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I’ve chosen a Bible text that you probably know by heart. But I want to give it a 

fresh translation, in order to help you hear some meanings which you may not have heard 

before. This is John 3:16: “For God so loved the earth, that he gave his only Son...” 

This translation will then permit me to tell you, autobiographically, Why I Love the Earth, 

and then to ask you, finally, where you stand.

If you were brought up the way most Christians were in modem times, spiritually 

speaking, the very thought may perplex you. Loving the earth? What does that have to 

do with Jesus, my Savior? You were in all likelihood taught, as I was, that the great gift 

of God in Jesus Christ is the forgiveness of our sins and that the great command of God 

in Jesus Christ, second only to love of God, is love of our neighbor as ourselves.

Nothing here, apparently, about loving the earth.

On the other hand, didn’t you learn to sing, maybe at an early age, as I did - 

Beautiful Savior, king of creational Could it be, perchance, that although Jesus surely is 

your Savior and surely is my Savior he’s not just our Savior? Could it be, indeed, that 

he’s the Savior of the whole creation — of the earth, in particular? Could it be, therefore, 

that, as his followers, we’re call to love the earth?

That’s the question that increasingly preoccupied me, spiritually, from my earliest 

years, I now realize, in retrospect. I want to tell you that story, to encourage you, too, all 

the more so, to love the earth.

I.

It all began for me in the late 1940's with experiences not totally unlike that of the 
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disciples in that room that the Gospel of John tells us about: the risen Christ visiting the 

disciples behind closed doors. I remember vividly the time when I first experienced a 

death in the family. I was a young boy. It was my grandfather. In the middle of the 

night, my parents woke up my brother and me, wrapped us in blankets, and told us we 

were going to grampa’s house. He was very sick, they said. Once there, I remember the 

hushed sounds in the livingroom. I remember my mother crying, as our pastor embraced 

her.

But most of all, I remember the Communion Service that next Sunday. I remember 

going up to the altar with my father, along with my mother and brother. I remember 

kneeling next to my father at the Communion rail. As I knelt there, it was as if time had 

stopped. It was as if some great and glorious power was settling upon us, caring for us, 

making us safe.

Years later, I began to think of such experiences in terms of the Thomas story in the 

Gospel of John - especially the Thomas story, I should say, since the older I got the more 

doubting questions I flooded my mind and heart. I began to see how the risen Lord had 

entered into the closed room of our grief that day, to minister to us with his love - indeed, 

how the risen Lord had entered, and was to keep entering, into the closed room of my 

own doubts, on many days, in many ways.

IL

Fast forward now, from the late 1940's to the late 1980's. We were in a hospital 

room in Florida. My parents had retired to Ft. Myers, Florida, some years before. But 

this was to be the time of my father’s final retirement. He was dying. My wife and I 

were there, as were my brother, my mother, and my sister.

By that time, both my brother and I had become pastors. So as a matter of course, it 

was natural for us, behind the closed doors of that hospital room where my father lay
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dying, to celebrate Holy Communion together.

Thankfully, my father woke up for the occasion - notwithstanding all the pain and 

all the hazy confusion brought on by his medications. He awoke to a kind of clarity of 

mind and heart that we’d never expected. In that Communion experience, I’m sure, he 

knew, once and for all, that his sins were forgiven. In that Communion experience, I’m 

sure, he knew, once and for all, that the living Lord was reaching out to claim him 

eternally.

As for me, this doubting Thomas, it was as if a glorious current of Divine electricity 

ran through our clutched hands in those moments, in that closed hospital room, as we 

prayed together. It was as if the Lord himself was embracing all of us, in the power of 

his Spirit. After it was all over, looking back on it all, I knew that the Lord had indeed 

visited his disciples, all over again, in that hospital room.

III.

Now let me take you back also to some different kinds of experiences in some other 

settings.

After World War II, my family was among the first to take advantage of the end of 

the gasoline rationing of those days. We took great and beautiful trips far from our home 

in Buffalo, New York, to visit some of the most striking wilderness areas in this country - 

the astounding Grand Tetons, the mysterious Black Hills, the gloriously rugged coasts of 

Maine. Along the way in those early years, I observed that both my mother and my father 

approached those experiences the same way they approached the Communion rail. 

Humbly. With awe. With heightened anticipation. Taking the time to contemplate the 

beauty of the earth. Being open to the presence of God, there and then, too.

Years later, I began to wonder: had that been the same Jesus Christ, the risen Lord, 
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disclosing his glory to us in those wilderness experiences, this time not behind closed 

doors, but with no doors at all, surrounded by the boundless wonders of God’s good 

earth? Had my parents in some sense, maybe not consciously, but in some sense 

intuitively, known that?

Sometimes the four of us would sing hymns together as we stood contemplating 

wilderness vistas. Maybe it was a comical sight, to tell the truth. But maybe it was the 

Gospel truth. One of our favorite hymns, not coincidentally, was Beautiful Savior, King 

of Creation.

IV.

At home it was different for us, of course, since we lived in the city. But it wasn’t 

entirely different, by any means. By choice - and by some necessity - my mother and 

my father, and therefore the three of us children, were avid gardeners. It was indeed 

serious business in those days, even in the cities.

During World War II we had huge “Victory Gardens,” as many people did those 

days. I remember carefully turning the soil, for hours on end, with my brother. Be 

careful, my father would counsel us; don’t dig too deeply, into the clay. I remember 

getting down on my knees with my father to care for the seedlings. Was that like the 

experience with my father at the Communion rail? I remember helping my mother can 

bushels of tomatoes. I’ll tell you: a bushel of hand-picked tomatoes is as beautiful as the 

Grand Tetons!

Did we feel blessed with that garden and with all the fruits of the earth, in those 

days? Of course we did. And so we prayed together at every meal, with deep gratitude 

- “Come Lord Jesus, be thou our guest, and let these gifts to us be blessed.”

Christ, the Beautiful Savior, present at our table - where we feasted on the fruits of 
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God’s good earth - that was an experience that’s always been powerful for me.

V.

Those were some of the spiritual experiences I took with me when I went to 

seminary, and began to study the Scriptures in earnest. So it came as no surprise for me 

to learn that the people of the Bible had lived in much the same kind of world: where the 

earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof, where the Lord God, the Father Almighty, has 

a purpose for all things - for sun and moon, sea monsters and creeping things, the birds of 

the air and the lilies of the field, the amber fields of grain - where the Lord God, indeed, 

not only has a purpose for all things, but wants to save all things, just the way he’s 

wanted, from the first, to save us humans, through Jesus Christ, our Lord.

You can see something of that vision in the Book of Revelation. Yes, we’re told, 

chapter 1, verse 5, Jesus Christ, who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood, 

made us to be a kingdom, priests serving his God and Father. Yes, for sure, the purpose 

of the Father from eternity was to save us sinful humans. But this is the same Lord God, 

whom we hear saying Revelation, chapter 1, verse 8: “lam the Alpha and the Omega...., 

who is and was and who is to come, the Almighty. ” The Book of Revelation then ends 

with this vision of the whole creation, redeemed and glorified, chapter 21, beginning at 

the 1st verse:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth.... Andi saw the holy city, the new 

Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God.... And the one who was seated 

on the throne said, “See, lam making all things new. ” (Rev. 21:1-5)

Which surely suggests a cosmic scope to that text from the Gospel of John that we 

have before us, John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten 

Son.... ” The Greek word here, of course, is - cosmos. For God so loved the cosmos, 

that He gave His only Son. Or to make the text irresistibly tangible, as I have been 

suggesting: for God so loved the earth, that he gave His only Son.
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Through such encounters with the Scriptures, I began to realize that the God I had 

come to know in my own spiritual journey, first as a boy, then as a young man, was the 

very God to whom the Scriptures bear witness: God the Father Almighty, maker and 

redeemer of all things, and Jesus Christ, His only Son, the Beautiful Savior, the king of 

creation - and the Spirit-Creator, the Life-Giver, who makes all things new.

Many times, therefore, I’ve given thanks to God for the witness of my parents, as 

they made it all possible for me to meet the risen Lord, behind closed doors, even the 

doors of death, and also to encounter the same Lord, in the wide-open wilderness spaces 

and in the rich gardens of God’s good earth.

That’s why I love the earth. Because Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells 

me so. And because the selfsame Jesus is also the Lord of all things, who by his Spirit 

will one day bring new life to the whole creation, world without end, when he comes 

again in glory, to usher in the day of the new heavens and the new earth.

VI.

It was almost as if by accident that I happened to discover along the way, in the late 

1960's - in addition to all this - first by reading Rachel Carson’s disturbing book, Silent 

Spring, that this blessed garden planet of ours, so overflowing with the presence and the 

goodness of the Lord, is now in the process of being desecrated by human greed and 

human ignorance.

People will argue about the extent of the global environmental crisis we face today, 

about the actual threat of global warming and things like that. I happen to believe that, in 

balance, this earth is fast getting dangerously out of balance, and that if we humans don’t 

do something about it we’re going to be in big trouble, maybe deadly trouble, especially 

the poor around the earth. But that’s really a secondary point, important as I believe it is, 



for disciples of Jesus. In a word, it’s time for all of us followers of Jesus to love the 

earth, as if our lives depended on it, not only because our lives do depend on it, but 

because we have this Beautiful Savior, who himself loves the whole creation.
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The Book of Genesis makes this kind of love for the earth, in particular, perfectly 

clear. Yes, we humans are given dominion over the earth, according to Genesis 1. But 

how is that dominion to be carried out? Genesis 2 fills in the details. Humans are put 

on the earth, according to Genesis 2, not “to till [the earth] and keep it.” That traditional 

translation is wrong. Rather, we humans are placed in the Garden by God “to care for 

[the earth] and protect it.” That’s the right translation.

This is the consistent logic of the Bible. We love because He first loved us. We 

love the earth, because He first loved the earth and cared for the earth himself.

VII.

So where do you stand?

Whether these thoughts are new to you or quite familiar, this is what I ask you to do, 

according to the Word of God. To renew your discipleship. How?

Give up your greed, if that’s your problem. The earth and the poor of the earth are 

crying out for liberation from the destruction brought upon them by our consumptive 

arrogance and our unecological economic systems.

Work on your ecological ignorance, if that’s your problem. The Psalms celebrate the 

majestic beauties of God’s good creation. But the psalmists could only do that because 

they took the time to know all the creatures of the earth and to contemplate them in their 

glorious otherness and fecund diversity.



8

Overcome your sloth, if that’s your problem. Sometimes we can be overwhelmed 

by the gargantuan trends of our environmental crisis to the point of depression and 

spiritual fatigue. But trust the Lord to handle the big problems and be willing to take 

the little steps that you can take in the right direction, as you follow him.

In all things, finally: praise Godfor our Beautiful Savior, Enter into the liturgy of 

the whole creation on the Lord’s Day, the day of his resurrection. Sing praises, in his 

name, for the incomparable lilies of the field and the glorious hosts of heaven. Feed on 

that heavenly food, harvested from the richness of God’s earth, the bread and the wine of 

his salvation, given for the sake of the whole world.

Why? Because God so loved the earth - and he’s called upon you and me to go and 

do likewise. Amen.


