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Alvaro Ramos knows the 
word “sustainability” can 
cause people’s eyes to glaze 
over.

Staff members at the 
Peggy Notebaert Nature 
Museum hope a new 
Sustainability Center set to 
open in 2023 will demystify 
the term.

“Humans from all 
cultures with different 
values and practices have 
learned to live within their 
means and balance the envi-
ronment,” said Ramos, chief 
curator and vice president of 
museum experience. “That 
is what we want to show 
people. It’s not just about 
the latest and greatest green 
technology or integrat-
ing new software to help 
you save energy. It’s really 
about your values, how you 
connect with everything in 
your life.”

Run by the Chicago 
Academy of Sciences, the 
museum is breaking ground 
this summer on the $1.5 
million center, which will 
cover 1,100 square feet 
and is being funded by an 
Illinois Department of 
Natural Resources grant, 
private donors and a capital 
campaign.

The center will provide 
the latest information on 
ways to protect the Earth’s 
natural resources and 
include a common room for 
the public to share ideas, ask 
questions and find informa-
tion.

“Imagine a library crossed 
with a community center 
crossed with a coffee shop, 
a hangout, a place where 
you can go to a workshop 
or listen to a speaker who’s 
talking about sustainable 
practices or do your own 
research,” Ramos said.

Another important role 
of the Sustainability Center 
will be reinforcing the idea 
that individuals can do 
simple things in their every-
day lives to help the planet 
in a big way, according to 
Deborah Lahey, president 
and CEO of the science 
academy and the nature 
museum.

“I think we can each 
make a difference to change 
things. The Sustainability 
Center will be one more tool 
to do this,” Lahey said.

Museum staff members 
led by Ramos are creat-
ing the centerpiece for the 
exhibit, a giant, interactive 
spherical sculpture.

“The sculpture will repre-
sent our planet and our place 
on the planet,” Ramos said. 
“It will be centered in the 
room with a lot of multime-
dia elements, projections, 
tablets.”

Visitors will also experi-
ence a green wall of living 
plants within the exhibit.

“Sustainability is a big 
umbrella with lots of big 
buckets, for example, how 
your relationship with food 
and agriculture contributes 
to the climate crisis,” Ramos 
said. “We want to draw the 
visitor in with the basic 
understanding that there 
are four sustainable compo-
nents critical to life — food, 
water, energy and culture/
economy.”

Over the past decade, 
other institutions in the 
area have also been trying 
to raise public awareness 
about sustainable practices 
and make them a priority for 
the next generation.

In 2013, Loyola Univer-
sity launched the Institute 
of Environmental Sustain-
ability, followed by the 
School of Environmen-
tal Sustainability in 2020, 
according to Nancy C. 
Tuchman, founding dean 
of the school.

The institute works on 
projects such as designing 
energy efficient classrooms. 
Cuneo Hall in the school of 
nursing is touted as being 
60% more energy efficient 
compared with similar 
buildings. The school offers 
undergraduate and graduate 
degrees in a host of environ-
mental studies, including 
health, restoration and 
sustainability practices in 
agriculture..

College of Lake County in 
Grayslake offers an associ-
ate’s degree in sustainability. 
Its green initiatives include 
the creation of a green roof, 
reducing waste and water 
usage, and using a geother-
mal heat exchange system, 
which has lowered energy 
costs by 50%.

At the nature museum 
center, visitors will also 
learn about the history of 
sustainability.

Ramos said showing how 
cultures throughout time 
practiced sustainability 
can encourage and inspire 
humans in the 21st century. 
Ramos envisions pop-up 
displays that tell stories of 
success.

The stories will reflect 
“everyday people” who 
“have done amazing things,” 
to help the Earth, he said.

For example, visitors 
might hear the story of a 
zero-waste Chicago restau-
rant or a woman who saved 
one of the last remaining 
parcels of virgin prairie.

“We want people to see 
it’s totally possible for you to 
set a goal and then achieve it 
within your world,” he said. 
“We want to illustrate exam-
ples of this. That will be an 
ongoing series.”

Lahey added the center 
will also serve as what she 
calls a digital incubator, a 
laboratory with ever-chang-
ing digital exhibits.

“We are in the midst 
of developing the virtual 
museum, which is the digi-
tal counterpart to the physi-
cal museum in Chicago,” she 
said.

She added that the center 
upholds the mission of the 
science academy since it 
opened in 1857, which is “to 
connect people to nature 
and science and be a spark 
for people to think about 
how they live their lives in 
the world.”

She pointed to one recent 
example, the Chicago 
Conservation Corps, a 
program in all 50 wards of 
the city, that helps commu-
nity members carry out 
sustainability projects.

“They come to us for 
training on projects they 
have imagined to take back 
to their communities,” 
Lahey said.

One woman living in 
Uptown has taken large 

plastic bags and turned 
them into sleeping mats for 
homeless people. A man 
in Humboldt Park helped 
improve composting regu-
lations in the city.

“I really love this because 
it’s something they are 
passionate about and they’re 
doing it,” Lahey said. “They 
come to us with a kernel of 
an idea or fully formed idea. 
In an eight-week session 
they learn how to execute 
it.”

Some 800 community 
leaders have been involved 
in the 10-year-old program, 
she said.

“We’re on the cusp of 
some major changes at 
the museum, the biggest 
changes we’ve had since the 
commission of the museum 
building on North Cannon 
Drive in 1998,” Ramos said.

Indeed, the museum is set 
to open its $4 million exhibit 
called Nature’s Play Space, 
designed for young children, 
this fall.

“It will be a child’s first 
adventure into a nature 
museum,” Lahey said. “They 
get to explore the wonders 
of nature, the incredible 
beauty of being outdoors 
and all of these gorgeous 
mysteries. Then it becomes 
important for them to cele-
brate it.”

And that, she said, will 
lead them right to the doors 
of the Sustainability Center, 
where they’ll learn ways to 
save what they have come 
to love.

Removing the mystery of ‘sustainability’
Notebaert Nature Museum center 
will focus on our environment

Maureen Brusznicki, of Chicago, looks at a display with her children Ben, from left, Elinor and Juliet in the “Weather to Climate” 
exhibit at the Peggy Notebaert Nature Museum in Chicago on Monday. TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE PHOTOS
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A fire that tore through 
an Englewood neighbor-
hood church was caused by 
workers on its roof using a 
propane torch, Chicago Fire 
Department officials said 
Saturday.

The fire at Antioch 
Missionary Baptist Church 
happened Friday after-
noon and caused extensive 
damage to the structure, 
6248 S. Stewart Ave. No one 
was injured or inside the 
church at the time.

The fire department’s 
Office of Fire Investigation 
determined the blaze was 
accidental, caused by roof-
ers using a propane torch, 
according to a tweet from 
the Chicago Fire Depart-
ment.

The roof caved in 
moments after firefighters 
had evacuated because of 
dangerous conditions, said 
Chicago Fire spokesman 
Larry Langford.

Meanwhile, church offi-
cials decided to have Easter 
worship services at Engle-
wood’s Calahan Funeral 
Home, 7030 S. Halsted St., 
beginning at 10 a.m. Sunday 
with the church’s pastor, 
Gerald Dew, according 
to the church’s Facebook 
page. The services will also 
be streamed online.

Also Saturday, Chicago 

fire Deputy District Chief 
Curtis Hudson said firefight-
ers returned to the church 
shortly before noon to check 
on “just some steam” after 
firefighters had already 
returned to the scene a few 
times to put out any residual 
flames.

“I know last night we 
came back at 8 and then 2 
in the morning and then 
again this morning at 7, and 
we’re here now,” Hudson 
said. “Rekindling is to be 
expected for such a big 
building.”

Hudson said when the 
roof collapsed, the debris 

that was then underneath 
the fallen roof was likely still 
on fire and wasn’t getting 
any direct water, which 
would explain any flare-
ups. Hudson said there were 
no visible flames as of early 
Saturday afternoon.

Chicago fire first arrived 
on scene of the extra-alarm 
blaze about 2:30 p.m. Friday 
and had it under control as 
of 4:05 p.m., Langford said 
earlier.

Rodney Simpson, 32, who 
lives in East Pilsen, went 
out to the church Satur-
day morning to “feel the 
weight of what happened 

yesterday.” He said he saw 
a few other people standing 
around, looking at the build-
ing and saw more arrive as 
he was leaving.

Simpson said he grew 
up in the Englewood 
church from early child-
hood up until his early-to-
mid 20s. Though he hadn’t 
attended any service at the 
church in some 10 years, he 
was brought to tears as he 
walked up to what remained 
of what he called his “home 
growing up.”

“Walking up to the build-
ing and seeing it, even the 
emotional response to that 
you really can’t prepare for,” 
Simpson said. “It was like a 
piece of my history, my fami-
ly’s history, the community’s 
history, the city’s history, it’s 
been hollowed out. It defi-
nitely hurt to see that.”

Simpson said he still has 
several connections to the 
church, including his mom 
and brother who attend. 
He found out about the fire 
from his best friend who he 
met and grew up with in the 
church then called his mom 
to check on her.

“I think we were and still 
are all in a state of shock,” 
Simpson said. “There’s a lot 
of things that are coming up 
for me. The space will be 
missed and honored for the 
community and the relation-
ships it nurtured, the spirit 
that it held. It’ll be missed.”

Officials say Englewood church fire 
sparked accidentally by roofers’ torch 

Damaged stained glass windows are illuminated by the sun 
Saturday a day after an extra-alarm fire at Antioch Missionary 
Baptist Church in Chicago.  JOHN J. KIM/CHICAGO TRIBUNE
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