
Good morning!  As most of you can tell, this is not my normal role in church.  Pastor 

Susan asked me to do the sermon this week.  Well, on Wednesday, April 22, we 

celebrate Earth Day.  This will be the 50th anniversary of Earth Day and Earth Day is 

celebrated across the globe in South Africa, Russia, China, Europe, Brazil, India, and 

many more places.  Earth Day events are not organized by governmental entities but 

rather are grassroots, bottom-up efforts by people concerned and interested in 

improving the environment we live in.  Given that this Wednesday is the 50th 

anniversary, I thought I would look back to the first Earth Day in 1970 and see what I 

could learn.   

 The first Earth Day was organized or maybe better put, the brainchild of 

Senator Gaylord Nelson of Wisconsin. Senator Nelson was elected in 1962, and when 

he arrived in Washington as senator, environmental conservation was in the 

backwaters of thinking in Congress.  Remember that the 1960s were consumed by the 

assassination of President Kennedy, the space race to the Moon, the war in Vietnam, 

President’s Johnson war on poverty, and civil rights. With all of this going on, Gaylord 

had little support for environmental conservation actions by Congress even though he 

believed environmental conservation measures were strongly needed.   

In August of 1969, after visiting the oil spill in Santa Barbara, California, where 

an oil platform 6 miles offshore had a blowout, he wondered if he needed a different 

approach to get Congress interested in addressing the nation’s environmental issues.  

Senator Nelson observed that college students had been staging teach-ins to discuss 

and educate other students about the war in Vietnam.  He wondered if the same 

approach could be used to raise awareness on environmental issues.   Further, he 



wondered if having teach-ins on the same day across the country, would make the 

headlines in newspapers and TV across the country.  Doing so, he thought, would send 

a strong message to Congress that action was needed.  Senator Nelson made a short 

speech in Seattle to a conservation group about this idea and the nightly TV news 

covered his idea.  The idea took off like wildfire and his office was swamped with 

mail about the event. Senator Nelson recruited Pete McCloskey, a conservation-

minded Republican Congressman, to be a co-chair, and they set up a committee with a 

national coordinator to promote the event. Senator Nelson and Representative 

McCloskey also made the decision that teach-in should be a bottom-up effort 

organized by the local groups.  This would give them more buy-in into their own 

individual environmental issues.                        

    On April 22, 1970, 50 fifty years ago, 20 million Americans, 10% of the total 

population of the United States — took to the streets, parks and auditoriums to 

demonstrate for a healthy, sustainable environment across the country.  The teach-ins 

occurred at two thousand colleges and universities, roughly ten thousand primary and 

secondary schools, and hundreds of communities.  This event kicked-off a decade of 

amazing action by Congress on environmental issues and concerns.  Most notably, 

establishment of the Environmental Protection Agency in 1970 followed by the 

passage of the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and 

Rodenticide Act (FIFRA), Toxic Substances Control Act (TSCA), and CERCLA Act or more 

commonly called Superfund Act.   

I probably have talked a bit too much about the founder of Earth Day, but Earth 

Day is his legacy.  Wednesday will be the 50th anniversary of Earth Day.  Without the 



pandemic, there would have been rallies, marches, and teach-ins across the globe. 

These events are not to going to happen.  There are options for you.  There is a 

virtual Earth Day event at EarthDay.org, and there may be other on-line events.  

Another option for you is to be creative at home and find a way to honor our home, 

planet Earth. 

Because we are Lutherans, I thought I might spend a few minutes on what 

Martin Luther had to say about the environment.  I’m going to read two paragraphs 

from a document titled “9.5 Theses on Earth Stewardship: Lutheran Roots for a New 

Reformation” written by David Carlson of Gloria Dei Lutheran and co-chair of the 

Synod’s EcoFaith Network Leadership Team. 

Thesis #1 

Martin Luther understood God’s relationship with the world as that of creatio continua

—“continuing creation.” In the Small Catechism, his explanation of the First Article of 

the Apostles’ Creed begins by saying, “I believe that God has created me together 

with all that exists. God has given me and still preserves my body and soul: eyes, 

ears, and all limbs and senses; reason and all mental faculties.”2 Rather than simply 

saying God exists, this statement brings creation to a personal level. God has created 

me together with all that exists; I am part of God’s creation, connected to all of it.  …   

…  Luther and his legacy see God actively involved with the world, continuing to 

create, preserve, provide. Lutheran theologian Philip Hefner describes our role as 

“created co-creators,”3 part of God’s creation (as creatures) but also participants 

with God in the creative process whose original purpose in the garden was to till and 



keep it (Gen 2:15). But it is a role that carries with it negative as well as positive 

connotations, as can be seen with the current pronouncement by scientists that we 

now live in the anthropocene. That is, we have entered a new geological epoch where 

human beings have become a geological force, not only impacting climate but also 

the earth itself, the chemistry of the oceans and the air—which brings us to the next 

thesis.  

     Thesis #2 

For Luther, Christians are simul justus et peccator— “simultaneously saint and sinner.” 

We are a paradox: on the one hand justified by grace through faith, but on the other 

captive to sin. And sin, for Luther, is best described as cor curvatum in se, “the heart 

turned in on itself,” not only away from God and God’s intentions but also away from 

one’s neighbor and the concerns of the world. It is being self-absorbed as if I am all 

that matters. The concept of sin is both personal/individual and also corporate/social 

for Luther, and today Lutheran theologians such as Larry Rasmussen talk about 

“species sin” as a factor in the ecological crisis—the idea of anthropocentrism, that 

all of creation exists for humanity, and other creatures are seen merely as objects and 

resources for our use, our progress—and we have forgotten our role as stewards, 

created co-creators.4 Repentance, therefore, is needed today at all these levels: 

another turning, outward from self toward the other, a process enabled by God’s 

grace.  



Luther’s words echo God’s instructions to man from Genesis 2:15 “The Lord God took 

man and put him in the Garden of Eden to till it and guard it”.  It does not say to 

destroy it or to abuse it. 

 The pandemic occurring right now is, in my opinion, caused by our failure, as 

humans, to understand and take care of the natural world. When natural systems 

breakdown, the repercussions can be very dramatic. Human biology, at the DNA level, 

is the same across all other levels of creation by God. This includes all living things 

bacteria, plants, insects, bats, fish, livestock, whales and elephants. 

 Disease, as it turns out, is largely an environmental issue.  Sixty percent of 

emerging infectious diseases that affect humans are zoonotic—they originate in 

animals.  Examples of infectious disease that are zoonotic are AIDS, Ebola, West Nile, 

SARS, and Lyme disease.  They are the result of things people do to nature.   

 Spreading zoonotic diseases can be greatly amplified by livestock practices in 

poor counties. An example is the henipah virus in South Asia.  The virus originated in 

flying foxes commonly called fruit bats.  They eat fruit by masticating the pulp and 

then spitting out the juices and seeds. The bats have evolved with the henipah virus 

over million years, and because of this co-evolution, they experience little more than 

a common cold.  In 1999 in Malaysia, bats dropped pieces of chewed fruit into a pig 

farm located in a forest.  The pigs ate the fruit and became infected with the virus, 

amplified it, and then, the virus jumped to humans.  It was startling in its lethality.  

Out 276 people infected, 106 died, and many others suffered permanent neurological 

disorders.   



 The spread of Lyme disease is very much a product of human changes to the 

environment.  Human development of natural forests by reduction and fragmentation 

has eliminated or chased off predators — like wolves, foxes, owls, and hawks. Their 

removal has results in a large increase in white-footed mice.  Mice are great 

reservoirs for the Lyme bacteria because of their poor grooming habits in the removal 

of tick nymphs.  On average mice kill about half of the infected nymphs on them 

while squirrels and possums remove 90%.  When we reduce biodiversity in natural 

system, species that serve a protective role tend to disappear and we encourage 

species that are reservoirs for the disease. 

 Not all is lost.  There are lots of scientists working on sustainable development 

and use of natural systems in the world.  We as humans will also have to consume less 

and waste less. Approximately 2/3 of what is produced ends up as waste and waste is 

part of the large environmental problem. To make things requires resources from the 

earth and that put demands upon natural systems.   

 I want to close with a quotation from Senator Gaylord Nelson, "The economy is 

a wholly owned subsidiary of the environment”.  Let me repeat that "The economy is 

a wholly owned subsidiary of the environment.   Additionally, as Martin Luther stated, 

God is always creating and we need to play our roles as “created co-creators” 

 Thanks for listening. 
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