
Pope John Paul II 
at Living History Farms,

October 4, 1979

A letter written by Truro, Iowa,
farmer Joe Hays inviting Pope John
Paul II to visit “rural America, the
heartland and breadbasket of our
nation,” initiated the first Papal visit
west of the Mississippi River and the
largest gathering of people in the
state up to that time. 

The hills surrounding the white oak altar
at Living History Farms were filled with
people of all faiths, many of whom had
walked for miles to catch a glimpse of
the Pontiff as he delivered his homily.

Pope John Paul II arrived late in
the afternoon on a chilly
autumn day.  As his helicopter,
“Angel One,” descended, the
sun’s rays broke through the
clouds, warming the estimated
350,000 people who had been waiting since
early morning for the Pope’s arrival.

Upon landing, the Pope kneeled and kissed
the ground. He blessed farmers as stewards of
the land and told those who farm and those
associated with it, “the church highly esteems
your work.” He encouraged farmers to help
end famine in the world.

Pope John Paul II’s words helped inspire the
urgent relief campaign, Iowa SHARES. After
an intensive, six-week effort, food and medicine were delivered to
starving Cambodian refugees. 
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Dear brothers and sisters in Christ:

Here in the heartland of America, in the middle of the bountiful
fields at harvest time, I come to celebrate the Eucharist. As I stand

in your presence in this period of autumn harvest, those words which
are repeated whenever people gather for the Eucharist seem to be so
appropriate: “Blessed are you, Lord God of all creation, through your
goodness we have this bread to offer which earth has given and human
hands have made.”

As one who has always been close to nature, let me speak to you
today about the land, the earth, and that “which earth has given

and human hands have made.”

The land is God’s gift entrusted to people from the very beginning. It
is God’s gift, given by a loving Creator as a means of sustaining the

life which he had created. But the land is not only God’s gift; it is also
man’s responsibility. Man, himself created from the dust of the earth
(Genesis 3:7), was made its master (Genesis 1:26). In order to bring
forth fruit, the land would depend upon the genius and skillfulness, the
sweat and the toil of the people to whom God would entrust it. Thus
the food which would sustain life on earth is willed by God to be both
that “which earth has given and human hands have made.”

To all of you who are farmers and all who are associated with agricul-
tural production I want to say this: The Church highly esteems your

work. Christ himself showed his esteem for agricultural life when he
described God his Father as “the vinedresser” (John 15:1). You cooper-
ate with the Creator, the “vinedresser,” in sustaining and nurturing life.
You fulfill the command of God given at the very beginning: “Fill the
earth and subdue it” (Genesis 1:28). Here in the heartland of America,
the valleys and hills have been blanketed with grain, the herds and the
flocks have multiplied many times over. By hard work you have become
masters of the earth and you have subdued it. By reason of the abun-
dant fruitfulness which modern agricultural advances have made possi-
ble, you support the lives of millions who themselves do not work on
the land, but who live because of what you produce. Mindful of this, I
make my own the words of my beloved predecessor Paul VI: “It is the
dignity of those who work on the land and of all those engaged in dif-
ferent levels of research and action in the field of agricultural develop-
ment which must be unceasingly proclaimed and promoted.” (Address
to the World Food Conference, November 9, 1974, no. 4.)

What then are the attitudes that should pervade man’s relationship
to the land? As always we must look for the answer beginning

with Jesus, for, as Saint Paul says: “In your minds you must be the same
as Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). In the life of Jesus, we see a real
closeness to the land. In his teaching, he referred to the “birds of the
air” (Matthew 6:26), the “lilies of the field” (Matthew 7:17). He talked
about the farmer who went out to sow the seed (Matthew 13:4 ff); and
he referred to his heavenly father as the “vinedresser” (John 15:1), and
to himself as the “good shepherd” (John 10:14).

This closeness to nature, this spontaneous awareness of creation as a
gift from God, as well as the blessing of a close-knit family—charac-

teristics of farm life in every age including our own—these were part of
the life of Jesus. Therefore I invite you to let your attitudes always be
the same as those of Christ Jesus.

Three attitudes in particular are appropriate for rural life. In the first
place: gratitude. Recall the first words of Jesus in the Gospel we

have just heard, words of gratitude to his heavenly father: “Father, Lord
of heaven and earth, to you I offer praise.” Let this be your attitude as
well. Every day the farmer is reminded of how much he depends upon
God. From the heavens come the rain, the wind and the sunshine. They
occur without the farmer’s command or control. The farmer prepares
the soil, plants the seed, and cultivates the crop. But God makes it
grow; he alone is the source of life. Even the natural disasters, such as
hailstorms and drought, tornadoes or floods, remind the farmer of his
dependence upon God. Surely it was this awareness that prompted the
early pilgrims to America to establish the feast which you call
“Thanksgiving.” After every harvest, whatever it may have been that
year, with humility and thankfulness the farmer makes his own the
prayer of Jesus: “Father, Lord of heaven and earth, to you I offer praise.”

Secondly, the land must be conserved with care since it is intended to
be fruitful for generation upon generation. You who live in the heart-

land of America have been entrusted with some of the earth’s best land:
the soil so rich in minerals, the climate so favorable for producing
bountiful crops, with fresh water and unpolluted air available all around
you. You are stewards of some of the most important resources God has
given to the world. Therefore conserve the land well, so that your chil-
dren’s children and generations after them will inherit an even richer
land than was entrusted to you. But also remember what the heart of

your vocation is. While it
is true here that farming
today provides an eco-
nomic livelihood for the
farmer, still it will always
be more than an enter-
prise of profit-making. In
farming, you cooperate
with the Creator in the
very sustenance of life on
earth.

In the third place, I want
to speak about generos-

ity, a generosity which
arises from the fact that
“God destined the earth
and all it contains for all
men and all peoples so that all created things would be shared fairly by
all mankind under the guidance of justice tempered by charity”
(Guodium et Spes, 69). You who are farmers today are stewards of a gift
from God which was intended for the good of all humanity. You have
the potential to provide food for the millions who have nothing to eat
and thus to help rid the world of famine. To you I direct the same ques-
tion asked by Paul VI five years ago: “. . . if the potential of nature is
immense, if that of the mastery of the human genius over the universe
seems almost unlimited, what is it that is too often missing . . . except
that generosity, that anxiety which is stimulated by the sight of the suf-
ferings and the miseries of the poor, that deep conviction that the whole
family suffers when one of its members is in distress?” (Address to the
World Food Conference, November 9, 1974, no. 9.)

Recall the time when Jesus saw the hungry crowd gathered on the
hillside. What was his response? He did not content himself with

expressing his compassion. He gave his disciples the command: “Give
them something to eat yourselves” (Matthew 14:16). Did he not intend
those same words for us today, for us who live at the closing of the
twentieth century, for us who have the means available to feed the hun-
gry of the world? Let us respond generously to his command by sharing
the fruit of our labor, by contributing to others the knowledge we have
gained, by being the promoters of rural development everywhere and by
defending the right to work of the rural population, since every person
has a right to useful employment.

Farmers everywhere provide bread for all humanity, but it is Christ
alone who is the bread of life. He alone satisfies the deepest hunger

of humanity. As Saint Augustine said: “Our hearts are restless until they
rest in you” (Confessions 1,1). While we are mindful of the physical
hunger of millions of our brothers and sisters on all continents, at this
Eucharist we are reminded that the deepest hunger lies in the human
soul. To all who acknowledge this hunger within them Jesus says:
“Come to me, all you who are weary and find life burdensome, and I
will refresh you.” My brothers and sisters in Christ: Let us listen to
these words with all our heart. They are directed to every one of us.
To all who till the soil, to all who benefit from the fruit of their labors,
to every man and woman on earth, Jesus saves: “Come to me . . . and I
will refresh you.” Even if all the physical hunger of the world were sat-
isfied, even if everyone who is hungry were fed by his or her own labor
or by the generosity of others, the deepest hunger of man would still
exist.

We are reminded in the letter of Saint Paul to the Galatians: “All
that matters is that one is created anew.” Only Christ can create

one anew; and this new creation finds its beginning only in his Cross
and Resurrection. In Christ alone all creation is restored to its proper
order. Therefore, I say: Come, all of you, to Christ. He is the bread of
life. Come to Christ and you will never be hungry again.

Bring with you to Christ the products of your hands, the fruit of the
land, that “which earth has given and human hands have made.” At

this altar these gifts will be transformed into the Eucharist of the Lord.

Bring with you your efforts to make fruitful the land, your labor and
your weariness. At this altar, because of the life, death and

Resurrection of Christ, all human activity is sanctified, lifted up and ful-
filled.

Bring with you the poor, the sick, the exiled and the hungry; bring all
who are weary and find life burdensome. At this altar they will be

refreshed, for his yoke is easy and his burden light.

Above all, bring your families and dedicate them anew to Christ, so
that they may continue to be the working, living and loving com-

munity where nature is revered, where burdens are shared and where
the Lord is praised in gratitude.

The prepared text of Pope John Paul II's
homily delivered at Living History Farms,

October 4, 1979.



The Church of the Land marks the spot where Pope John Paul II brought his
message of the importance of agriculture and land stewardship to the Midwest.
The Church of the Land is re-created in the Carpenter Gothic style of architec-
ture that was   typical of small rural churches in Iowa in the 1870s. It is dedicat-
ed to all those who help steward Iowa’s agricultural resources.  The name was
chosen to reflect the church’s uses and meaning. It is our intention to make the
building available to anyone of any faith and for that reason we have not tied it
to a specific Christian denomination.

The Stained Glass Window
Father John C. Buscemi, an art teacher at the
Holy Name Seminary in Madison, Wisconsin,
designed the symbol of the Four Seasons, Land
and Crops The design became known through-
out the country when it was used for a quilted
banner to hang behind the altar built for Pope
John Paul II’s visit.  A simple stained-glass
window of the colorful design hangs behind
the altar in the Church of the Land to remind
visitors of Pope John Paul II’s historic visit. 
For more information on the Church of the
Land, go to http://www.lhf.org/cgi-bin/gygsite.pl?3~4 

Items related to Pope John Paul II’s Visit:
- John Paul II Visits Rural America (1979)
- Time, October 15, 1979, with cover story on “The Pope in America”
- History News, December 1979, with story “Behind the Scenes at Living History Farms”
- The Catholic Mirror, October 18, 1979, Special Commemorative Issue, 

“Pope John Paul II: A Visit to Rural America”
- Picture, Special Section in Des Moines Sunday Register, October 28, 1979, on 

“The Pope in Iowa”
- Living History Farms - first descriptive folder
- The Iowa Stater, November 1979, “Pope John Paul II visits ‘Bill Murray’s farm’”
- Medallion for Journey to Rural America, October 4, 1979, by His Holiness Pope John Paul II
- Lapel button - October 4, 1979 Papal Visit, in the shape of State of Iowa
- Program for “A Service of Remembrance and Dedication”, October 4, 1979, Living History Farms

Other items:
- The Blue Denim Bible - The New Testament in Today’s English Version:  Good News 

for Modern Man (Third Edition)
- The Official Boy Scout Handbook, second best seller in world book sales (Ninth Edition, 1979)
- Iowa Official Register (1979-1980) and Supplement, autographed by the elected State Officials.
- Pottery jar made at Walnut Hill Pottery, Living History Farms, containing corn grown here in 1979
- Box of 35 mm color slides taken at Living History Farms
- Poem by Reverend John D. Clinton “To Bill Murray”
- Photograph of line drawing of the Church of the Land

- Miniature John
Deere plow used
during ground
breaking for the
Church of the Land
- 175 original 3” X
5” cards with
prayers of the peo-
ple collected during
the First Prayer and
Praise Service held
at the site of the
Church of the Land
on June 22, 1980
(the longest
Sunday of the
year), and typed copy of prayers
- Program from Easton Place United Methodist Church for a Salute to the Church of the Land

at Living History Farms, June 22, 1980
- United States Proof Set of 1980 coins (penny, nickel, dime, quarter, half-dollar and dollar)
- Bronze medallion - American Revolution Bicentennial Iowa 1976
- Bronze medallion - Terrace Hill
- Boy Scout pin (Troop 31, Fayette, Iowa)

Items Placed in the Cornerstone



Living History Farms is proud to be a part of
this historic achievement and

to ensure that it has a special place in our state’s legacy. We are equally
proud to inspire future generations to “..help rid the world of famine.”

These words, spoken to an ecumenical gathering, helped
inspire Iowa SHARES, an urgent relief campaign led by
Governor Robert Ray, The Des Moines Register, and the
major religions and civic organizations of the state.

After an intensive, six-week effort, more than $600,000
worth of food and medicine was delivered on Christmas
Day, 1979 to 30,000 starving Cambodian refugees. Iowa
doctors and nurses followed shortly after to provide med-
ical care.

“You who are farmers today are stewards of a gift from God which was
intended for the good of all humanity. You have the potential to provide food for
the millions who have nothing to eat and thus to help rid the world of famine.”

Pope John Paul II

From his homily delivered to more than 350,000 people 
at Living History Farms on October 4, 1979.

Iowa SHARES 
(Iowa Sends Help to Aid 

Refugees and End Starvation) 
is in the great humanitarian 

tradition of this state.  
This effort is a reflection of the agri-

cultural innovations 
pioneered by Iowans which 
have created the abundant 
harvests from which such 

desperately-needed assistance 
can be drawn.

The Iowa SHARES program that saved the lives of 
thousands of starving Cambodian refugees.
Pope John Paul II's homily delivered to more than 350,000 people at Living
History Farms on October 4, 1979 told them that they were the "stewards" of
the earth with "the potential to...rid the world of famine."  A month later
Governor Robert D. Ray visited Thailand and saw the horror of thousands of
Cambodian refugees starving to death after being driven from their homes by
the Khmer Rouge.  When the Governor returned to Iowa and described what
he had seen, four religious leaders who had participated in the ecumenical
service with the Pope urged the Governor to lead an effort to assist these
refugees. Michael Gartner, then Editor of The Des Moines Register, placed his
newspaper behind this campaign.  Iowa clergy, community leaders, and the
people of Iowa rallied to the call of Iowa SHARES (Iowa Sends Help to Aid
Refugees and End Starvation).

Many Iowans still remember the photo of an emaciated child holding an empty
bowl in The Des Moines Register with a coupon asking for donations to Iowa
SHARES. Inspired by the plight of these starving refugees and the words of the
Pope, individuals donated more than $600,000 to purchase food and medicine
for 30,000 starving Cambodians.  The first such delivery was made on
Christmas Day, 1979, less than three months after the Pope's Iowa visit. Iowa
doctors and nurses followed shortly after to provide medical care.

Plaque in the Visitor Center at Living History Farms


