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Most of the special days that we celebrate here at Good Shepherd Baptist Church are quite, quite 
old.  The majority of them relate to events in the life of Jesus and have been celebrated by the 
Church in various ways for nearly two thousand years now.  Some of those are actually grounded 
in even earlier Jewish observances: we cannot celebrate Maundy Thursday, for example, without 
reference to Passover, the commemoration of the exodus of the Children of Israel from Egypt, 
perhaps as long as 1500 years before Christ.  But there are a few of our special days which are of 
more recent vintage.  In January each year, we celebrate the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, 
first observed in 1908, as well as Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, which commemorates Rev. Dr. 
King’s birth in 1929, was first declared a holiday in 1983 and was finally celebrated in all 50 
states in 2000. 
 
Tucked into all those MLK dates is the establishment of Earth Day, which first occurred on April 
22, 1970.  I remember that first Earth Day quite well.  I was nine years old, in fourth grade in the 
little hamlet of Commack, NY, in the first year of my family’s return from England.  As I recall, 
there was a good deal of excitement over the observation.  Pollution was a far more populist 
concern in those days than climate change is now – there were no “pollution deniers.”  I don’t 
think I realized that Earth Day was the first – I simply assumed it was an American observance 
previously unknown to me.  But the day and the teaching leading up to it stuck with me and I 
have considered myself to be environmentally concerned since that time. 
 
So I was truly delighted when I arrived as your pastor just over nine years ago to discover that 
Earth Day had a place among the special days celebrated by this congregation.  I have no idea 
when the practice began but today after worship Dale Sutton will take the traditional picture of 
the children of Good Shepherd outside by one of the flowering trees.  And my message for you 
today centers on a Scriptural reminder that the gifts of our good Earth, everything which allows 
humankind to thrive and the beauty which surrounds us, are in fact gifts from our Loving 
Creator, the God of Israel and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  We are stewards of the Earth, 
which is the Lord’s and all that is in it.  The question ever before us on Earth Day is, “Are we 
good stewards of the good Earth?” 
 
In particular today, I want to focus on God’s gift and our stewardship of water.  Water is one of 
the great topics and metaphors of our Scriptures and little wonder.  Our lives depend upon it.  In 
an average, healthy person, the human body is approximately 70% water.  Doctors and scientists 
tell us we may need to drink as much as eight eight-ounce glasses of water daily for optimal 
health.  We drink it, we cook in it, we wash our bodies, our clothes, our utensils, our cars in it.  
Our oceans and seas and lakes and rivers still carry the vast majority of trade goods in our world.  
Boundaries have been established and wars have been fought over rights to water, both as a 
transportation system and as a source for food.  Irrigation rights are a major source of conflict in 
places less well-watered than Western Washington.   
 
Even though we live in a post-industrial, post-agrarian society, where the day to day importance 
of water is obscured by its ready availability, our contemporary art and literature continue to be 
full of water imagery and themes.  That 1974 classic of American film noir, “Chinatown,” 
centers on the crimes committed in pursuit of water rights.  Frank Herbert’s monumental science 
fiction novel, Dune, which continues to engender sequels and adaptations more than 40 years 
after its initial printing, is primarily set on a desert planet where the search for water and its 
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conservation is a major factor in the plot.  The list of the world’s literature and art in which water 
is a major image or theme could be endless. 
 
We find water images throughout the Bible, as well.  The need for water was even more 
inescapable for that agriculture-based society and that relatively arid place.  There are many 
stories in the Pentateuch about wells and the search for water.  These stories can be read with 
both a literal and a figurative meaning.  Just as God leads the patriarchs to wells and empowers 
Moses to release water from the desert ground for the wandering Israelites, so too does God 
refresh their spirits, bringing courage, hope and fortitude to an often querulous, murmuring 
Chosen People.  The imagery of water may be found in the Wisdom literature, for example in 
Song of Songs, where the young man praises his lover’s charms as “a garden fountain, a well of 
living water, and flowing streams from Lebanon.”  Water is also a prime image for the prophets; 
both in its lack, as they speak of the judgment of God upon the nation, and in its abundance, as 
they look toward Israel’s restoration and renewed blessing.  Our passage from Isaiah this 
morning reminds Israel that Yahweh is master of the water, the conqueror of the sea which they 
fear and used as a metaphor for chaos and evil, as well as the provider of the fresh water which 
sustains life. 
 
As an expression of God’s grace, water is also an important symbol of the New Testament, 
particularly in the shared Christian experience of baptism, although that rite takes many forms.  
The titular head of all Eastern Orthodox churches, the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, 
Archbishop of Constantinople, is sometimes known as the “Green Patriarch” for his 
championship of environmental causes.  He has written, “Just as water is the essence of all life, 
water is also the primary element in the life of a Christian, where the sacrament of Baptism 
marks the sacred source of the spiritual life.”  Altogether, the Bible includes more than 500 
references to the word water and countless more on water related subject like rivers, rain, seas, 
floods, and storms. 
 
There is another image that reminds us of the importance of water in our lives and I’m not sure 
whether to attribute it to art or science.  It is known as “Earthrise” and it is a photograph taken by 
astronaut William Anders in 1968 during the Apollo 8 mission.  You can see it on the insert in 
your bulletin. Nature photographer Galen Rowell declared it "the most influential environmental 
photograph ever taken.”  I mention it because in it the Earth appears almost completely blue and 
white, very little land is visible, reminding us of the predominance of water on our world.  The 
blue of the seas and the white of the clouds, which are of course water vapor, could lead the 
uninformed visitor from outer space to think that the blue planet was entirely one of water.  It 
was also the Apollo 8 mission during which the crew read the story of creation from Genesis 
during their Christmas Eve radio broadcast to Earth, ending with Frank Borman’s words, “God 
bless all of you, all of you on the good Earth.”  You can be assured that, due in part to my dad’s 
work on the space program, it is those words that I am thinking of anytime I refer to this planet 
of God’s creation as “the good Earth.” 
 
But in the face of the overwhelming scientific, artistic and scriptural evidence that water is of 
paramount importance in our lives, there is also the growing realization that humankind have 
been very poor stewards of this great gift of God.  Almost one billion people today do not have 
access to clean drinking water. Our water resources are being depleted and degraded as a 
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consequence of our agricultural and industrial use of water, deforestation and climate change, 
overconsumption, waste, and pollution.  For all that our planet is blue and there is water all 
around us, freshwater is actually quite rare, making up about one percent of all the Earth’s 
available water resources.  All of God’s creation depends on this one percent.  But we are not 
careful of our consumption.  Home water use in the United States, which includes bathing, 
washing, cooking, and lawn care, increases every year.  A typical morning shower will result in 
approximately five gallons of water down the drain for every two minutes spent washing.  The 
average family uses approximately 300 gallons of water a day. And nearly every region in the 
country has experienced water shortages in the last five years.  According to the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), “at least 36 states are anticipating local, regional, or statewide water 
shortages by 2013, even under non-drought conditions.”  Furthermore, a recent report by the 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Association indicated that one in ten U.S. watersheds is 
stressed and other studies have indicated that at least eleven major cities could be threatened by a 
water shortage as a result of climate change in the next ten years including Cleveland, Miami, 
San Francisco, Dallas, and Washington DC just to name a few. 
 
When it comes to home use, there are things that we can do to curb our own consumption.  
Taking shorter showers, only running the clothes and dish washers when they are full, and fixing 
leaky faucets are just a few simple things we can do to reduce our water use and our water bills.  
Some years ago, I read the Navajo Reservation mysteries of Tony Hillerman, featuring the 
characters Joe Leaphorn and Jim Chee of the tribal police.  Hillerman sought to capture an 
authentic Navajo way of life in his books and the instinctive, automatic care that these desert 
dwellers took with water made an impact on me.  I found myself almost unconsciously emulating 
those men as they used the bare necessity of water for routine activities like brushing their teeth 
and shaving.  Now, I’ve never taken to the “Coast Guard Method” of showering I was taught by 
a veteran when I was a teen, getting wet, turning off  the water to soap up and then restoring the 
water to rinse off the soap and shampoo, but turning off the water while brushing or shaving 
make sense to me.  Does that add up to a whole lot of water?  Well, no, for each day.  But over 
the course of a lifetime?  If everyone in the household does it and continues to do it as they grow 
up and move to their own households and teach it to their children?  How many gallons can we 
save with such a simple act? 
 
Agricultural uses also stress our freshwater supply and contribute to pollution.  Now, I know 
none of us here are farmers but what if we were more careful about food choices based on 
learning about the irrigation techniques used for certain foods.  I know it will sound like heresy 
here in the Northwest, home of Starbucks and of ever-increasing Asian populations and 
restaurants but some of the foods that demand the most water are coffee and rice. Coffee requires 
(listen carefully, now) 2500 gallons of water to produce a pound of coffee (let me repeat that…) 
and rice requires 650 gallons of water per pound of rice.  Can we cut back on our coffee 
consumption?  On the amount of rice we eat? 
 
And, although we are not farmers, we may be contributing in a small way to a similar form of 
pollution through our yard care habits.  Most of our large scale agricultural production uses 
fertilizers and pesticides to protect the crops from harm and ensure high yields for the farmers.  
These contaminants are washed into streams and rivers by rain resulting in what is known as 
stormwater. This threatens the health of the fish and other aquatic life by degrading the water 
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quality.  How many of us have used fertilizer to make our lawns green, heeding perhaps that 
insistent Scotsman on the lawn care commercials, “Feed your lawn.  Feed it!”?  Or how many of 
us have used herbicides to get rid of pesky weeds?  The City of Lynnwood is currently facing a 
bit of a conundrum in this matter.  City staff has devised an Integrated Pest Management Plan, 
the “IPMP,” which guides, in part, how the Public Works Department controls weeds in the 
public right of way.  Their research shows that the majority of scientific studies have approved 
the chemical commonly known as “Roundup” for safe weed control.  But a number of concerned 
citizens have come forward with other studies which show “Roundup” is not safe for man nor 
beast.  City Council has approved the IPMP but a number of us are queasy about it and have 
urged the Public Works staff to investigate alternatives and to present the cost of those 
alternatives during the upcoming budget process.  If you’re a Lynnwood resident and have 
concerns about “Roundup,” I’d suggest you write to at least one of your councilmembers.  I think 
you know where to find one. 
 
Another cause of stormwater runoff pollution is the family automobile.  Our cars and vehicles 
leave oil and other products on the roads.  If your car leaks oil, rain will almost assuredly take 
the drips from your driveway and the roads and parking lots you habituate into storm sewers and 
into the streams which are habitat for salmon and other aquatic life and then into Puget Sound.  If 
your car burns oil, the particles sent into the air will be precipitated by that same rain, with the 
same effect.  Stormwater is a leading source of water pollution nationally.  Again, each person’s 
negative contribution may be small but if we are vigilant and encourage our children, neighbors, 
co-workers and friends to be vigilant, we can make a difference for God’s good Earth. 
 
Because of our faith, we recognize water as God’s gift, as holy water, whether or not it has been 
blessed in a special ceremony.  But even away from faith, the world is recognizing water as that 
which is so essential to life that human beings have a right to access clean, fresh water.  In 
November 2002, the United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
adopted General Comment No. 15 on the right to water. Article I.1 states, “The human right to 
water is indispensable for leading a life in human dignity. It is a prerequisite for the realization of 
other human rights.”  Later, on July 28, 2010, through Resolution 64/292, the United Nations 
General Assembly explicitly recognized the human right to water and sanitation and 
acknowledged that clean drinking water and sanitation are essential to the realization of all 
human rights. The Resolution calls upon States and international organizations to provide 
financial resources, help capacity-building and technology transfer to help countries, in particular 
developing countries, to provide safe, clean, accessible and affordable drinking water and 
sanitation for all. 
 
Such actions by the UN and other bodies are necessary.  Statistics in many parts of the world are 
grim.  In Africa and Asia, women walk an average of 3 miles to secure clean water for their 
families. This is assuming they have access to clean water as many developing communities 
share their water supply with animals. Lack of access to clean water and proper sanitation is the 
second biggest killer of children in the developing world. 
 
I’ve already mentioned some ways in which we can individually take action to help preserve 
God’s gift of water for our children and their descendants.  There are also some things we can do 
to help those who are taking action for fresh water worldwide.  I want you to know about two 
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programs in which friends of mine are involved that are doing their part to alleviate water 
problems in various parts of the world and I hope you will consider supporting one or both.  I’ve 
mentioned before my friend Darrell Adams, the folksinger who has been a regular guest on 
Garrison Keillor’s radio programs and whose song, “The Family of God,” and adaptation of 
Psalm 23 are in our hymnal supplement.  Darrell is also a staff member for a ministry called 
MedWater.  According to their mission statement: “MedWater collaborates with global health 
organizations already positioned in developing countries to bring access to safe water, and teach 
basic sanitation and hygiene practices in the communities they serve.”  This year, their focus in 
in Ecuador. 
 
Two other friends from our Louisville days are David and Colleen Burroughs.  They are the 
founders and executives of Passport Camps, “an international student ministry born out of the 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship.  Passport offers life-changing experiences with an emphasis on 
mission action and global justice in the name of Jesus Christ.”  They have mission-oriented 
camps for children as well as for youth.  Colleen Burroughs is an “MK,” a missionary kid.  
Despite her very Irish name, she was born and raised in Malawi, where her parents served for 
years.  A few years ago, she learned to her shock that, despite its verdant setting, Malawi is one 
of the countries that are severely water stressed.  As a result, Passport now operates “Watering 
Malawi” in conjunction with World Vision, whom we have supported for years through their 
“30-Hour Famine” program.  You can find links to the websites of “Watering Malawi” and 
MedWater on the insert in your bulletin. 
 
Supporting these ministries represents small steps in the fight to combat water stress but small 
steps are necessary.  It is important for us to remember that each of these small steps for us may 
make an enormous difference in the lives of a whole village in Africa or South America.  If they 
do not have to spend hours in the search for and acquisition of potable water, then children can 
go to school, women can gather around the well, and perhaps the conversation can turn to the 
living water of God’s Spirit as well as the physical water needed to keep their families alive.  
God told Isaiah that God was about to do a new thing, that it would spring forth like fresh water.  
We are still called to be a part of God’s new thing, to lay aside the wasteful or careless attitudes 
and actions of the past and become true stewards of God’s good Earth.  To live and to thrive our 
neighbors and the generations still to come need access to water, holy water.  As we take care for 
their need, so we participate in the healing of the world and so, on this Earth Day, we take one 
more step in the way of Jesus, in becoming true children of God.  Amen. 
 


