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The Christian Origins of Earth Day(s)
     In 2011, the holidays of Good Friday (which follows a 
Paschal lunar calendar) and Earth Day (which is fixed annu-
ally at April 22) coincided.  Some Christians in the blogo-
sphere went ballistic: how dare the moon conspire against 
Jesus Christ so!   April 22, 2011 did lend itself to some bril-
liant reflections: how indeed is the cross of Christ relevant to 
environmental action?  “What does the one [holiday] have to 
do with the other?” Southern Baptist leader Russell Moore 
asked.  “More than we might think”:

     We understand that we live in the “already” of an 
“already/not yet” framework of this restoration. We can-
not therefore share an economic libertarian’s purely util-
itarian view of the earth and its resources. Nor can we 
share a radical environmentalist’s apocalyptic scenarios 
of the complete destruction of the earth. In our care for 
creation, we must maintain both the necessity and the 
limits of environmental action, knowing that the ulti-
mate liberation of creation has everything to do with our 
resurrection and the resumption of human rule through 
Christ over this universe.   
     That means that this Good Friday, and this Earth Day, 
we need to love what God loves: his entire creation. We 
need to conserve and care for the good earth that God 
has created. And we need to remember that, ultimately, 
the curse is rolled back by a bloody cross.
     The risen Jesus, for his life and death and resur-
rection, saves us from an ecological catastrophe of the 
worst kind. And he raises us to newness of life to reign 
with him in a new creation—a different kind of Earth 
Day, a different kind of earth.

     If 2011’s commemorations weren’t enough to win over 
crucicentric Christians for Earth Day, then possibly the  pro-
motion of John McConnell’s story might.  McConnell begins 
his autobiography, “I am best known for my role in starting 
Earth Day in 1970.”  Even the United Nations General Sec-
retary at the time, U Thant, freely credited McConnell, “the

 

John McConnell appears with the 
Earth Day flag that he designed 

founder of Earth Day.” McConnell, born in 1915, grew up as 
the son of an independent Pentecostal evangelist.   An early 
career in manufacturing plastics piqued his curiosity about 
the use of waste products, but World War II came quickly 
upon his adulthood.  He served in the Merchant Marines, and 
often conducted church services aboard vessels.  During the 
war, McConnell became a lifelong peace activist, convinced 
that “prayer and love could be more powerful than bombs.”  
He never drew much attention until 1957, the year when Sput-
nik was launched, America was making plans to respond, 
and one of McConnell’s editorials in a small North Carolina 
paper was picked up by the wire services. Entitling his piece 
“Make Our Satellite A Symbol Of Hope,” McConnell asked 
the question, “What will be the effect upon the world when 
our own satellite is launched? Will it turn the world toward 
peace and unity, or away? We need some symbol of peace, 
to give the world a promise that conquest of space will be 



for good and not for evil.”  He proposed wrapping the Amer-
ican satellite “with some highly reflective material such as 
aluminum foil” and launching it near Christmastime.  “It is 
true that certain segments of humanity do not believe in the 
Event symbolized by the star of Christmas,” he wrote. “But 
there is no religion or no nation on earth (considering peo-
ple, not governments) that does not respond with hope and 
longing to the angel’s song of Peace on Earth, Good Will to 
Men.”  Throughout his life, McConnell’s activism--whether 
for peace or for the environment--never strayed far from his 
Christian faith.  “If there had been no Christian experience 
in my life there would be no Earth Day,” he said in a 2010 
interview, “ – or at least I would not have initiated it.”
     The way the story goes, McConnell proposed the idea 
of a day for “peace, justice, and the care of the Earth” at 
a  UNESCO conference in San Francisco in 1969.  He pro-
posed the first celebration to be held on March 21, 1970, on 
the day of the northern hemisphere’s Spring Equinox.  Mc-
Connell wrote up a proclamation which was signed by U 
Thant and a handful of Nobel laureates.  “International Earth 
Day each year can provide a special time to draw people 
together in appreciation of their mutual home, Planet Earth, 
and bring a global feeling of community through realization 
of our deepening desire for life, freedom and love, and our 
mutual dependence on each other.”  Certainly, this is senti-
ment worthy of the United Nations.  But McConnell’s plans 
were quickly eclipsed by United States Senator from Wis-
consin Gaylord Nelson, who within a month of McConnell’s 
proposal called for April 22 to be a national environmental 
teach-in.  Since Nelson’s focus was the United States alone, 
and since it attracted the attention of the indefatigable Denis 
Hayes as a national coordinator, the April 22 date, even in 
1970, captured history’s market share.  In 1990, Earth Day 
(the April 22 one) became an international event, celebrated 
in 141 countries.  While John McConnell’s autobiography 
is entitled Earth Day,  it’s interesting how often the phrases 
“the March equinox Earth Day” or “the original Earth Day” 
creep into his words.  Supposedly many friends encouraged 
him to sue Nelson and Hayes for copyright violation, but 
McConnell claimed that his faith prohibited lawsuits.  Sen-
ator Nelson was eventually awarded the Presidential Medal 
of Freedom, but McConnell also received his own share of 
honors in his lifetime.  Even now the Earth Day flag de-
signed by McConnell is the one that is flown on April 22.
     McConnell’s website once attracted an e-mail that he 
answered with the reply:

Why another Earth Day - and on April 22nd? I would 
venture a possibility -- although Easter varies as to its 
date each year, it seems to be generally around mid-to-
late April and many of those who support the “spuri-
ous” Earth Day have beliefs that run counter to the true 
meaning of Easter -- namely, the celebration of the risen 
Lord Jesus Christ...Many Christians who observe Earth 
Day on April 22 have not seen the true history of Earth 

Day (www.earthsite.org). While people of all religions 
and no religion celebrate the real Earth Day, which is on 
the March Equinox, it especially appeals to Christians 
-- because the centerpiece of Earth Day (the moment of 
the equinox) provides a powerful moment of opportuni-
ty for Christians, as well as others, to join in silent prayer 
and dedication to the care of Earth.

     The next convergence of Good Friday and April 22’s Earth 
Day is not until 2095.  That’s a long time to wait for another 
lively conversation about the Cross and Creation.  And as 
for McConnell’s story, while he might have tributary status 
when it comes to the Earth Day that we will celebrate this 
Wednesday, he is no recognized headwater. He also likely 
underestimated the wariness of Christians, particularly con-
servative ones, to have anything to do with the symbology 
of the Equinox, his proposed Earth Day.  There were just too 
many unreconstituted druids running around in 1970, Denis 
Hayes among them.  
     This year, considering the growth of the creation care 
movement, there will likely be more Christians commemo-
rating Earth Day than ever before, but ambivalence remains 
high and every so often some hostility also emerges.  For 
example, a popular conspiracy theory is that Senator Nel-
son purposefully choose the 100th anniversary of Vladimir 
Illych Lenin’s birthday (April 22, 1970) for the first Earth 
Day.  It gets wearisome to paddle against such currents.  I 
am of the opinion that it is unlikely that Earth Day will be 
embraced by Christians any time in the near future.  And so 
consequently. . .

News Item
     This morning the editor of The Liberator Today deliv-
ered a prospectus to Ed Brown, senior Lausanne associate 
for Creation Care, proposing a global campaign whereby 
the church of Jesus Christ--Protestant, Catholic, and East-
ern Orthodox--heed the call of the late Wangari Maathai of 
Kenya and observe Easter Monday as an international day 
of creation care and (at least in the northern hemisphere) of 
tree planting.  (See The Liberator Today, 4/16/15, “Happy 
Easter Monday! Go Plant a Tree.”)  Easter Monday, an un-
der-served holiday in itself, will not compete with Earth Day 
but will generate a longer “Earth Day season,” while more 
effectively connecting creation care to the resurrection of 
our Lord. The Liberator Today will keep you informed about 
the progress of the prospectus and the campaign.
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