design for the world around us.

      


      TOUR GUIDES AND TIRADES


      As I wrestled with God’s plan for this planet and the role He wanted me, and all humans, to fill, it naturally followed that

         I should survey the current condition of the world and apply my findings.

      


      The true condition of our world shocked me. Millions die unnecessary deaths each year from lack of safe drinking water. The

         earth’s diverse creatures, from tropical bugs to arctic animals, are facing extinction. Air in many of our most populated

         cities isn’t fit to breathe. Dense rain forests, which hold medicinal power and incredible biodiversity, are being laid bare.

         Soil in many places is unfit for farming, landfills are piling up at incredible rates, and carbon emissions are at egregious

         levels.

      


      A world of dire ecological problems is not a distant reality. That is our world. Yet it is not until we view ecological problems

         through a divine lens that we can truly determine our obligations.
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      Christianity provides ample foundation for healthy living. But many Christians today are unequipped to live a life in tune

         with God’s plan, unable to provide clear answers to questions people are asking about global problems. Other Christians shirk

         any responsibility that inhibits their free pursuit of pleasure.

      


      Unfortunately, many churches and pastors aren’t responding. Some are doing nothing. Churches that claim to preach the whole

         Bible sheepishly avoid or brush over the many passages that reveal God’s intentions for the earth. About half of all Protestant

         pastors in the United States say they speak to their church about creation care “rarely” or “never.” That percentage rises

         to 77 percent for evangelical church pastors only.

         

            1

         

          I often wonder how so many pastors who are so rich in theology can be so poor in applying a theology of nature.

      


      The poor application of this theology has had a trickle-down effect, producing Christian laity ambivalent about caring for

         God’s handiwork. As one of the most sweeping studies of public attitudes toward environmentalism ever conducted states, “Evangelical

         self-identification is strongly associated with less support for the environment.”
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          One modern historian adds, “Indifference toward the environment, or at least toward claims of environmental crisis, abounds

         in fundamentalist Protestant writings.”

         

            3

         

          When one’s commitment to conservative Christianity increases, coolness toward the environment often increases. A recent poll

         shows that Christians are one of the least likely groups to recycle.
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      The church’s unwillingness to address these issues also has had a trickle-up effect on those whom we elect. Legislators backed

         by the religious right consistently oppose environmental protections. In 2003, 45 U.S. senators and 186 congressmen earned

         an 80 to 100 percent approval rating from the nation’s top Christian advocacy groups. But most of those same legislators received

         an average of less than 10 percent from the League of Conservation Voters.
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      The discrepancy between Christians’ attitudes toward environmental problems and God’s plan inspired and motivated me. I felt

         compelled to do something, to play the part I felt God chose for me.

      


      Great writers became tour guides, leading me along the path to environmental reality. I was astounded at the vastness of human-caused

         problems throughout the world, but more importantly, I was shocked at how blinded I had been to them until now. Living in

         a wealthy, first-world nation has sheltered me from the global problems that devastate billions of citizens of our planet.

         Living well above the poverty line has secluded me from many of the same problems afflicting less-privileged Americans. After

         my classroom epiphany, I felt impelled to act.

      


      I contacted several Christian leaders and asked them to help me draft a theologically centered response to environmental problems.

         Once the document was drafted, I sent it around to leaders in my home denomination, the Southern Baptist Convention, asking

         for their support. The response was overwhelming, and in a few months, I released the final draft with the signatures of forty-six

         national leaders attached. I was proud of the input so many had offered that shaped the document, and I was inspired by the

         courage of so many to step out. I had no idea I had kicked the political hornets’ nest.

      


      Within hours of the document’s release, my e-mail inbox was full. Some positive responses were sent, but the vitriolic tirades

         screamed louder. I was labeled a liberal, socialist, and tree hugger, and I was called names I wouldn’t dare put in print.

         Leaders of Christian organizations in Washington, DC, threatened to ruin my reputation if I went ahead with this. People who

         claim to represent faith communities resorted to secular political tactics. I responded to these individuals the only way

         I knew how: with truths I found in God’s Word and information about our environmental problems.

      


      These things were indescribably difficult to process at the time. Everybody wants to be liked, even by people who don’t know

         them well, and no one enjoys being called names. But the experience made me realize that we’ve built walls that must come

         down. We must do the hard work this important subject requires. We must mine the many nuggets in Scripture that address this

         issue and then apply them directly to the environmental situations in which we find ourselves. At the intersection of faith

         and facts, we sit at the feet of a green God who places the burden of action squarely upon our shoulders.
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      A DEEPER SHADE OF GREEN


      I had spoken in front of large audiences before, but this was different. This was an assembly of college students, and having

         recently been a college student myself, I knew that it would be a tougher crowd than Mystery Science Theater. College students are easily bored and overly critical, eager to laugh and happy to do it at your expense if you give them

         the slightest reason.

      


      A horn bellowed a high note and the band started playing, which signaled the procession. I marched behind the college president,

         who was robed in his academic regalia, as we entered an arena filled with more than a thousand students and faculty members.

      


      I wondered why they invited me to be the keynote speaker for the school’s annual convocation. The college’s vice-president

         of admissions later said he selected me because he felt “a young face might connect better with the students” and because

         my passions and recent work corresponded to their chosen theme for the upcoming school year: “It’s Easy Being Green.” I felt

         they could have scored a well-known speaker with little effort.

      


      Three months earlier, I had eagerly accepted the invitation, but my excitement soon turned to panic. I felt a lot of pressure

         to perform. The night I received the invitation, I couldn’t stop pacing. “Looks like I have gotten myself into another mess

         again, Lord.” I prayed that I wouldn’t be boring and that God would find a way to use my message to impact someone. I even

         tried some breathing exercises I found on the Internet to help me relax. (In the end, I chugged some cold medicine and passed

         out.)

      


      I spent countless hours during the weeks leading up to the event asking friends and colleagues for pointers on the best angle

         to attack the subject. I knew preparation was the key, so I began reading every book I could get my hands on in hopes that

         I would be ready for any postspeech questions. I collected heaps of material from others who had spoken in similar venues

         and on similar subjects. Finally, I scheduled a lunch with the vice-president to chat about the event.

      


      We met at a local seafood joint not far from their campus. The VP said they were excited to have me speak as he slowly poked

         at his crab cake. I was curious to know what they were doing to promote the event.

      


      He told me that each year his staff picked a theme for the school year, which they promote campus-wide. This year they chose

         environmentalism. To help the students begin the journey down the green path, they provided every student a copy of an environmental

         book and a green T-shirt with “It’s easy being green” printed across the back. Every student would read the book and then

         listen to me unpack the whole “green thing” for him or her. It sounded like a solid plan, and I was happy to play a part.

         I looked forward to seeing the book.

      


      When the book arrived, I had no idea what to expect. The school is a prestigious academic institution, so I assumed the book

         would be scholarly. I hoped it wouldn’t be too thick. It is a Christian college, and I thought the book would perhaps take

         a juicy, theological angle, which I would love.

      


      When the book arrived, I ripped open the package like a seven-year-old opening a gift from Santa. I pulled out a tiny book

         with a green, embossed cover.

      


      I was stunned. With less than 150 pages of text between the covers, the slim volume seemed better suited for a coffee table

         than a classroom. I was also surprised by the book’s content. It had nothing to do with theology. Each chapter concluded with

         an essay from a celebrity—Justin Timberlake, Cameron Diaz, Will Ferrell, Jennifer Aniston, and Ellen DeGeneres—on how to live

         green.

      


      Slouching back in my red recliner and staring at the book, I asked myself: “What message is this book sending?” The only answer

         I came up with frustrated me: “You should ‘go green’ because it’s cool.”

      


      THE GREEN TRAIN: ALL ABOARD


      Where is America today? America is standing in a checkout lane with a pack of cool-looking, compact fluorescent lightbulbs.

         America is swinging by the neighborhood grocery store to snatch up a couple rolls of unbleached, recycled paper towels. America

         is not cold because she is wrapped in organic cotton and faux fur. America is not stranded on the side of the road because

         she is purchasing hybrid vehicles in record numbers. America is not hungry because she has been munching on gourmet organic

         snacks. America is bragging about these things everywhere from the homeowners’ association to church events.

      


      “Clearly, eco-awareness is no longer beardy, worthy, or dull,” writes Mimi Spencer of the Guardian. “In one of the greatest retail revolutions of our times, it’s hot. Green is glam. Sustainability is sexy.”

         

            1

         

          Green is like the star high school quarterback of cultural movements. What was once reserved for Birkenstock-wearing flower

         children has hit mainstream culture. Green is the new black. It’s trendy, en vogue, and cosmopolitan.

      


      Like most trends, going green has become a source of pride. That’s why, when you hear some people talk about how they have

         gone green, it sounds more like bragging than advocacy. I think about a lady I encountered not long ago at the mall. She was

         talking on her cell phone at a volume that invited, if not begged, me to eavesdrop. “Nonorganic milk?” she exclaimed with

         a mixture of Valley Girl drawl and utter disgust. “Eww! I wouldn’t touch that stuff.” She told her friend on the other end

         (and everyone within a hundred feet), in no uncertain terms, how much good she was doing for “the world.”
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      According to the Institute for Grocery Distribution, nearly 70 percent of today’s shoppers reach for more expensive grocery

         items if they are marked as organic, fair trade, or free range.
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