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April 1, 2009 – Growing Bananas

Regular readers of this blog will remember that I have written on a couple of occasions
about the problems of bananas in our grocery stores. The American taste for bananas
and our demand that they be constantly available at reasonable prices has resulted in
no small amount of chaos and suffering around the world. In semi-tropical areas the
growth of the banana industry has threatened the self-sufficiency of local family farming
operations. The political involvement of large word banana corporations has resulted in
unjust governments in several different places around the world. And bananas, with the
huge distances they travel consume vast amounts of petroleum, making them a poor
choice for food when considering global warming. It is far too easy for those of us who
live in the United States to walk into a supermarket and purchase a banana without
thinking of the global impact and human suffering that comes from that decision.
As we try to purchase more food that is produced locally and to lower our impact on the
world, bananas have become a symbol of what is wrong with the current food
distribution system.
But bananas taste good. And they are an excellent source of potassium. And we have
become addicted to their flavor.
As a result, we have been looking into ways to produce bananas locally. Around the
region, the Black Hills are sometimes referred to as the banana belt of South Dakota
because of our relatively mild weather compared to the surrounding country. And our
home has excellent southern and eastern exposure. The experiment began with a

single banana tree in the kitchen window of our basement apartment. When we started
it, we were pretty inexperienced in growing such plants. Two problems were apparent
early in the experiment: bananas take a lot of water, and they are really big plants. The
window was soon too small for the rapidly-growing tree. Long before there was any sign
of fruit production, we found ourselves needing to place the plant on the floor. Soon a
passage way from the basement to the first-floor hallway had to be constructed. Before
much longer, we had to punch through the second floor hallway and into the attic of our
home. The normal kitchen window had to be replaced with a larger window and then a
series of windows that stretch from the peak of the roof to the basement along the
eastern side of the house.
The resulting increase in passive solar heat in the home was good for our banana
plants (there were several by this time), but the demand for water raised the humidity
throughout the entire house. Carpets had to be replaced with laminate flooring, which in
turn gave way to industrial rubber floor mats. The project began to demand more and
more of the living space in our home.
Our friends Marc and Sharyl Stewart had gotten into keeping tropical birds, first as pets,
then as a small side business. They had converted a room in their basement into an
aviary and bird breeding area. Somehow it became natural for us to care for their birds
when they traveled and they cared for our banana trees. Then one day it occurred to us
that perhaps it would be easier for us to care for their birds in our home. It was a good
idea in the beginning, but it was nearly impossible to catch the birds in the increasingly
lush tropical forest that by then was dominating over half of our home. We never did get
all of the birds rounded up and now we have a substantial population of birds who live in
the trees in our home. The droppings from the birds seem to encourage growth in the
banana trees and the system seems to be working in a limited way.
The snakes started out as a joke. A friend, who works at Reptile Gardens, was trying to
make a point about how our banana trees had taken over our lives. He thought it was
ridiculous that we had gotten rid of our bedroom furniture and taken to sleeping in
hammocks hung between the banana trees. So one night when we invited them over for
dinner, he brought a couple of snakes from reptile gardens. You can imagine what
happened. We never did find the snakes. They disappeared into the undergrowth
around the banana trees. We see them from time to time, but none of us are sure that
there are just two snakes out there. For the most part they don’t bother us. We used to
wonder about what they were eating, but the birds seem to be producing enough eggs
to sustain the snakes.
But the bottom line is that we have yet to harvest any bananas from our little home
experiment. There are a couple of trees with clusters of the fruit, but it grows way up
high, near the ridge of the roof and we aren’t sure how we would get up there to pick the
bananas. And with my recent back injury, I’m not sure that I could climb the trees
anyway. I’m a rather large person and the trees seem a bit spindly to hold me.

The logical solution, it seems to us, is to import monkeys to pick the bananas. There are
several significant problems with importing monkey from outside of the United States.
The USDA has several regulations regarding the quarantining of the animals and there
are a lot of veterinarian procedures, including inoculations, which have to be performed.
None of the veterinarians in our area have any experience with monkeys. We’ve had
some internet contact with zoos around the Untied States and there are some possible
leads there but they seem to be more interested in disposing of problem individuals than
in providing a breeding pair for our little home tropical forest.
All this and still no bananas.
So far the only harvest from our little home garden worthy of note is that we have
produced enough palm branches that we won’t have to be using florist palms as we
celebrate Palm Sunday in our church this Sunday. Or palm branches are quite a bit
bigger than the usual and they are not all even and regular, but they should suffice and
may be closer to the palms that were strewn on the road as Jesus entered Jerusalem
than the tiny branches that we are used to waving in church.
As a result, we don’t know if our little experiment will result in any home-grown bananas.
But the tropical bird sales are supporting the addition of new windows to the house. And
it seems that by next year most of the mainline congregations in our city will be using
palms from our home. Not having to import palms from distant locations will save
money and energy, so that is a good thing, I guess.
I’m still wishing I had a banana to eat. Ah well, it is only the first of April. So I’ll just wish
you happy April Fool’s day and get on with my breakfast.
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April 2, 2009 – In London
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Most of us know the Mother Goose Rhyme:
1. Pussy-cat, pusssy-cat, where have you been?
2. “I’ve been to London to look at the queen.”
3. Pussy-cat, pussy cat, what did you there?
4. “I frightened a little mouse under the chair.”
President and First Lady Obama have gone to London and they did get a look at the
queen. The G-20 summit is being held in London and the leaders of what are reported
to be the 20 largest economies of the globe have about four hours of meetings today to
discuss financial policy and world economics. I suspect that the meeting is a series of
rather long and sometimes boring speeches, but I would never be invited to such a
meeting, so I’ll never know for sure. It is clear the the dynamics of world economies are
shifting and that financial decisions made in distant places have an effect on the
economics that touch our everyday lives such as the price of food and clothing. There
will be a lot of words said and a lot of pressure put on translators for accuracy in their
craft. In the end, the effect of such a meeting is not measured in the number of words
said, but in the concepts truly communicated and the ideas truly shared.
Looking at the headlines of the major news organizations around the world, it might be
difficult to discern that there is a financial summit taking place. There are lots of
protestors and there has been some significant property damage, primarily to bank
lobbies. British bankers have been advised to “dress down” so that they might not be so

easily targeted by protestors. BBC world new is reporting 88 arrests of protestors in the
last couple of days.
But the real news that is garnering the headlines around the world has to do with
Michelle Obama. It seems that she has a schedule of appearances and meetings and is
constantly surrounded by the press. She is making a big splash in London. Apparently
she changes her clothes quite often and each change of clothes is reported in great
detail by the press. It seems that it is only a matter of time before one of the
newspapers will make reference to President Barak Obama as “that guy who
accompanied Michelle on her trip.”
And, of course, there has been scandal! Reported on the front page of newspapers
from London to Sydney, Mrs. Obama touched the queen! Yes, she actually touched
her. There is a grainy photograph taken at a formal reception that shows Queen
Elizabeth II and Michelle Obama standing arm in arm. Mrs. Obama’s arm is resting
lightly on the queen’s shoulder. The queen, much the shorter of the two, has her arm
around Mrs. Obama’s waist. It is shocking news to the subjects of the queen. What a
breach of protocol! One doesn’t just touch a queen. How shocking! There hasn’t been
such a meaty scandal in the Australian press since 1992 when then Australian prime
minister Paul Keating briefly placed his hand on the shoulder of the queen.
The news is overshadowing the verbal gaffe made by Prince (put my foot in my mouth)
Philip. British subjects are used to his knack for saying the wrong thing at state
occasions. President Obama remarked: “I had breakfast with the Prime Minister,
meetings with the Chinese, the Russians, David Cameron. . .” to which Philip replied,
“Can you tell the difference between them?” The Daily Express reported, “It was, given
his record for talking about Chinese slitty eyes, dud Indian factory products, Scottish
alcoholics and Hungarian pot-bellies, not the wisest thing to say.”
I have never understood the obsession with royalty that many other people seem to
have. I’m glad that our President’s wife is able to travel with him. And I’m glad that she
and the queen enjoyed meeting and felt comfortable enough in each other’s presence
for a little human contact. After all the queen is a human being. Wouldn’t it be
oppressively lonely to be someone who was so set aside from the rest of society that no
one could touch you? From the pictures I’ve seen, it appears that they were getting
along. They both have lovely smiles and seem to enjoy wearing a string of pearls.
Maybe they have more substantive things in common. Probably they do not lack for
topics of conversation.
I don’t believe in super powers. And I am not too influenced by super stars. I believe
that all of our leaders are human beings. And I believe that all of them need to be
reminded that they are human. For every hour meeting and greeting world leaders, our
president should spend an hour meeting and greeting factory workers and unemployed
folks and municipal employees and homeless veterans and a host of other common

folk. If we keep telling him how special he is he might start believing that he is in a
category above the people he serves.
There once was a revolution over the role of royalty in the everyday decisions of the
people. My family arrived too late for the fireworks, but were attracted to this land
because of the way the revolution went. I’m not descended from royalty as near as I can
figure.
The difficult decisions that face world leaders as they gather need to be infused with a
simple reality check. Their decisions are not some kind of a game. Their use and abuse
of power and authority has a very real affect on who gets food and who does not, on
who receives medical care and who is denied, on who lives and who dies. Well, maybe
not the last one, as the one thing we all share is our mortality.
The truth is that in the end, the world’s economy probably doesn’t hinge on what outfit
the first lady chooses or who touched whom at which reception. It probably doesn’t
hinge on what awkward words come out the Prince’s mouth that are gobbled up by the
press who have been waiting like vultures for some social misstep. It probably doesn’t
even hinge on which presenter at the formal talks has the most eloquent speech.
It seems likely that the most important quality that a leader can bring to such an
important meeting is the ability to listen and truly understand other leaders. In the
moments of genuine human connection, listening is almost always more important than
speaking.
I pray that the leaders of our world will be blessed with the ability to listen more carefully
and more completely than ever before. But I’m not holding my breath. My role in this
world has nothing to do with advising those in power. I’ll spend my day working with
people whose stories will not be reported in the newspapers.
In the meantime, I’ve been wondering about that old Mother Goose rhyme. If I had a
chance to interview the President and First Lady about their visit to the queen, I might
be tempted to ask, “Is the palace really infested with mice?”
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April 3, 2009 – Like Déjà vu All Over Again

I am thinking that I should write a couple of generic blog entries that could be used
whenever I am not particularly inspired to write. The trick was employed by some
newspaper columnists in the past. They would work up a column that could be used on
any day and keep it in reserve for the day when they developed writer’s block or when
the workload was so heavy that they didn’t have time to write in a way that was up to
their usual style. I have considered another option, simply stockpiling blog titles and
pictures so that I would have a list of possible ideas when I cam to a day when I didn’t
know which topic to choose.
Today might have been a good day for such ideas. I slept late. The continuing
treatment for my back resulted in a medication change yesterday and the medicine
made me groggy. Or at least that is the way it seemed to me. I took the pill and went to
bed and slept straight through to about 45 minutes after my usual rising time. And
reading the news headlines didn’t inspire any great blog ideas.
If I were to have a generic column ready to go, a good topic this spring would be spring
blizzards. The National Weather Service has issued a blizzard warning for this evening.
Around noon today the winds are going to pick up and snow is likely to continue into
Saturday, with possible accumulations of 6 to 10 inches in Rapid City. Our weekly
blizzard is a couple of days early this week.
We’re used to spring blizzards. We get them most years. But I think that the pattern of
one a week for three weeks is a bit unusual. We were already assured of having snow

on the ground for Palm Sunday and there will at least be a few piles and drifts that
haven’t completely melted by Easter. Ah spring! Easter bonnets and new dresses
accompanied by parkas and snow boots. We have our own fashion parade for Easter
around here. Comments like these have been overheard in our church: “I see you have
a new pair of bib overalls - those are so clean they look this is the first time you’ve worn
them.” “Don’t you just love insulated sweatshirts. I wear mine all the time.”
The thing is that practice makes perfect. Other than replenishing some food stuffs and
other supplies, we’re pretty much ready for blizzards around her.
And I have always appreciated the ability of snow to cover up undone yard work. There
is quite a bit that I need to accomplish before time to plant the garden, but those things
will have to wait until the snow melts.
I know I’m still in South Dakota when the hardware store has pallets of ice melter and
lawn fertilizer sitting side by side near the front door. You have to have impulse displays
for all kinds of weather.
The folks making up the school calendar are having fits. Rapid City schools were
scheduled to have the last day of class on June 5. It is traditional for graduation to be
the weekend before the close of classes. Graduation is set for May 31 this year. The
school district has already cancelled six days of classes this year. If they make up all of
them by extending the school year, classes would extend through June 15. That isn’t
going to happen. Rescheduling graduation is too complex - it is a major event in our
town. The seniors won’t be in class after graduation.
And it is unlikely that the district will extend classes for regular student by more than a
week. There are a lot of factors to consider. The state mandate for the amount of
education is set in hours of instruction, not days - some school districts have four day
weeks and other five day weeks. And the state mandate isn’t the only factor to consider.
There are contractual commitments with teachers, and unofficial but still serious
commitments made to the families of the students that give time for students to attend
summer events, many of which cannot be rescheduled.
So the bean counters at the school district office will have their beans all out of the jar
this week.
It is unlikely that this particular storm will disrupt school schedules. The worst weather
will be on the weekend. But there is no guarantee that this is the last blizzard of the
season.
Learning to live with unpredictable weather and ever-changing schedules can be a
spiritual discipline. The reality is that we do not control our schedules. All of our
calendars and portable digital assistants and computer schedule manager programs

only give us the illusion of being in control. There are a lot of things that can disrupt our
plans over which we have no control. It is not just the weather. Yesterday I had to make
room in my schedule for an emergency telephone conference call meeting to deal with a
crisis in an agency where I do some consulting. This afternoon, I’ll be attending a
funeral that wasn’t on my schedule until yesterday. Interruptions are the usual in my line
of work.
And I am learning that dealing gracefully with interruptions opens me up to a closer
relationship with God. Accepting the fact that there are things I cannot control gives me
an opportunity to adjust to new schedules and new ways of thinking. Not that I have
stopped complaining. In fact, I think that my reaction to oversleeping this morning needs
a bit of an attitude adjustment. It wasn’t the medicine that caused me to oversleep. My
body needs more hours of sleep than I have been allowing. The doctor knows that sleep
is important to my recovery. So the doctor adjusted a prescription to allow my body to
get more sleep and more healing.
I probably won’t stop complaining, but extra sleep is a gift, not a curse. And when I’ve
had a good night’s sleep, it is likely that I can work more efficiently than when I am too
tired.
So, let it snow. Or rain. Or do whatever the weather has in store for us. Who knows,
maybe another blizzard is the gift of patience for a somewhat impatient person.
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April 4, 2009 – Beyond the Sunset

I attend a lot of funerals. Part of the reason is my vocation. I officiate at my share of
funerals. The congregation that I serve has a lot of elders and so we have more funerals
that some congregations whose average age is younger. But I attend a fair number of
funerals at which I am a worshipper and not a leader. I suppose that part of the situation
is due to my age. Increasingly the funerals I attend are for someone who is my age.
Another reason I attend a lot of funerals is that I am an active volunteer in our
community and so the circle of my friends and acquaintances reaches beyond our
congregation.
As a pastor, it is a good thing that I attend funerals where I am not officiating. It is
important for any leader to keep perspective and one of the ways to do so is to take
opportunities to look at events from a different point of view.
It isn’t difficult to criticize the planners and officiants at a funeral. A funeral is a time of
complex and varied emotions and the members of the congregation have widely
divergent needs.
Mourners need to hear that the person they have lost lived a life that was significant.
Most of the time this message is not difficult to convey. The truth is that there are many
truly amazing people in this world. When a person dies, it is not difficult to come up with
a large list of significant accomplishments, of important contributions, and of examples
of a life well lived. Many funerals are a long line of tributes to someone whose life made
a difference. But just hearing that the person who has died was a good person, or even

a great person, is not all that mourners need to hear. When I leave a funeral that was
simply a series of praises of a good person, I feel hollow inside and I suspect that I am
not the only one with this feeling.
Mourners need a sense of their place in history. The truth is that ours is not the first
generation to have known death. We are not the first to experience tragedy, sorrow,
grief, and loss. And we are not the last. It can be enormously comforting to be reminded
that we are not alone. Our people have faced hard times and overwhelming grief before.
While the death that we mourn is of a person who was unique in all time, that person
now takes his or her place in history with others. And we who are for the time being left
behind are not left alone.
Mourners need to be reminded of hope. The initial rush of activities that take place
between the occurrence of a death and a funeral service are overwhelming, especially
for family members. There are decisions to be made, plans to be set in motion, friends
and relatives to notify, and a host of other tasks to perform. Sleep patterns are disrupted
and life takes on a focus on what needs to be done in the short term. Long range hopes
and dreams are laid aside in order to deal with the realities of the present moment. But
the truth is that life is not conquered by death. There is more that life has to offer, even
in the midst of grief. And we have a hope that is far greater than the scope of present
realities. What we know as this life is only part of the story.
Mourners need to have the signs of love, which are ever present, lifted up to their
consciousness. As an outsider, it is easy for me to see the phone calls, the stream of
neighbors dropping by with cookies and casseroles, the cards and notes that appear in
each day’s mail and the kind words from colleagues as sure signs of love. In the depth
of grief, mourners don’t always see the many signs of love that surround them at every
turn. A gentle reminder can make a big difference.
I do not know the details of the practice of other faiths. What I do know is the Christian
faith. Our faith has grown out of a place of deep grief, loss, sorrow and sadness. The
crucifixion of Jesus is no small part of our story. It seemed to some of the Roman
authorities that they could end this struggling and small movement by executing its
leader and so Jesus died.
But for us, death is not the end of the story. In a very real sense, our story finds its
beginning in the death and sorrow, grief and sadness. The gospel of Luke reports that
shortly after Jesus’ death, two of his disciples were walking to Emmaus - a journey of
about seven miles. A man joined them on their walk, but they were so blinded by their
grief that they did not recognize him. It was only later, when they had completed their
journey and sat down for a meal that they recognized Jesus. Their transformation from
hopelessness to hope, from doubt to belief, from isolation to love - that transformation is
at the heart of the faith we live.

Every once in a while a funeral occurs when all of these factors are balanced. We go
away with a sense of being privileged to have shared this life’s journey with the one who
has died and of belonging to something that is far bigger than the grief of this moment. It
is the kind of funeral service that we would would want for others.
Sadly, there is a shortage of competent leadership in the church. Sometimes it feels like
there are more funerals that are a series of missed opportunities than those who truly
provide connections for those who grieve.
I’m not leaving behind any specific instructions for those who plan my funeral. I don’t
want to place any restrictions or to tie their hands in any way as they struggle to find
ways to journey through their grief. The hymns and readings should be chosen for the
mourners, not for me. But I do have a hope for that time. I hope that the leader of that
event will have the ability to communicate a truth that is larger than I am. It is not
particularly important to me to have those who attend my funeral going away with more
knowledge of who I am. They will have their own information and experiences. But I do
hope and pray that, when the time comes, they are able to go away with a sense that
this moment is part of a much bigger picture.
“Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.”
May we learn to carry this blessing to others.
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April 5, 2009 – Sheer Pin

Every once in a while I feel vindicated in my decision to purchase a snow blower. I
bought it the same year that we moved into this house. We have a steep driveway and
sometimes we get significant snow fall. Of course there have been plenty of times when
the snow blower sits in the shed while I shovel an inch of snow. The machine really is
designed for those times when the snow is deep. It will carve through a two-foot snow
drift without a problem. Every owner of a snowblower learns about sheer pins. The big
augers that churn the snow and feet it into the blower are attached to their drive shaft
with sheer pins. Sheer pins are special bolts that are designed to break if the auger
encounters significant resistance. If a large rock or a big piece of ice or other debris gets
into the auger, the pin will break and the auger will come to a stop without halting the
drive shaft. This prevents the drive shaft, gear box and motor from being damaged by a
sudden stop.
The use of sheer pins in machinery goes back a long ways. They are used in a wide
variety of mechanical devices, all with the same purpose. Anticipate a problem and
design the machine so that it can encounter the problem with minimal damage.
Replacing a single bolt is far easier that overhauling a transmission or replacing a
twisted drive shaft.
The machine is literally designed to break. And the design means that damage will be
limited. If a sheer pin were to be replaced by a hardened steel bolt, it would not break
and the damage would be far more severe.

A sheer pin provides an analogy for the deeply mysterious events that unfold during
holy week. The death of Jesus of Nazareth raises a lot of significant questions in our
minds about the nature of God. If God is all powerful, why did Jesus have to die? Why
wasn’t that death prevented. The answer, in part, lies in the reality that we are all
destined to die. Death is a part of human nature. When God took on human nature in
the person of Jesus, God also took on human death. Immortality is not the way of
humans. We all die.
Sheer pins are designed to break.
Our human frailties and limits are an essential part of who we are. Life without limits
would not carry the same meaning as the lives we now lead. The knowledge of the
shortness of our time gives us the ability to focus our energies on the things that are
most important. The knowledge of our own death provides a reason to embrace life fully
in the moments that are ours.
Human beings are designed to break.
Pain and sorrow and suffering are parts of our very nature. This is the way we are. It
doesn’t mean that we ought to enjoy suffering. Nor does it mean that we should seek
pain. Rather, we are invited to live boldly in the face of the limits that are ours.
Like all analogies, the analogy of the sheer pin is only a partial example. We aren’t the
same as the bolts that attach the auger to the shaft in a snowblower. We are more
resilient. We can take our blows and accept our injuries and move on with life. We are
not the first to break when the going gets tough.
It is, however, useful to understand that our human limits are an essential part of our
nature. Holy Week invites us to look at our limits, to consider the reality of death and
loss and sorrow and suffering. Life gains richness, depth and meaning when we open
ourselves to these experiences. The resurrection only has meaning when the reality of
death is confronted.
So we will celebrate this week in our own way - imperfectly, with limits. And we will
await with eagerness the new life that is coming. May we have the courage to face all of
life’s realities this week.
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April 6, 2009 – Melting

One thing about a spring blizzard: as soon as it stops snowing, it starts to melt. There is
a lot of water in the snow that fell over the weekend and with highs in the 40’s and
perhaps even up to 50 degrees tomorrow, the snow will be melting quickly. The streets
will be full of puddles and even streams of water running downhill wherever possible. It
will be difficult to walk in some parts of town for a couple of days with the huge piles of
snow and the constant showers from passing cars. But things change quickly and it
won’t be long before the patches of bare ground appear.
We are so surrounded by the snow that we often forget how incredible and amazing this
substance is. Water is the stuff of life. Without water there is no life as we know it. Our
human bodies are mostly water. All plants require water to grow. Plants and animals go
through some incredible adaptations to survive in arid areas, but even in the desert,
there are sources of water for the resourceful.
And here we are with excess water, at least for a little while. The dry years are not to
distant and our memories still recall our anxious eyes scanning the horizon for a cloud
and our noses sniffing the air for a whiff of smoke. The forest is still suffering from the
onslaught of insects that take advantage of drought-stressed trees. But for now, this
year, we have sufficient moisture. The reservoirs are almost all full. The creeks will be
filled bank to bank with the runoff for the next few weeks. And it is early April, we could
easily have two or three months of soggy weather ahead.
Scientists are employing all of the tools that they have to search the universe for
another planet that is as supportive of life as our own. From what we know at this point
it appears that such places are incredibly rare.

And we take the water for granted. Sometimes we even complain about it.
Every drop of water has been on an incredible journey. The snow that has fallen all
around us was once water vapor in a cloud. In that form, the winds blew it long
distances. It became a part of a cloud after evaporating from some other place. Perhaps
it was on the surface of an ocean or a large lake and the heat from the sun enabled it to
break free from the liquid surface and evaporate into a cloud where it was joined by
many other molecules of water. A water molecule could travel thousands of miles as
part of an ocean current, visiting the uncharted depths of the sea before rising to the
surface. Water that falls on the mountains melts into rivulets that gather into streams
that combine to form rivers. A snowflake that falls on the eastern slope of the Rocky
Mountains can travel to the Gulf of Mexico by flowing alongside other molecules.
Some of the water travels underground. Some is stored in the soil. Some travels
through the roots of trees and makes it way to the tips of the leaves. Some water is
drunk by animals and becomes part of their bodies for a while. It boggles the mind to
think of all of the possible places the water that lies in a snow bank on my lawn has
traveled. The stories a drop of water could tell if only it possessed memory would
amaze and delight us.
Of course individual water molecules have no such memory. On the other hand our
human brains would not possess memory were it not for the water that is a part of their
structures and the chemical processes of thought and memory.
We are daily witnesses to incredible phenomena and once in a while it is a good thing to
slow down and reflect on the incredible wonder that surrounds us. indeed we live in an
astounding universe.
There will be a few folks who continue to dig out today. There will be plenty of work for
bobcats and loaders and motor graders to clear the ice and snow from streets and
walks. But most of the snow will disappear on its own. Whether we move the snow or
not, it will melt in its own time, in its own way. The water molecules in the snow will not
remain in the same place for long. Without any brain function at all they possess an
amazing wanderlust and motion is part of their molecular structure.
Today I thank God for the snow and for the gift of a mind that is capable of
understanding part of the nature of this universe. And I thank God for the curiosity that
drives us to explore and discover even more. Like the drops of water in the snowdrifts,
we are engaged in an incredible journey. May we take time to pause and behold the
wonder of it all from time to time as we travel through this life.
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April 7, 2009 – One for the Record Books

If you talk to people who have lived around here for a long time, you will often hear
comments about how unusual the weather is. “It’s not usually like this,” people will say.
The string of three spring blizzards in as many weeks has gotten folks to talking. Such a
weather pattern is a bit unusual, but there have been plenty of winters and springs with
a lot of snow. It is unlikely that this year will go down as a record year for snowfall. But
we have set a few records.
Yesterday’s high temperature of 28 degrees was the lowest hight temperature ever
recorded for April 6 in our area, but the overnight low of 15 degrees was 4 degrees
warmer than the record low for the date.
When it comes to snowfall, we’re quit a bit short of a record. So far this season has
yielded 75.5 inches of snow in the downtown area. That is more than double the
amount that fell last year (34.8 inches) and significantly higher than the average of 36.5
inches. But it is nearly 5 inches shy of the record of 80.3 inches set in 1969-70. And
we’ll need about four more inches of snow to match the winter of 1949-50. Of course, it
is possible that we could get enough snow to set a new record in a single blizzard, and
we’ve been known to have spring blizzards well into May, so we might be working on a
record year for snowfall.
We have set one record: the number of days when at least one inch of snow fell, which
translates to the number of days when we had to shovel our walks and driveways.

We’ve had twenty such days this year, which is a record. Although it is not much of a
record. There are plenty of cities in snow country where the number is much higher.
The truth is that one of the things we like about our area is our mild weather. A check of
the weather in Williston, North Dakota or Aberdeen, South Dakota will reveal that we
don’t live in an area of weather extremes. Still we like to talk about our records. And one
more good blizzard would give us a winter to talk about for decades. The winter of
1949-50 still comes up in a lot of conversations around here.
We may be on to a record for our church - the most amount of money spent for removal
of snow from our parking lot. Because our fiscal year runs on the calendar year, we
have until the end of December to rack up snow plowing bills.
Having lived through some pretty severe drought years, I’m grateful for the snow. I’d
rather have to clear the snow from my driveway than spend the summer in fear of
wildfire. I’d rather endure a few cold days than watch as bark beetles infest acre after
acre of drought-stressed forest.
But I am old enough to appreciate the value of a record year for future storytelling.
Someday I can tell my grandchildren about the spring of ’09, when the spring blizzards
brought snow so deep that the drift by the front door was higher than my waist. And who
knows, by then I might have exaggerated the snow depth as much as some folks do
when they speak of other record blizzards.
We tell the stories, in part, because we like to think of ourselves as survivors. The
weather may throw us some unexpected twists and turns and there may be some
hardships when we are snowed in so often, but we are a people of hardy stock. Times
may be tough, but we’re tougher than the times.
LIke the blizzards, the recession in which we are living, with high job losses and with
people having lost sizable portions of their retirement accounts, is a season of hard
times for many. And like the blizzards, the day will come when we tell the stories of how
we survived these times. We like the image of ourselves as survivors and as people
who are hardy enough to endure hard times.
So we’ll keep our eyes on the records, but we’ll also work to keep our spirits high. We’re
in this together and we’ll get through this together.
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April 8, 2009 – More Grim News
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The news from central Italy continues to be grim with the death toll rising to 250 and at
least one person who survived the initial quake perished in one of the frequent
aftershocks. Aftershocks continue to hamper rescue workers. And everyone knows that
time is of essence in locating and extracting survivors from the rubble. Every hour that
passes makes it less likely that survivors will be found. Today, two days after the initial
quake, one aftershock measured 5.5 and caused masonry from damaged buildings to
cascade down on the area below. Rescue workers have been forced to slow their
search in order to preent further injury and death.
There have been some dramatic rescues. More than 150 survivors have been
excavated from the rubble. According to the Italian Red Cross, more than 10,000
buildings have been totally destroyed and nearly 20,000 people are homeless. Relief
agencies have provided blankets and tents and more temporary housing is being
delivered to the area. Many people are living in their cars. Entire villages have been
evacuated and no one knows how soon survivors will be allowed back into the area to
search for personal items.
Rescue workers from around the world have arrived in the area. French firefighters
were among the first to join the Italian rescue workers, trained dogs and their handlers
have come from many different areas to aid in the search. The hospital in L’Aquila was
so badly damaged that it is no longer useable. Rescue workers have set up a field

hospital to provide emergency stabilization and victims are being transferred to
hospitals in Rome as soon as they are able to make the trip.
Every building in the historic center of L’Aquila has been structurally damaged and in
the nearby town of Ona 40 out of the town’s 300 residents were killed. Every single
home was destroyed on most of the streets in the town.
In his weekly general audience, Pope Benedict XVI promised to visit the area. “Dearest
ones, as soon as possible, I hope to come and visit you.” Vatican officials said it would
be at least two weeks before the pope is able to make the visit.
The tragedy and the dramatic rescue efforts are capturing the attention of the world.
Like many other world events, it seems as if there is little we can do but to sit back and
watch. As I checked out photographs on the Internet in the last couple of days, I have
been pleased to catch a glimpse of simple woolen blankets and tents of hope structures
that are distributed by Church World Service. It makes the One Great Hour of Sharing
offering that we received in our congregation a couple of weeks ago seem relevant, as
some of the disaster response has come from funds raised in local congregations
around the world.
As tragic as the earthquake is, it does appear that rescue and assistance are being
appropriately mobilized to assist the survivors. Additional assistance will be needed to
aid rebuilding. But there are many tragedies around the world each day that do not
garner the attention of the world’s news outlets. Perhaps the suffering is on a smaller
scale or perhaps it is merely occurring in a place that is more remote and less likely to
have witnesses. There are tragedies that produce human victims which can be
prevented. Others, like the earthquake in Italy this week, defy our ability to prevent.
Even in the events that cannot be prevented, there are things to be learned that might
contribute to the lessening of human suffering. New construction techniques produce
buildings that are more survivable in earthquakes. New rescue techniques are assisting
more victims and increasing the possibility of finding survivors before they expire.
All the same, we confess that we live in a world that we cannot control. There are forces
in this world that are stronger than our abilities. And events like the Italian earthquake
remind us of our powerlessness in certain circumstances. With that knowledge in mind,
it seems like today is a good day to lay aside the disagreements and differences that
have separated faithful people around the world. Certainly we can join Pope Benedict in
daily prayer for the victims and the survivors. Certainly we can offer what assistance we
are able without having to “brand” our gifts so that they can be delivered by only one
particular institution or agency. In the face of the truly powerful forces of this world the
differences between people of faith seem petty.

I vow to lay aside my usually strong religious biases and prejudices as best as I am
able, and to be especially vigilant about it as the drama unfolds in Italy. Regardless of
the history of division, regardless of the history of hurt, I invite every Christian to lay
aside the distinctions between Catholic and Protestant, between Eastern and Western
and respond to this tragedy as the body of Christ.
Who knows? If we can lay aside our differences in the face of one tragedy, perhaps we
can give up our divisions forever.
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April 9, 2009 – Maundy Thursday

Holy week is a time of radical mood swings for those of us who immerse ourselves in
the life of the church and the cycles of reading. We hold extra services and therefore it
is a busy week for us. We have lots of bulletins to prepare, changes of scene and mood
in our sanctuary, and plenty of tasks to perform. And the texts lead us to experience the
widest range of human emotions possible. From the triumphal entry into Jerusalem to
an intimate supper with disciples, to soul-searching prayer in the garden to the arrest,
trial and execution to the day of preparing and waiting and finally the joy of the morning
of the resurrection, our texts lead us to understand Immanuel - God-with-us - as one
who shares every emotion that we may experience.
Those of us who live an work in the midst of the story probably drive our loved ones up
the wall this week. They never know what emotional response or reaction to expect.
Today is Maundy Thursday. It is the traditional day to remember the last supper. It is a
day that is all about love. But the love that we celebrate this day is more than a puff of
emotion that is here one day and gone the next. It is about the kind of love that is a
lasting commandment.
The name of the day comes from that commitment. “A new commandment I give you,
that you love one another as I have loved you.” (John 13:34) In Latin the verse is:
“Mandatum novum do vobis ut diligtis invicem sicut dilexi vos ut et vos diligatis invicem.”
The name Maundy, comes from the first word of the Latin phrase, “Mandatum.” Today is
the day of that new commandment. If we recognize the day by focusing on the death of

Jesus - by wearing black and feeling all sad and sorry and down in the dumps, we miss
the true meaning of this day. It is all about love.
The bread, the cup, the remembrance. It is all about love.
“Love one another as I have loved you.”
Of course that kind of love is a goal not often achieved in this world. It isn’t that we don’t
want to love one another. We do. But we often make mistakes and fall short. There are
times when we are angry and irritable and resentful. There are days when we don’t feel
particularly love-able and sometimes our actions are not the most loving.
We receive the mandate of Maundy Thursday, but we have trouble fulfilling that
mandate.
That is when we receive another important gift. The Bible is filled with that kind of
imperfect love. The disciples are always bumbling and getting things wrong. Peter is
positive that he would never deny Christ, but when he feels that his life is threatened, he
does the very thing that he was so sure he would never do. They get tired and fall
asleep at the wrong time, they struggle for position and prestige. They wonder about
how others see them and worry about their future.
The first ones to receive the mandate were, like us, human and prone to mistakes and
missteps. “We have this heavenly treasure in earthly bodies.” We live this love as best
as we can as we keep learning how to love one another.
In that we have the example of Jesus, whose love sets the standard for how we are to
love one another. So we keep telling the stories and we keep repeating the actions.
Tonight we will gather once again to share the simple meal that Jesus initiated so many
centuries ago. Ever since that night, our people have gathered to experience freshly the
power and promise that he revealed. And we have practiced the love.
Even with all of the practice, we don’t get it perfect. We are imperfect people. But we
can still remember the perfect love that has touched our lives. “Mandatum novum do
vobis ut diligtis invicem sicut dilexi vos ut et vos diligatis invicem.” “A new
commandment I give you, that you love one another as I have loved you.”
May we continue to strive for that love.
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April 10, 2009 – Holy Week Activities
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The great commission at the end of the Gospel of Matthew, urges the faithful to spread
the Gospel to the ends of the earth. And subsequent generations of Christians have
done so. There are Christian communities and congregations in every country of the
world. And as the faith has spread it has grown into different expressions in different
cultures.
Around the world, Christians recognize Holy Week in a lot of different ways. Costumed
Processions are common in many countries. The processions usually reenact in some
way the journey of Jesus from his arrest in the Garden of Gethsemane to his crucifixion
on Golgotha. Carrying large crosses is often a part of the procession. Elaborate
costumes are often a part of the process.
In El Salvador, men dress in red costumes with red masks, representing devils. At one
point in the procession, they all lie down on the ground and a man portraying Jesus
walks on their backs as a sign of the victory of good over evil.
In Madrid, penitent believers wear hoods and masks to hide their identity as they take
part in a procession. In several other places in Spain large sculptures of Jesus on the
cross are carried through towns in processions.

Passion plays, sometimes with graphic reenactments of the beating and crucifixion of
Jesus are held around the world. In many places believers voluntarily allow themselves
to be whipped as a sign of their faith.
In at least two places in the Philippines, volunteers are literally nailed to crosses and
raised up for a few minutes to experience the pain of crucifixion. In Kapitangan Town,
just outside of Manilla, 30 were hung on the cross for about five minutes each. Another
25 were nailed to a cross in Cutud Town, north of Manilla. Some choose to go through
the painful process multiple times. There is one man who has had himself nailed to a
cross every year for 23 years since he survived a fall at a construction site. The
spectacle of healthy people allowing nails to be driven through their hands and feet
draws huge crowds and Good Friday is a major day for tourist revenue in the area.
Some people travel from other countries to participate in the crucifixions.
I don’t understand all of the things that are done. I’ve watched my share of Passion
Plays and most, in my opinion, glorify violence without providing a clear understanding
of resurrection. The emphasis on blood and suffering does little to promote a clear
understanding of the whole of the Gospel. The 2004 Mel Gibson Movie, The Passion of
The Christ, focused deeply on the pain and blood of the whipping of Jesus and the
agony of death by crucifixion. In my viewing of the movie it failed to communicate the
victory over death that is at the heart of the Gospel and left viewers, rather, with their
attention focused on death, when the core of the Gospel focuses on life.
But we Christians are a varied lot. And we find many different expressions of our faith.
And the things that are most meaningful to some are not so important to others.
So I thought that I ought to report in today’s blog, just in case you missed it, that the
Church of the Resurrection Here in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada, offered drive-through
foot washing yesterday. Cars lined up as people removed their shoes and stuck their
feet out of the windows for Reverend Leon Burke to wash the feet. It was a relatively
warm spring day in the city just across the border from Buffalo, NY, with highs in the mid
’50’s, so at least there was no ice involved. Still, the idea of sticking one’s feet out of a
car window seems to lack some of the elements that I associate with worship.
When reading the story of Jesus washing the disciples feet, I have always associated
with Simon Peter: “You don’t need to wash my feet. I can wash my own feet, thank you
very much.” It is hard to accept an offer of service from another, especially one to whom
you think you owe service. Jesus, ever the teacher, takes time to help Simon Peter
understand enough to allow the process to continue and then takes the example of his
washing their feet to help the disciples understand his wish that they serve one
another.
The ceremony never was about clean feet. It was, from the beginning about learning to
love and serve one another. In an urban setting, where people rarely travel by walking

and where good shoes are the norm, there may be little need of foot washing as a sign
of service. Perhaps a car wash might be a contemporary analogy for Jesus’ service to
the disciples.
The truth is that the real stories of our faith rarely come from the holidays. The formal
celebrations of holy week may serve to refocus our faith, but the acts of service are
more likely to occur in our everyday lives rather in the midst of pageantry and public
display.
So we will gather quietly today for a brief time of prayer and remembrance. And we will
hold a somewhat larger celebration on Easter morning. And there will be services in the
nursing homes on Easter afternoon. But the real mark of our faith comes on the other
days of the year when we honor our neighbors with the gift of firewood to heat their
homes and share in daily prayer for our sisters and brothers in other parts of the world,
and provide a simple meal for those who are hungry.
These events will escape the attention of the world’s media. And it is just as well. It is
hard to imitate the humility of Christ while seeking to be the center of attention.
May your holy week be blessed.
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April 11, 2009 – Waiting

We are waiting around here. There is just too much snow on the ground for it to truly
feel like spring. The snow is melting and the days are getting a little warmer, but it is
going to take time. The forecast is for a high temperature in the mid 50’s today, which
should hasten the melting. However there are still some drifts that are three or four feet
deep. Forecasted precipitation later in the week should fall as rain instead of snow.
We are ready for some spring weather. We can remember crocus and daffodils and the
leaves bursting forth from the trees. After a winter that set a record for the amount of
snow, it seems like it would be nice to turn our attention to the garden and maybe even
a little bit of yard work.
But for now we’re waiting.
This is a day of waiting. We know that Easter is tomorrow. There are a lot of
preparations that have to be made. The church isn’t quite ready for Easter services.
There are banners to hang and music to practice. There are instructions for lay readers
to be written and a list of other tasks to accomplish. We’ll get them all done.
And we’ll have to wait for Easter morning.
The formal services for the Saturday before Easter are called Vigil Services. Vigil is
short for vigilance, careful watching. Even if we have heard the story over an over, even
if we know its conclusion, it is appropriate to have a day of watching and waiting. The

liturgy for the service of Easter Vigil slowly goes through many of the highlights of the
Biblical story. There are readings of creation and of exodus, of psalms and of prophets.
The story of Jesus’ birth and baptism are recalled and worshipers are reminded of their
own baptisms as well. The events of Jesus life and even of the last week in Jerusalem
are recalled. Communion is celebrated. We tell almost all of the story of our faith.
But we stop short.
The full impact of the resurrection is placed on hold for the first service of Easter
Morning.
Grieving families know the sense of waiting. After they have received the news of the
death, after they have begun to adjust to the reality of the loss, after they have notified
the relatives and planned the funeral . . . there comes a time of waiting. The
preparations, such as they are, have been made. The plans have been set in motion.
But there are hours when the time seems to go so slowly. Like watching snow melt,
there seems to be little progress. The tick of the clock on the wall seems to slow and
there is almost a sense of wanting to just get past the funeral. The grieving family has
some sense that they would like to someday feel better than they do today, but they are
not even able to imagine what that might feel like.
Easter’s joys are revealed in their own time, not at our convenience. Letting go of
control is part of the process. The truth is that there are many things in this world that
we cannot control.
Spring will come to the hills and summer will follow. Those of us who have been here for
a while know that the seasons can change very quickly. We could be complaining about
the heat before the end of June.
Ours is an impatient culture. We are used to instant gratification. We are used to having
the things we want when we want them. The financial structure of our economy is based
on borrowing money rather than waiting to earn it. It is possible that the current
economic downturn will help us to once again re-learn the joy of waiting for the things
we want - of delaying gratification. That remains to be seen. For now the
advertisements for “buy now, pay later” continue to dominate the newspaper and
television. Government leaders are urging caution and suggesting that the economy will
take time to come around. They are even forecasting that there will be more
unemployment and more hard times before things get better. But they all know that if
things don’t turn around in their term of office they won’t be re-elected. The voters are
fickle and they want quick results. There will be no small amount of political power
brought to bear to make things look good by the next election, even if it is at the cost of
delaying long-term recovery.

I hope we will accept today - this Holy Saturday - as a gift. It is the gift of waiting.
Tomorrow will be soon enough.
May today help us learn the art of waiting.
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April 12, 2009 – Easter Vigil

The Great Vigil of Easter is a service held in many Christian Churches beginning at
sundown the night before Easter. Keeping tradition with our Jewish forebears, Christian
holidays begin and end at sundown, rather than midnight or sunrise. The Great Vigil of
Easter is considered to be the first service of the holiday. The service includes a
celebration of light. Usually it begins outside of the church with a bonfire from which the
pascal candle is lit. The candle is then carried into the church by the priest. The church
is dark as the light is carried inside and the priest carrying the light pauses in the Nave
of the church to proclaim, “Christ is the light!” to which the people respond “Thanks be
to God!” This proclamation is followed by a service of the word in which the readings
span the whole of Christian history, beginning with the creation, telling of God’s acts of
salvation in Exodus, through prophets and summarizing the Gospel of Jesus Christ from
birth to death and resurrection. The service then contains the sacrament of baptism with
a baptismal reminder for all believers, sometimes the rite of confirmation, and proceeds
to the sacrament of communion.
In some practices, the service also includes long blocks of silence and can take all of
night, concluding as the first rays of sun come into the new day.
The Great Vigil of Easter was not part of the tradition in the church where I grew up. Our
tradition was to rise early in the morning, before dawn and go up onto a hillside to
celebrate Easter with a sunrise service. We did have the bonfire and the service marked
the beginning of a day of worship and celebration.

For the past few years, my Easters have begun with solitude rather than communal
worship. I rise and go to church early to prepare for the 9:30 a.m. service, which is our
big celebration. Our congregation participates in a sunrise service held at Mount
Rushmore, but the timing is too quick between that service and the 9:30 service, so I do
not attend the Mount Rushmore service. I usually participate as a worshiper in the Great
Vigil of Easter service held at a local Episcopalian congregation where a colleague and
friend is rector.
Today my day will be filled with three nursing home services, held in the afternoon as
the Easter celebration focuses on the complex schedules of many people more than the
first rays of sun.
And my Easter vigil did not involve going to the Episcopal church. Instead, my first
prayers of Easter this year were made in the hospital. I greeted the transition that we
call midnight in the emergency room keeping vigil with my mother as the doctor
adjusted her medication prior to admitting her to the hospital. The diagnosis is of a
simple infection, easily treated, and probably would not have involved a trip to the
emergency room for someone younger, but it threw off her system and her symptoms
included irregular heartbeat, elevated pulse and some wide swings in blood pressure.
So in the wee hours of the morning she was admitted to the hospital and after the usual
paperwork I headed home for a few hours of sleep before beginning my work day.
I expect we will be able to bring her back home in a day or so. She responds well to
antibiotics and her heart condition should be easily treated with some minor
adjustments in her medications.
Maybe it is a good thing to start Easter day tired. I’m sure that the women who first
discovered the resurrection were tired as they trudged up the hill carrying the spices to
anoint the body and prepare for the formal burial. Grief can make one really tired. It
disrupts sleep patterns and requires huge amounts of energy. Grieving people often feel
very exhausted for days after the funeral.
If I begin the day focused on my tiredness, the wonder and surprise and joy of the
resurrection is even more dramatic. Death is not the end. This heaviness and weariness
that I carry is not the final word on the state of the human spirit. Life cannot be
conquered by death. God’s gift of life always has the final victory. The bright candles
and Easter eggs are only symbol of a deeper reality. We celebrate a living God!
Today I will have the distinct honor of standing at the font for the baptism of four new
Christians and then I will carry the water into the congregation and remind us all of our
baptisms. My day will involve visiting in the hospital and care centers and reading the
story of Jesus’ resurrection at least three times. It will also include a celebration dinner
with family and friends and the warm and gentle hospitality of those we love.

It is going to be a wonderful day. And if I am a bit tired, I can be reminded that this day
isn’t about me in the first place. For all those who grieve and mourn, this feeling you
experience isn’t the end - it isn’t the final word. We celebrate a risen Christ. Alleluia!
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April 13, 2009 – Home Place

Susan and I have lived in several different places over the years. When we were newly
wed and students we changed apartments every year. Sometimes we had multiple
apartments in the same year. Since we have graduated, we have lived in three homes,
each for a few years longer than the last. We have tried to make each home into a
gathering place for friends and family - a place where we are comfortable and a place
where others are comfortable as well.
We know that the most important qualities of home don’t have to do with the physical
place. In the past ten years, we have participated with our parents and siblings in
preparing the homes in which we grew up for sale. These were places that for decades
we called home, even when we had houses in other places that we called our own.
They were filled with the treasures our parents had collected over a lifetime and part of
the process was sifting and sorting through possessions and learning to say good bye
to some things.
But things are just things. What makes a home is relationships.
Now our children have grown and are making homes of their own. And our parents have
moved to the town where we live and our home has become a place where we gather.
The cats that our daughter adopted have become our cats and the companions of our
parents as well. The living room that we have decorated has become a gathering place
for our family, and a place where our friends feel comfortable.
For now this place has come to be our home.

I didn’t realize it when we were growing up, but we are descended of nomadic people.
While our parents didn’t move around very much in our growing up years and when I
think of my childhood home I think of a specific building at a specific address, you have
to go a long ways back in our genealogy to discover a place where our people stayed
for more than a couple of generations. There is a homestead in Montana that first
settled by my mother’s parents and grandparents and now is where my cousin’s
children live. But it isn’t where my mother grew up and she never lived in the same town
as her parents after she reached the age of twenty.
Unlike some people who can count the generations that their families have dwelt in the
same place, our families have tended to move about from time to time. Having a bit of
the nomad in us isn’t a bad thing, however. We have learned that home is more than
just an address or a specific building. Home is any place where family and friends
gather.
And family is not a static entity. Children are born and grow up and meet friends and
become married and move out into the world and have children of their own. And
friendships become close enough to form traditions. Elders watch as their roles change
within the family and one day leave an empty chair at the dining table. We are a mobile
people and as we go from place to place the particular faces in our homes change.
So what is a home?
For me, home is the place where you are valued for being who you are. It is the place
where there is no need of pretensions, you are loved and accepted for just being you. It
is a place where your are given the freedom and the structure to grow up, and where
you are given the grace and love to grow old.
There are many places in the world where our value is based on our ability to do work
or to contribute or to perform specific tasks. There are places where we have to
maintain a particular image or perform a specific role. Home is the place where our
value isn’t attached to the tasks we perform or the image or role we assume. We can
simply be ourselves.
In our living room we have a very comfortable chair. It isn’t one of the family heirlooms,
it hasn’t always been in our living room, but it is a very comfortable place to sit. And we
also have a friendly cat, who loves to sit in your lap. Sitting in that chair with the cat in
my lap is a very content feeling for me. When I am there, I feel at home.
But the best part isn’t when I sit in that chair, comfortable as it is. The best part is when I
see someone else in that chair sharing the comfort and joy of being in that place. When
I see that, I know I am at home.
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April 14, 2009 – First Paddle

Some years I make it to the lake earlier than others, but one of the memorable events of
the year is the first paddle. I usually put the canoes and kayaks away for the winter.
The lakes freeze over and there isn’t much opportunity to use them.
Yesterday was the day for the first paddle of 2009. The ice has been off of the lakes for
some time, but I have been busy and we have had our share of spring blizzards this
year. But yesterday was busy. The day after Easter is usually quite laid back for us as
we rest and recover from a busy schedule. I took my time getting ready and loading up
the kayak and gear.
We have a plastic kayak, somewhat pejoratively called “tupper boat” because of my
general preference for wooden boats. However, the plastic boat is nearly unbreakable
and good for encounters with ice and rocks and forgiving for an out-of-shape paddler.
Last year, I had taken my long sea kayak out for the first paddle and although it is a very
stable boat, I pushed off from the dock and then leaned back to grab my paddle. The
combination of the boat moving away from the dock, my leaning toward it, and not
having a paddle to brace meant that I did an inadvertent splash into the water. I didn’t
go all the way under, but it wasn’t a moment of grace and the digital camera in my life
jacket pocket got dunked and was ruined by the adventure. So this year I started out
with a smaller boat and took my pictures from shore and headed out without a camera.
I wasn’t the first to make it to the water. There were a couple of other kayakers having a
paddle and two or three fishermen were out on the water. Jack and Arie LaCroix were

there with a sleek shiny powerboat which they launched and took a couple of turns
about the lake. I don’t know if it was a winter project getting its sea trials, the first test of
the new inventory for this year, a sales demonstration or perhaps power boaters get
spring fever like the rest of us. Anyway they weren’t on the water long and I was soon
able to paddle away from others and have a large portion of the lake to myself.
The lake was deliciously full. Launching was easy. I didn’t bother to go to the boat ramp,
just walked down to the shore and didn’t even get mud on my feet. There was a light
breeze so the lake wasn’t quite smooth, but there wasn’t much chop, Even paddling
hard into the breeze the bow wake wasn’t enough to splash onto my face. I am a bit out
of shape, so I paddled lightly, but soon crossed the lake. I noticed a big old snag, that
used to be a great eagle tree had fallen over. Its roots had no dirt on them at all, but had
taken a huge piece of rock off of the place where it once stood. Another snag had lots
its top, almost half of its height. But there were others, still standing, all bare of eagles. I
soon reached a cove on the south side of the lake, near the campground. There was
some ice over there, in the shade and the snow was down to the water in some places.
Kayaks are fun for playing on the ice, so I took some runs at the ice in places where the
water was lapping over it. I could get about a boat length on top of the ice before losing
momentum. Then the boat would break through and I’d be back in the water. It isn’t a
very efficient ice breaker, just a fun way to play. After exploring all of the cove, I paused
to eat a sandwich that I had brought along. The mallards were in clusters and were lean
after the winter. They would let me approach to within about 30 feet or so and then take
off without disturbing the water at all. They made a little noise. The geese were the
complainers, honking and paddling about. If I came too close they’d just paddle over to
the edge of the lake and waddle up on the shore complaining all the while.
I decided to paddle up the inlet to see what the beavers were doing. Last year one of
their dams washed out and they had started a new lodge as well as a smaller dam on a
side channel of the stream near the place where a big tree has fallen across the inlet
and provides the starting point for a good dam. The great blue herons were in the
cattails as I started to paddle up the inlet. I saw four in all, each flushed into flight with
much splashing and squawking. They would fly a slow circle and return to a place near
their starting point as I paddled by.
Apparently the beavers were experiencing construction delays. I couldn’t see much
progress from last summer, but the water was quite a bit higher so some of their work
was probably submerged. I was able to paddle all the way up tot he tree, with the
current getting stronger as I went. I stopped to eat the second half of my sandwich and
enjoy the quiet as I drifted slowly downstream toward the lake. After stowing the
container I had for my sandwich, I stretched out my legs inside the boat. I was surprised
at how cold the hull was. The water must be only a few degrees above freezing.

It was time to head back for the car. I kept scanning the skies for eagles, but hadn’t yet
seen any. Then I saw one, just a speck at first on the ridge of the distant hill. He
swooped down toward me and made a tight 720 degree turn straight over my head.
Two full circles about a hundred feet up. Then, without any apparent effort, he rose in
effortless flight and headed back for the hilltop. For the rest of my paddle, I could spot
two mature bald eagles way up high. I guess that for them the flying was better than the
fishing and they stayed up high, just occasionally dropping over the lake to see what
was below. I never saw them make a dive for a fish.
By the time I made it back to the north shore I had been sitting in the kayak for two
hours. Most of the time I had been paddling, but not very hard, just the right kind of
workout for a first paddle. The weather was just right, warm enough to be comfortable,
cool enough that I didn’t feel a need to remove my paddling jacket.
Although I have don it hundreds of times and often on the same lake, I continue to be
amazed and surprised at how refreshing a bit of paddling is for me. I breathe the fresh
air and look at the wonders of the natural world. I allow my mind to wander and I forget
about my worries. It is a great gift to have the use of a canoe or kayak on a warm spring
day.
After I loaded the boat on the roof of the car, I sat on the back bumper changing out of
my still dray paddling shoes. A couple of Canadian Geese waddled up to check me out
and see if I had any of my lunch to share. I informed them that I had eaten all of it, but
I’m not sure they understood me. I couldn’t catch a single word in their chatter as they
waddled across the parking lot. There didn’t appear to be any other potential donors for
their cause, just two pickup trucks belonging to the fishermen that were still out on the
lake. I gave them wide birth as I pulled out of the lot. I didn’t want to make them run or
fly. They seemed content to waddle about on the ground. I guess they hadn’t gotten
word from the eagles, who were still enjoying the view from far above.
The day couldn’t have been any better.
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April 15, 2009 – The Green Machine

My father was an entrepreneur. He was involved in several different business ventures
over the years. For 25 years he owned and operated the John Deere dealership in our
town. We also had a small feed warehouse operation as a part of Big Timber Farm
Supply. There was always a supply of green and yellow paint around. There were kids
who had red wagons in our town. Mine was green with yellow wheels and John Deere
decals on the sides. There were several green and yellow bicycles around our home.
Our shop did a lot of repairs and refurbished used machines for resale. Often they were
re-painted as a part of the process. My dad used to enjoy running a used Ford tractor
through the shop and having it emerge in John Deere colors. They were a bit of a
novelty item and often sold to truck drivers passing through our town. The store sold
John Deere toys as well and dad accepted trade-ins. Metal toys that could be repaired
were repaired and donated to “Toys for Tots.” It wasn’t unusual for them to sport new
paint jobs. Over the years the shop owned pickup trucks that sported a variety of
different paint schemes featuring John Deere green and yellow.
But the green and yellow paint has been a part of my past for several years until last
week when I stopped by our local John Deere dealer and picked up a couple of cans of
paint and a small decal. The project was a second hand walker that I picked up for my
mother. Diabetic neuropathy has made one of her legs a bit weaker than the other and
the result is that her balance isn’t as good as it once was. A couple of hospitalizations
this year has meant that she is a bit weaker than her usual and the result is that she
needs to use the walker wherever she goes. Her wonderfully independent spirit
sometimes chafes at the notion of being tied down and we find her, from time to time, in

a different room from her walker. She is quite good about using furniture and other
available things to aid her balance, but her basic safety demands that we keep the
walker available at all times.
So yesterday, when she came home from the hospital, we were ready to show off her
new green machine. After several years of not having a John Deere around the place,
we’re back in business. Well, that isn’t quite accurate. I have a John Deere lawnmower
and my mom still owns a 2040 diesel tractor, but it is in Montana and mostly operated
by my brother these days. Mom hasn’t driven the tractor in years.
We’ve spent a bit of time in nursing homes and know quite a few people who use
walkers to get around, but we know of no other genuine John Deere walker in our area.
She should stand out in almost any crowd.
The truth is that there are a lot of things about growing older that aren’t much fun.
Remaining healthy requires increasing assistance from doctors. A large portion of one’s
life is invested in appointments with various medical professionals and treatments. One
has to pay more attention to eating and the list of medicines continues to grow. There
are some days when one’s energy isn’t as good as it used to be and there are a lot of
things that used to be fun that are now off limits. The losses that come with aging don’t
come all at once, so their is a sort of continuing grief that comes from accumulating loss
after loss. Friends die, family members die, retirement means loss of job and sometimes
position in the community. A beloved home must be sold and a move made to smaller
quarters. Less space means less possessions. The string of losses continues and
increasingly as one ages the losses include loss of independence and increasing need
for assistance.
If we didn’t laugh about it, we’d get depressed.
But there is a lot of joy and laughter in our lives. Having my mother live in our home and
having Susan’s father close by are blessings in many different ways. And one of the
blessings is that we genuinely enjoy each other. And we laugh a lot.
Having teased my mother for years, it is only appropriate that sometimes the tables are
turned these days.
John Deere used to have a marketing slogan, “The Green Machine is on the Move.” I
wish I had kept one of the caps. But for us, the green machine in our home is not a sign
of dependence, but rather one of independence. Without the walker mother would be
dependent upon others for simple journeys about the house. She would have to ask for
assistance to get up from her chair or to go from her bedroom to the kitchen. The walker
increases rather than decreases her independence. It allows her to move safely around
the house on her own. And it allows her to keep her mobility. The green machine is on
the move.

I expect that the shiny new paint job will show a few scratches and scrapes as the
months and years go by. That will be wonderful. Hopefully each scratch on the walker is
one that is not on my mother. After all, John Deere is in the business of manufacturing
farm machinery. The machines are designed to be used, gotten muddy, and
occasionally scratched and dented. They are designed for utility, not appearance.
Appearance is, however, a bonus. And having a green machine around our house lifts
our spirits and brings a smile to the faces of visitors.
And, the cans of green and yellow spray paint are far from empty. It doesn’t take much
paint to cover a walker. Hmm . . . I’m thinking of other things that could use a fresh coat
of paint. . .
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want
to share it with a friend, please direct your friend to my web site.

April 16, 2009 – Springtime

A few degrees of temperature can make a big difference. It rained most of the night last
night. I’m sure there was some snow in the higher elevations, but unlike the previous
weeks, we got rain. I even noticed that there was some mud on the car yesterday. It
was real mud, not that greasy gray, calcium chloride filled goo that comes from the
streets. It was just plain dirt and water.
We’ve had plenty of moisture and the combination of the melting snow, full reservoirs
and falling rain will probably result in some flooding in areas, but for now the rain seems
pleasant. There is a fresh smell that comes from the hills as the temperatures begin to
rise. We haven’t had enough warm days for the soil temperatures to come up, but I
have noticed the grass starting to turn green and there are new shoots in the areas
where I seeded grass last fall. It won’t be long before time to put the snowblower away
and get the lawn mower tuned up for another year.
This probably isn’t the driest place we have lived and this certainly isn’t our driest year,
but we have spent most of our lives in places that get small amounts of rain. As such we
have grown to appreciate the moisture and even the few inconveniences caused by rain
don’t seem to us to be much of a problem. For the most part my rain jacket is worn
when I visit Costa Rica or head out to the coast for a visit. It will last me for many years
since I don’t wear it around home very much at all.
That means that a bit of rain is a treat. Life is good lying in bed, listening to the water
running out of the downspout, hearing the gentle splash of drops hitting the sidewalk,

smelling the freshness of wet pine trees. And waking to a world that has been gently
washed by the rain is a good feeling. Of course I know that the forecast is for sunny
weather to return over the weekend. We rarely have precipitation that lasts for more
than a few days.
One has to be careful of spring fever in this country. We’ve had spring blizzards in May.
And even on warm springs setting out the garden too early can result in frost damage to
tender young plants. It would be prudent to wait a couple more weeks before getting
into too much planting. But the urge is there. We’ve been eating store-bought lettuce for
months. And we’re ready for the produce of our own garden. We’ve never fed ourselves
with the things we grow, we simply supplement the food we buy with a few treats from
the garden, but I added to the garden this year. The area inside the deer-proof fence is
about double what we planted last year and I hauled several loads of garden soil to
build up and level the planting area. I can add mulch and till the soil any time now.
But I won’t be working in the garden today. It is actually too muddy. I need to let it dry
for a couple of sunny days. But we live on a hill and our soil is very porous. It won’t take
long for things to dry out.
I guess we’re ready for springtime. It isn’t that we’ve suffered over the winter. Even
though we set a record for total snowfall, the storms had plenty of open days between
them and we didn’t have extended periods where it was difficult to get around. But it is
good to feel things changing. A couple of weeks ago we were shoveling. This morning I
can hear the birds starting to stir outside of my window.
The taxes are paid and the proper forms filed. Easter has passed with the extra efforts
by so many in the life of the church. The time has come for a little cleaning and
organizing. We can open up the widows and let the breeze blow through the house. It
isn’t just the weather that is changing, so too our moods are changing. We had just a
little more sickness in our house than usual over the winter and we’re ready to get
outdoors, get healthy, and enjoy the beauty of this place a little bit more.
As we have grown older, we have noticed that the pace of our life doesn’t vary with the
seasons as much as it once did. When we were students, we turned from schoolwork to
summer jobs each year. And in the early years of our careers we served congregations
where programs and activities slowed during the summer. That isn’t as much the case
in this congregation. We have activities year-round and keep busy with lots of events
during the summer. But summer also means vacation. We’ll be taking personal time for
a trip when we travel to the United Church of Christ’s General Synod this summer.
So for today, I’m enjoying the gentle, refreshing rain. It is truly a gift from above. And I’m
letting my spring fever go just a little bit. And even if I don’t get out to do work in the
garden, I’ll probably find time to wander around the yard just to see what is coming up.

Enjoy this day whatever the weather brings. Even when we don’t notice it, the times are
changing and a new season is emerging.
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April 17, 2009 – Applauding Barenboim
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Daniel Barenboim received a rapturous standing ovation at the Cairo Opera House last
night. And well she should have. He had just played Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 8 in
C Minor. His signature style on the piece takes a faster tempo than most classical
pianists, with his fingers fairly flying on the third movement, Rondo. It is stunning and
thrilling. He can take your breath away, even listening to a recording. Live it is an
experience that cannot be forgotten. He has played that sonata a lot of times. Daniel
Barenboim was a child prodigy and has been thrilling audiences around the world for
years. The concert began with him on the conductor’s podium with the thrilling sounds
of Beethoven’s fifth symphony, with its signature opening rhythm, morse code for the
letter “V,” that has come to be associated with the allied invasion of Normandy during
World War II.
Barenboim is such a brilliant musician that thunderous applause follows him wherever
he travels. That he is applauded is hardly news. That he performed in Cairo is
incredible. Prominent Israeli musicians simply are not invited to perform in Cairo and
most would refuse, were they to be invited. Daniel Barenboim is different. It was his
third performance in the Arab world. He performed in Morocco in 2003 and the West
Bank city of Ramallah in 2005. Concerts planned for Qatar and Egypt were called off in
January because of safety concerns during the Israeli offensive against the Gaza Strip.
Barenboim was born in Argentina, but moved to Israel at the age of nine. A loyal Israeli
citizen, he has long been a supporter of Palestinian rights. Together with the late

Palestinian-American writer Edward Said, Barenboim formed the joint Arab-Israeli
orchestra, the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra, in 1999. The express purpose of the
orchestra is to further cultural exchange between young people in Israel and the Arab
world and to use music as a bridge to peace in a region where so many other peace
initiatives have failed.
His performance was widely criticized. In Egypt, some critics feel Egypt should resist
closer ties with Israel until a final peace deal is reached with the Palestinians. In Israel
Barenboim’s critics said that the time is not right for outreach and cultural exchange.
They see his performances as unearned rewards. The always courageous Barenboim
answered his critics directly. He has long asserted that bringing musicians together is
not a political project, but a human one. “For 60 years they have been trying with force
and they haven’t solved anything,” he said during rehearsals for the concert. “Every
military victory of Israel has left it politically weaker.”
“I hope very much that this, my first visit to Egypt, will maybe allow another way of
thinking to come.”
Barenboim has encountered critics before. He was criticized when he conducted the
Berlin Philharmonic. While many applauded, some left the hall shouting “fascist!” when
he broke the taboo by conducting a piece by Wagner at an Israeli festival in 2001.
Wagner was Adolf Hitler’s favorite composer and inspired Nazi cultural propaganda.
There has long been an unwritten ban on his music being played in Israel. Barenboim is
a man to break taboos and cross borders. His innovative musical work has stunned and
shocked audiences for decades.
He is not immune to criticism. A plan to perform “Die Walkuere” by Wagner was
scrapped and he conducted compositions by Stravinsky instead. He is honest and
speaking from his heart when he says that he does not want to offend anyone.
But he will not give up his quest for peace and for human dignity for all, including those
named by his country as enemies. His views earned him an honorary Palestinian
Authority Passport in 2007.
The conflict in the Middle East is not ended. The last innocent victim has not yet fallen.
Emotions continue to run high and governments continue to place their people at risk.
But in the midst of all of the noise and violence of war, the powerful strains of
Beethoven, played with passion and intensity, skill and artistry, raise above the noise of
war. And for a few moments in Cairo last night the sounds of music transported the
audience to a renewed vision of peace.
The world’s best-equipped and most well-funded military forces have failed to bring
peace to that region. Presidents and ambassadors and other skilled diplomats have
failed. Perhaps music can accomplish what no others are able to do.

And even if peace does not come, I applaud Daniel Barenboim. I applaud his courage
and his vision. I applaud his talent and energy. I applaud his commitment to reach out to
others with his music. I applaud his gifts of his heart.
I was not in Cairo last night, though in some ways I wish I had been. But I am overcome
and amazed that I have been granted the privilege of being alive at the same time as
such human genius and greatness. To have shared life in the same generation with
Daniel Barenboim is a privilege. And if he can stand up and speak out for peace in this
world, surely I also can.
When the applause has died and the musicians have returned to their homes may we
all renew our commitment to finding paths to peace in our violence-torn world. It is not a
political project. It is a human project. Bravo!
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April 18, 2009 – Ingredients

It seems like there were a lot of people who were upset at the grocery store yesterday.
A car behind me honked their horn because I was delaying traffic in the parking lot
waiting for an elderly woman to push her cart to her car. Cars were sparring for parking
places close to the front door, so parked at the edge of the lot, leaving several empty
parking places for those who might be in more of a hurry than I.
The store was busy inside, with carts blocking the aisles as shoppers looked for the
items on their lists. For some reason, I wasn’t particularly in a hurry. I was heading
home after a day’s work at the end of the week. I wouldn’t have needed to stop at the
grocery store at all except that I hadn’t planned out the menu for the evening in advance
and I wanted to pick up a few things for the particular dish I planned to cook.
It always amuses me what people buy at the store. And since there were lines at the
checkout, there was time to watch others unload their carts. One shopper seemed to
like a particular brand of foods. There were a lot of boxes of frozen items with the words
“Just Right” on them. There was almost nothing in that cart that we buy when we go to
the store, so I wasn’t familiar with the brand or with the items. One box, however,
caught my eye. It was a box of frozen garlic toast. That seems like a strange item to me.
If you have to thaw out the garlic toast, wouldn’t it be just as quick to take a piece of
bread, spread margarine and sprinkle garlic salt on it and pop it in the toaster oven? I
understand buying prepared foods for convenience, but frozen toast seems like an
inconvenience. Of course I don’t think like the other shopper.

One shopper has one or more very well-fed cats. There must have been at least a
dozen cans of fancy cat food in her cart. It struck me that she might be one of the
people you read about who purchases cat food for human consumption because of
limited funds, but if so, she was splurging in the fresh strawberries and store-bought
cookies. We buy our cat food at the feed store and I am not familiar with the selection
of foods for pets that they carry at the grocery store, but I am afraid that if our cats saw
the fancy things that other cats get they would feel deprived. Our cats are complainers
in the first place. One insists that the water dish have precisely 3/4 of an inch of water in
order for her to drink. I comply because it is quieter that way. Imagine if she found out
that there are dozens of varieties of food. She’s been eating the same brand of cat food
since she was a kitten - the same brand the vet recommended when our kids got their
first cat years ago. I never thought that cats might develop a taste for variety.
Almost everyone in line was purchasing bread. They might find it strange that I
purchase yeast in the jar. It is a lot less expensive than the packets and you can get just
the amount you want if you buy it in the jar. We seldom run out of yeast at our home. I
bake bread once a week. It is not that we don’t buy bread from the bakery or the store,
but it certainly seems like we buy less than most shoppers. I guess baking bread is time
consuming, but because you can do other things while you are baking I don’t notice the
time that much. I mix up the yeast and water and flour and then it sits while I do
something else. I add some honey and a bit of shortening and some more flour, kneed it
for a few minutes and then go off on another chore while I wait for it to rise. It has to rise
again after I form the loaves and it takes 25 minutes to bake. Although the process
takes 3 or 4 hours from the time I start until the loaves emerge from the oven, there is
only about 10 or 15 minutes of actual work. The rest is waiting. And everyone in our
house likes the smell of baking bread.
A mechanic once told me that nobody fixes anything any more. “They just replace
parts.” He could remember when it was common for a repair shop to employ welders
and drill presses and lathes to repair things that got broken. The corner garage used to
overhaul engines. They might take the heads to the machine shop to have the valve
seats ground or take a block out to have the cylinder walls honed, but being able to tear
down an engine, fix it and put it back together was a common skill. These days most
shops simply remove an engine and replace it. Rebuilding engines is a specialty
reserved for others.
Our food purchases also reflect a change in our culture. People assemble menus from
prepared selections. You can buy vegetables ready to steam in the bag in the
microwave. Never mind the fact that it isn’t any quicker than steaming fresh vegetables
on the stove top. It is convenient. The store where we buy groceries sells “ready to
microwave” potatoes for baking in the microwave. How long does it take to scrub a
potato and poke a few holes in it with a fork? We don’t often bake potatoes in the
microwave, but we’ve done it. We used ordinary potatoes and didn’t seem to have any
problems.

I think, also, that people don’t often keep their homes stocked with staples. I have to
remember to go to a different store to buy flour because ten pound bags are the largest
sold in one grocery store. Ten pounds doesn’t last us a month and we usually have both
whole wheat and regular flour on hand. With so many grocery stores open every day of
the week, people tend to shop for a single meal or just a couple of days at a time.
There’s nothing wrong with that, folks in cities believe that it is the way to have the
freshest food. Purchase small amounts and minimize the storage of food. But those of
us who are used to living a bit farther from the store are used to having enough on hand
to feed the family for a week if we get snowed in.
We still buy ingredients for our kitchen. And we keep quite a few of them on hand. It is a
habit. And like a lot of our habits we got them from growing up in homes where there
were routines and habits as well. I bake bread in much the same way as my mother did.
Unless I’m trying to be fancy the recipe doesn’t vary from week to week. I always rub
butter on the top of the loaves as I take them out of the oven because that’s what my
mother did when I was a child. I don’t know if it makes the bread any better, it is just the
way we do it at our house.
I suppose that other shoppers think that my choices at the grocery store are strange. I
often am purchasing ingredients for a lot of meals in a single trip. And there are a lot of
ingredients that we buy just to have on hand. We don’t often make up our menus before
going to the store. And at our house, if you can’t remember what is on the list and you
didn’t bring it with you, you always buy peanut butter because if we aren’t out of it, we
soon will be. It used to be that way with milk, but the kids have grown up and I’ve even
been known to buy milk in 1/2 gallon cartons these days.
I might make spaghetti for supper tonight. We have all of the ingredients on hand. That
is if my family will accept garlic bread that is made up at home instead of purchased
from the frozen foods department at the store.
But please, don’t tell my cats about all of the different kinds of canned cat food. The one
would forget it anyway, but we have one cat that might develop the need to try every
different brand if she thought she could get me to buy it for her.
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April 19, 2009 – Holy Humor
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The story goes that three congregations pooled their efforts to host a big revival. The
guest preacher was selected, the tent was erected, and there were nights of preaching
and prayer meetings. After the revival, the pastors of the three congregations got
together to compare notes on the event.
“It was a great revival!” said the first, “Our congregation gained four new members.”
“I have to agree,” said the second. “We gained six new members.”
“It was better than great,” said the third. “We got rid of our ten most troublesome
members.”

There is much in the season of Easter that is joyful. The news that death is not the end,
the triumph of life over death, the discovery of the future of the church despite the
crushing power of the Roman Empire - these are just some of the things that have
brought a smile to the faces of Christians from the very beginning of the Christian
church. Somewhere in the Greek Church, in early days, the practice of a holy humor
Sunday began. The concept was pretty simple. The resurrection of Jesus comes as the
ultimate practical joke. It has all of the elements: the surprise of the unexpected, the
look of shock on the faces of the unsuspecting, the accomplishment of the joke without
anyone getting hurt. What joke could possibly be better?
The tradition of holy humor involved minor practical jokes, often played on priests or
ministers. It didn’t quite take hold in the church and over the years evolved into a totally
secular holiday, April Fool’s Day, with very few remembering the origins of the day.
In the 1980’s the Fellowship of Merry Christians was formed for the express purpose of
looking at the lighter side of religious life. Since that time, many Christian congregations
have adopted the tradition of celebrating the second Sunday of Easter as Holy Humor
Day. In most congregations, the tradition includes telling tasteful jokes and poking a bit
of fun at pastors and church leaders. It is an opportunity to let some of the stuffiness out
of the church and enjoy the positive effects of laughter.
Not everyone has found Holy Humor to be to their liking. In our congregation, which is
made up mostly of fun-loving folks, there are a few who think that jokes in church are
some how beneath the dignity that should be given to formal worship. They have found
deep meaning in their faith and in the practices of the church and somehow making
jokes seems to decrease the value they have found in worship. A couple of folks have
suggested that we might skip holy humor Sunday entirely.
But a church is never a gathering of people who agree on all points - at least none of
the congregations I have served have been. We have lots of different perspectives and
points of view. And worship strives to reach out to the needs of all.
Furthermore, at its core, worship is not about us in the first place. It is about God. And I
suspect that God has a deep sense of humor. Remember the story in Genesis where
Sarah laughs at the news that she will have a baby? God has the family name that
baby Isaac, which means “he laughs.” The laughter didn’t stop with Sarah’s reaction,
but became, rather the father of God’s chosen people. You could say that we were born
in laughter and are all descendants of laughter.
“Wow!” Bill told his friend Isaac. “Check this out! The Bible says here that the Israelites
crossed over the Red Sea on foot!”
“Well,” replied Isaac, “That’s actually the Sea of Reeds, which at that point was actually
very shallow, so they probably crossed over in just two feet of water.”

“Oh,” said Bill, and continued to read, disappointed. “Hey, wait! Check this out! It says
here that the entire Egyptian army drowned in just two feet of water!”
There are a million jokes about church, faith, and the people who practice it. And most
of them have been told and re-told so many times that readers of this blog have
probably already heard them. Still, we enjoy a good laugh from time to time. And a
pleasant surprise can still bring a smile to our faces.
It is not disrespectful.
We continue to stand in awe of God’s amazing creativity throughout all of history. We
stand in awe of the sacrifice of our forebears in the church. We stand in awe of the
power and majesty of God. And we worship God with genuine reverence. But we need,
on occasion, to be reminded not to take ourselves too seriously.
While touring Israel, a couple of South Dakotans thought they’d rent a boat to row on
the Sea of Galilee.
“That’ll be a hundred dollars,” said the man at the boat rental.
“A hundred dollars? That’s outrageous! at home we could rent a Pontoon Boat for a
whole day for less than that and we wouldn’t have to row!”
“Ah, but this is the lake Jesus walked on,” the merchant replied.
Said the South Dakotan, “At those prices, I can see why!”
Here’s hoping we don’t take ourselves too seriously today and that we find a way to
laugh at the good news of Jesus’ resurrection. Happy Holy Humor Day!
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April 20, 2009 – The Piano

Bluthner pianos are relatively rare, especially in the United States. The pianos are made
by hand in Leipzig, Germany by the company started by Julius Bluthner in 1853. The
first Bluthner grand piano to travel to the United States came aboard the famous airship
Hindenberg. The piano served for the first broadcast of a piano recital from the air.
World War II broght an end to the export of Bluthner pianos to the west. During the
years of the cold war and the division of Germany, Bluthner pianos were not imported
into the United States. The tradition of craftsmanship survived the nationalization of the
company and subsequent return of the company to private ownership. The firm
remained in the control of the Bluthner family, with leadership passing from Julius to Dr.
Rudolph bluthner-Hasessler, the son-in-law, to Ingbert Bluther, who succeeded his
father and continues to lead the company with his sons Christian and Knut. The family
continues to limit the number of pianos produced in order to insure hand-crafted
manufacturing and continuing excellence in tonal character. Bluthner instruments rank
among the best in the world. There are very few 9’2” concert grands in the United
States.
Through a remarkable set of circumstances, one has come into the possession of our
congregation. The piano serves us as an instrument for worship and for concerts,
including appearances by touring pianists.
Yesterday our piano got a good workout. In the morning worship service, Jazz pianist
Justin Speck played two of his original compositions as well as a series of
improvisations as parts of the children’s message and a musical dialogue with me for

the sermon. Last night pianist Pierce Emata took the piano through its paces with a
concert that lasted nearly three hours and featured works that displayed virtuosity on
the piano. The concert concluded with Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue.
The piano earns high praise from the artists who play it. It’s unique design includes a
fourth string for each pitch of the upper octaves that is set just above the area where the
hammer strikes and rings in harmonic vibration with the other three strings which are
struck by the hammer. This provides a brilliance in the high notes that is unequaled by
other concert pianos.
It is clear that the piano is not an instrument for individual ownership, but rather a trust
for our community to treasure and to pass on to subsequent generations. We seek to be
faithful to that trust by caring for the piano and making it available to our community for
public performances. This week it will be the accompanying instrument for the annual
Young Vocal Artists scholarship competition. It will be featured in a half dozen concerts
that are already on the schedule for the coming year.
Although we were enabled to purchase the piano at a substantial discount through the
generosity of the instrument’s owners, we are aware that it has high value. It’s appraisal
for insurance purposes made us sit up and take notice. Ostentatious displays of wealth
are not in character for our congregation. We are a practical group of people, far more
interested in public service than possessions. In the 14 years that I have served the
congregation as a pastor we have continued to put air conditioning of our sanctuary and
fellowship hall on the back burner as mission and outreach have been a higher priority.
Twice in my time as pastor congregational votes have placed outreach projects ahead
of the purchase of items for our church in the priorities of the congregation. Although we
are pleased with the piano and proud to offer it to our community for entertainment and
artistic expression, we are almost embarrassed when asked about the ownership of the
instrument.
The church with the large outdoor cross is also the church with the gorgeous concert
piano in the minds of chamber music enthusiasts in our community.
But for us the choice has not been presented as an either/or decision between music
and service. Our congregation has pursued a both/and approach, sensing that artistry
and outreach go hand in hand. The piano has been featured in special events such as
the Costa Rica big event, where we raised significant funds for continuing ministry with
our sister church in Los Guido. It may well be that the extravagance of the piano
reminds us of our obligation to be extravagant in our generosity to others.
However we justify it, the instrument yesterday provided two distinct and different
opportunities for listeners to be transported beyond the present. In music contemporary
and historic we experienced the power of the arts to stretch our imagination and to open
our lives to that which lies beyond the limitations of the present moment. The intimate

connection between the arts and religious imagination was once again demonstrated as
we sat in the room and listened to the piano in the hands of a master.
Some of the most challenging words of our Bible are also some of the most artistic. The
people are called to return to faithfulness through the power of poetry. Hebrew Scripture
scholar and theologian Walter Brueggemann refers to the prophets as poets. The glory
of God and the challenge of clearly articulating God’s message demand careful
selection of words and artistry in the rhythm of language. It took poets to communicate
truth to power and call our people back into relationship with God. If we do not
challenge ourselves, we are tempted to think too small. The realm of God lies far
beyond our ability to imagine and only through the engagement of the arts are we able
to communicate a portion of God’s call for humans.
So we treasure and care for the piano understanding that it is not something we posses,
but rather something that we have been called to provide for future generations of
faithful people as they seek God through music, thought and lives of faithful service.
May the song linger long after our time on this earth has passed.
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April 21, 2009 – Greening Up

The ground that was just a few weeks ago covered in snow is turning green. The grass
is starting to look pretty good even without any attention. Around the neighborhoods
power rakes are going through the lawns to stir up the mulch. If one wanted, there is
almost no limit to the yard work that could be done. But I just didn’t get around to yard
work yesterday. I had a long list of other tasks that needed to be done. And I have found
that work will wait. It won’t be long before I will be out there with the mower and
although I need to resist the urge to put things out into the garden too early, we’re less
than a month from planting the bulk of the garden for the year.
Around town the hardware stores are erecting their parking lot greenhouses and getting
ready for the sales of spring plants. It’s time. We’ve had a long winter and we are ready
for some spring. The weather is fairly warm and we’ve been driving around with the
windows down in the cars. Some of the bulb plants are up and there will be a few
blossoms appearing in the flower beds today.
It is not just the yards that are turning green. The pastures and open spaces are also
showing the effects of the warm sunlight on the damp ground. The deer have so many
options for fresh shoots of grass that they hardly know where to turn, which makes their
movements a bit less predictable. When they are on the move we need to be especially
vigilant when we drive because they will appear in places that we don’t expect to see
them.

Its a glorious fun time to be in the hills. Most of the time we feel very fortunate to live
where we do and this is especially true in the spring. I heard the coyotes singing last
night. It isn’t the first night we’ve slept with the window open, but I don’t always hear the
coyotes if I’m deep asleep. It’s a bit early for the little pups to join the singing, but there
was a spring exuberance in the sounds we heard last night. There’s almost no moon
showing these days. In a couple of weeks when the full moon appears I expect to hear
the coyotes throughout the night.
I’m enough of a small town kid to appreciate the open spaces and the wild animals with
whom we share this country. I’m glad that at this phase of my life I don’t have to live in a
big city with its insulation from the natural world. It is a luxury that not all of the world’s
people can afford. Urban living is a necessity for many. I am aware of and grateful for
our good fortune.
Paying attention to the realities of this life and my present experience is one of my
goals. It is easy to get caught up in the fast pace of events and to focus one’s attention
on the future and not fully appreciate the present. My book study group is reading a
small volume on meditation that invites readers to a state of mindfulness - of being fully
awake and fully aware. Although the author is Buddhist and writes of Buddhist
practices, it seems to me to be very similar to the practices of our tradition, especially
the disciplines of prayer and contemplation that have been taught by Christian mystics
throughout the generations.
I have not been called to the life of a monastery, but I have a deep appreciation for
those who choose to devote their entire lives to focused contemplation. Their practices
of prayer and spirituality have much to offer to those of us who live in the complex world
of family, community and church. Studying the insights of monastics serves to heighten
my awareness and appreciation of my own life rather than call me to a different way of
life. To the extent that I understand the concept of mindfulness, I find it to be a practice
and an awareness that can be used in the midst of the everyday.
It may be that mindfulness is the opposite of multi-tasking. The simple process of doing
things one at at time can be an efficient way of working. This does not mean that the
other tasks are not important, but rather that by giving full attention to a single task it is
accomplished completely before going on to the next. Of course, I am never fully at one
extreme or the other - not quite singleminded, and not fully multi-tasking.
Life is a balance. We balance contemplation and action, prayer and service, focus and a
wider view. And the different elements inform one another. We are better able to
engage in prayer if we bring to the prayer our concern for others. We are better able to
engage in outreach if our mission is informed by prayer. Times of intently focusing on a
single task gives us the ability to perform that task later when our attention must be
diverted to other things and the task still accomplished.

Achieving the balance is easier said than done. I tend to drift toward the extremes. I
discover a new prayer discipline and it becomes the focus of my attention for a while. I
find a new interest and I go overboard.
So there will be time for yard work soon. And the garden will be planted and outdoor
chores pursued. For this day it is enough to stand outside and enjoy the subtle changes
that are occurring around me. For right now it is a joy to feel the warmth of the sun and
the visual treat of a world that is turning green. As I watch the sunrise of a new day and
listen to the sounds of the open window I am grateful to be alive and participating in this
wondrous word.
May your day afford time to appreciate the present moment without becoming
overwhelmed with that which is yet to come.
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April 22, 2009 – Everyday Easter

This Easter season, I have been able to feel myself in a pattern of recovery. I didn’t
even know that I was in need of recovery until I started to pay attention. Oh, I knew that
I had hurt my back. And I know that the physical therapy I am receiving is really helpful.
I’m making great progress on my physical health. I’ve even lost a few pounds that I
really needed to lose.
Our county has a LOSS team. LOSS stands for Local Outreach to Survivors of Suicide.
Our team engages in what is called “postevention.” Although most of the efforts of the
Front Porch Coalition are aimed at suicide prevention, the LOSS team goes out when a
suicide occurs to provide support, resources, referral and education to the survivors. We
take turns being on call and attempt to always have a team able to respond within 15
minutes of a call from county dispatch. In a typical month I am on call one week,
sometimes I take a second week or a few extra days when we are short of people or
when others need a break. Somehow, starting on November of 2008, I happened to be
on call each time the LOSS team was activated. One week our team was called out two
nights in a row for two different incidents. It was just the luck of the draw or some fluke
in scheduling. After week with two calls, I took some extra time off of the call schedule.
There were no calls to the team in my absence. The pattern of me being on call each
time there was a loss continued for a little over five months.
On Easter Sunday, amidst my own tiredness and the busyness of extra services, there
was a LOSS call in our county. I wasn’t on call and wasn’t a part of the team that
responded. It broke the cycle that was beginning to get oppressive. I know that it

doesn’t change anything. There are still too many deaths by suicide in our community.
Our team of responders is still a bit too small. We go out on a few too many calls. And
for each family who loses a loved one to suicide the grief and loss are overwhelming.
One death from suicide is too many.
But the simple event of our community having such a death and dealing with it without
my presence was an important event for me. I am not indispensable. There are others
who are capable and compassionate and ready to assist when there is a need. I don’t
have to be ready to respond at a moment’s notice every time there is a loss.
The call schedule remains the same. I had a week of being on call right after Easter and
there were no calls that week. It will happen, sooner or later, that it will be my time to
respond to another loss. But one day I didn’t have to respond when the need arose.
Grief is cumulative. You never get over death and loss. You get through them. Grief has
amazing healing powers. It helps us deal with pain and sorrow and separation. It
empowers us to work through shock and denial. But each grief is added to all of the
other grief we have experienced in our lives. Even though we are trained as
professionals to limit our emotional involvement with grieving families, we cannot be a
part of their lives without being affected by their grief. We grieve too. And the loss team
needs to grieve in different ways and a different pace than the families we serve. It is
our role to offer strength and guidance and support. The last thing a grieving family
needs is for our grief to become a burden for them.
So some weeks I save up my tears for another time. Sometimes I need to cry when the
time of crying has passed for others. Sometimes it takes me longer to deal with my grief
than others. I don’t mean to complain. Such a complaint would be unfair. As a pastor
living in this time I deal with far less death and grief than one who serves in a war zone
or an impoverished community with inadequate resources. Our community experiences
death at a slower rate than many communities in this world. And I have a privileged
position in the community. There are many who experience far more death and grief
than I.
Nonetheless, the Easter season, so far, has handed me a break from dealing with
death. It is really just a product of random luck. Death continues to occur and it
continues to be very real. And our faith continues to proclaim that death is not the end.
Our faith continues to give us the ability to see life’s triumph in the midst of tragedy.
Easter does not deny the reality of death - it celebrates the reality that faith, hope and
love continue even in the times of death.
So yesterday, when I was looking at pictures for this blog, I found a picture taken last
summer at a rural cemetery. After years of drought, the rains came last year - almost
too much rain for some parts of our state. And the grass and flowers erupted in the little
cemetery. They were irrepressible. The crosses reminded of the losses that had

occurred but the wildflowers reminded us of the life that remains. This Easter has been
a season of personal healing for me. I have once again been reminded that we can
define our lives in terms of how much remains instead of in terms of how much has
been lost.
In the final analysis this is a joyful life-giving place for me and for others. The list of
things for which we give thanks is significant - sometimes overwhelming. We are
fortunate in so many ways.
I am grateful that Easter is a season and not just a day that is here and gone. Our faith
is more than a puff of emotion - it is a powerful reality in the face of a world with very
real tragedy. As I write this morning my window is filling with color as the sun rises over
another beautiful day. It is yet another Easter - an everyday Easter. And I feel grateful
for the bounty of this day.
May you experience Easter every day.
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April 23, 2009 – Above the Clouds

The skies were dramatic yesterday. It was a perfect day for cloud watching around here.
In the late afternoon the puffy little clouds began to gather together and churn overhead.
As the sun began to sink a bit lower in the sky, it was reflecting off of the clouds and
making them shimmer in the sky. It brought back memories of childhood summers when
we would lie in the grass or sit in our treehouse and stare at the sky. You can see how
the ancients formed an image of there being a place in the clouds where God dwells.
Floating in the air and walking among the clouds are prominent images in describing
heaven. It makes sense in its own way. People who lived in a time before radio and
television and before printing presses and books for recreational reading, had more time
to just sit and contemplate the world in which they lived.
And when they contemplated the mystery of death they determined that the reward for a
life well-lived must involve and afterlife in a beautiful place. And when they looked at the
skies, there was a great beauty that attracted them. Their thinking wasn’t all that
different than our own. If God is everywhere, the realm of God wouldn’t be constrained
by the limits we experience. God could overcome the forces of gravity and establish a
place for the people wherever God chose.
Their cosmology wasn’t accurate. We now know that there is no dome covering the
earth that separates the waters above from the waters below. We understand that rain
comes from the water vapor suspended in the clouds and when temperature and dew
point come together precipitation occurs. We have traveled in airplanes that fly above
the clouds and looked down at their tops and understand a bit a of their nature. And we

have come to understand that the size of the universe is much larger than the ancients
could understand.
But we still ponder some of the fundamental questions of which the ancients thought.
What happens after we die? We know from direct observation that human bodies are
no longer infused with spirit after death. We ask ourselves where has that spirit gone?
We understand what we do with the body by following our funeral practices, but we
know that the lifeless remains that we bury or cremate are not the totality of the one we
loved and with whom we shared life.
We can concede, at least intellectually, that spirit does not occupy physical space and
that heaven doesn’t have to be a physical place in order to be real. But we cannot let go
of the thoughts of the realm of God as a particular space with height and breadth and
depth all its own. Even when we confess that time and distance are human constructs
that we have devised for the understanding of this life, we imagine eternal life to also
posses qualities of space and time. We are so caught up in our way of thinking of time
as having past, present and future, that we cannot fully conceptualize life without time.
So we allow our imaginations to create images of a place that we know isn’t a place at
all.
Pearly white gates, streets paved in gold, life without pain, no sense of grief or of guilt.
This seems to us to be the perfect way of living. We rarely entertain the thought that
from God’s perspective there might be no difference between heaven and the place we
now live.
At least yesterday afternoon, when I took a break from working and allowed my mind to
wander, it did seem that this universe in which we live is incredibly beautiful - more
beautiful than we can imagine. When I look at the pictures taken by space telescopes of
distant stars and the vast expanses of the galaxies, I am struck by their incredible
beauty. When I simply stop and look at the world in which we live, I am struck by the
incredible beauty of it all.
If yesterday afternoon were all that there is to this life, its beauty would be incalculable.
There is a bit of the eternal in the everyday. We keep catching glimpses of that which is
beyond our ability to comprehend.
I don’t expect to think my way to heaven. That is I am convinced that I am not capable
of understanding all that there is to understand. Though I form mental images of the
nature of God, God continues to be beyond my capacity to imagine. Thought I begin to
grasp the concept of eternity, I am intensely aware of my limits and my finitude. I won’t
somehow come into a perfect understanding of God and of the nature of this universe
through the power of cognition.

At the same time it is deliciously wonderful to think about God. There is great pleasure
in attempting the impossible - of organizing our thoughts and perceptions into a mental
pattern that begins to describe part of the nature of God. Perhaps what is so attractive
about theology is the sheer joy of trying to organize our thoughts around a concept that
is so big. If it is so easy to fall in love with the idea of God, just imagine how much more
the reality of God transcends that idea.
I look at the pictures I took of the sky yesterday and am immediately struck that they are
just images - they are crude reminders of a reality that is far more beautiful than what I
see when I gaze at the pictures. God, and the universe God created, is only crudely
imaged in the best of our theological thoughts and books. We have not come close to
creating a system of understanding the nature of God. But our theologies do contain
images that serve as reminders of something that is far more vast and
incomprehensible than the words we use to talk about God.
So, from time to time, I will continue to take pictures of the sky, even though I know that
the sky cannot be contained within my computer. And I will continue to think about God,
even though I know that God cannot be contained within my ideological framework.
Both exercises offer incredible beauty and more than a small amount of pleasure.
Life is good when we open our eyes and open our minds to perceive that which is
beyond us in every way. May you experience this goodness today.
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want
to share it with a friend, please direct your friend to my web site.

April 24, 2009 – First Blossoms

We really aren’t much as gardeners. We get a lot of joy out of the things that grow in our
yard and garden, but our home is far from a showplace. We have an on-going
conversation with the deer in our neighborhood who have definite appetites for certain
flowers. When we first moved here we planted tulip bulbs, but they rarely make it to
blossom. There is something about the tulips that is very attractive to the deer. With the
vegetable garden it is a different matter. I simply erected an eight-foot fence to keep the
deer out of that area. But with our ornamental beds it seems to defeat the purpose to
erect high fences around everything. So we have learned a bit about what the deer like
and what they are less likely to eat. And we have learned that the deer will try almost
everything - even plants that are sold as “deer safe.” When they don’t like the taste, we
find blossoms that have been bit off and spit out. It sort of reminds us of the old Life
cereal commercials. “Mikey will eat anything.” One of our deer must be a “mikey.”
But we still manage a few blossoms from time to time. And finally, in the last couple of
days we have blossoms. I’m not too good with names, but I believe that these are
Jonquils, a variety of daffodil. There are a few growing in the front bed by the curb and
quite a few more growing along the east end of the house. So far the deer have left
them alone. After a winter that lasted long enough and ended with a series of three
blizzards in as many weeks, it is nice to have a few warm days and some beautiful
blossoms growing in the yard.
To be fair, the forecast is for rain throughout the day, turning to snow this evening, with
snow continuing throughout the day tomorrow. And the weather forecasters have been

remarkably accurate this spring. Some years it isn’t too difficult to suppress the urge to
plant vegetables too early. Common local wisdom dictates waiting about two more
weeks before setting out tender tomato plants - and even then attentiveness to weather
and occasional covering of the plants may be required.
But that is part of the nature of spring around here. A few glorious days and a few days
that remind us of the winter that has passed and the power of the weather that goes
beyond our ability to control. Temperatures can push toward the eighties one day and
hover in the thirties the next. The overall trend continues, however. Soil temperatures
are on the rise and though a little snow will slow that process, we know that summer is
just around the corner.
Yesterday set record highs in part of the state and there was a red flag warning for high
fire danger in the south central portion of the state. This can be a land of extremes.
While flooding and mud have kept some families isolated for a dozen days, others are
keeping a watch out for wildfire in the dry conditions of the high prairies and badlands. If
only we had an efficient way to transport the water from the places that have too much
to the ones that don’t have enough. But this is South Dakota. Wait and the conditions
will change. Excessive water today doesn’t mean that hot and dry conditions aren’t just
around the corner.
Flower bulbs are wonderful plants for us. They don’t require attention in the spring. They
will grow and blossom before we get around to tending the garden. They have their own
gauge of soil temperature and of the appropriate time to show their blossoms. Some
years they endure a little snow. Some years they are crushed and broken by a big
spring blizzard. But they’ll be back next year and the year after that. Out on the open
prairies there are places where there is no remaining sign of a former homestead
except for the blue flag irises growing in a pattern that indicate they came from
intentional transplanting. Flower bulbs are truly irrepressible and a good symbol for the
joy that, from time to time, wells up within us.
These are hard times for many people. There isn’t as much money to be spent and
there are a lot of folks who have lost their jobs. In hard times one has to learn where to
look for the good news. At our home this week, the news from the box where the paper
is delivered is pretty good - especially if you ignore the paper in the box and take a look
at the flowers poking their heads out of the soil in the flower bed beneath.
God grants us beauty in every season. May our eyes be opened to behold and our
hearts opened to appreciate these gifts.
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April 25, 2009 – Still South Dakota

Lest any readers of yesterday’s blog who live out of the area get fantasies about the
nature of spring here in the hills, I decided that it was only fair to follow up on
yesterday’s picture with another snapshot of the jonquils. Yes, there is about an inch of
snow on the ground. And today is the official start of road construction season in the
hills with I-90 being narrowed to two lanes near Sturgis. It’s supposed to warm up and
the snow won’t stay. It will be melted off by noon and will have no impact on the
wedding scheduled for 4 p.m. at the church. And we’ve already set a record for the most
amount of total snowfall in a single winter, so we won’t care if the rest of our
precipitation comes as rain. But you do have to admit that it was rather pretty. The
green grass provided a really nice contrast for the white snow. And most of the
deciduous trees haven’t leafed out, so there won’t be a problem with broken branches
and the like. Just a chilly evening and we’ll be getting on with life. The walks and streets
were too warm for the snow to stick, so there’ll be no shoveling needed today.
I know that there are many places in this world where they get no snow at all, but we’re
rather proud of our hardy nature and our ability to stand a little snow. And most of us
enjoy it, just a little bit. There are plenty of fun outdoor activities that can be pursued in
the snow. And the variety of weather provides for a variety of recreational activities
depending on the season. Even for those who spend more time inside and are less
involved in recreation, the variety in the weather provides for an ever-changing
landscape outside the window. It is fun to get up each morning when you don’t know
what the weather will bring.

Yup. We’re still in South Dakota. And we like it that way.
I have not yet traveled to the Middle East and I have not visited the holy sites of our
religious tradition in Israel, Jordan, Iraq and Turkey. I know that they hold deep
meaning and that they have an emotional and spiritual impact on pilgrims who are able
to travel to those sites. We have our sense of the meaning of holy ground and sacred
sites. Mt. Nebo and the Jordan valley, Bethlehem and Nazareth, Jerusalem and all of its
sacred sites, the lands where Paul journeyed - the stories of our people played out in a
different part of the world. And our forebears brought those stories with them when they
came to this land. And they added new places to the story. Plymouth Rock and Old
South Church and a thousand other places have come to have rich meaning in the
stories of our people.
Though we live far from the sacred sites of our religious history, we are aware that the
place where we live is sacred. Paha Sapa - the black hills - are sacred to the Lakota
people. There are several versions of origin stories that center on this place, and there
are specific sacred sites within the hills: Wind Cave, Mato Tipi (Devil’s Tower) and Paha
Mato (Bear Butte). Generations of native people from other tribes have also recognized
the hills as sacred.
Even if we had not been told the stories of the indigenous tribes, we would have come
to the conclusion that these hills are sacred. The abundance of wildlife, the glorious
vistas, the rolling thunderstorms, the peaceful wind in the trees, the gentle brooks and
streams - these hills are filled with life and provide an excellent place to be reminded of
the intense bounty of creation and the vastness of the creator. All lands are sacred.
They are the products of creation. But we are aware of the value and beauty of the
place where we have been allowed to live. And we are daily reminded that we inhabit
this place as a trust. These hills and streams and trees will be here long after our time
on this earth has passed and we will pass this treasure on to generations yet unborn.
We inhabit the land that we call “ours” for a little while only.
And while we live here we are amazed and delighted by the beauty. The snow on the
pine trees yesterday was stunning. There were several small snow showers throughout
the day and brief moments of sunlight between. The snow flocking on the trees kept
changing with only about half of each tree covered in snow for most of the day. The
dark green of the Ponderosa Pine and Black Hills Spruce stood out against the clean
white of freshly falling snow. The weather was warm enough for the delicious smell of
wet pine to be present in the air. And the snow makes everything quiet. The deer have
been well fed in recent weeks and there were enough bare spots with tender green
shoots of grass for snacking. So the deer took the day off for the most part and spent
quite a bit of time lying in the taller grass. The turkeys were their usual busy selves
bustling about in flocks and raising a ruckus wherever they went. Neither species
seemed to be affected much by a little spring snow.

I went through the day with a simple chant in the back of my mind. “Surely God is in this
place, Holy Ground!” And I felt a deep sense of gratitude for being allowed to live in this
place for this phase of my life.
There wasn’t enough snow to disrupt the usual. The mail contained the usual
assortment of bills and advertisements. The undone yard work isn’t really covered up
enough to ignore. There will be no cancelled or postponed meetings coming out of this
weather save a slight change in the yard work day scheduled for the church for this
morning. Mowing might best be left for another day and the hillsides will still be slippery
before noon. Life goes on.
But I hope we all take time to look at and appreciate this place where we live. This land
is sacred and this place is special and we are fortunate to be here.
May the beauty be more apparent than the problems in your life today.
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April 26, 2009 – Tingling Toes

I don’t think there is much Scandinavian heritage in my family, but I certainly grew up in
a town with a lot of people of Norwegian ancestry. I don’t know if the Norwegians go in
for the sauna like the Fins, but I do remember the hot springs being busy. The business
of hot springs baths for health is quite different these days with private hot tubs in many
back yards. When I was growing up, every little hot springs would sprout a pool and
people would come from miles around for recreation and for the health benefits that
were purported to be gained from sitting in hot water.
We lived just north of Yellowstone National Park, so there were a lot of hot
springs. McLeod and Hunter’s Hot Springs were the closest to our town and we loved
the opportunity to head for their pools. But there were a lot of other places. The list of
hot springs in southern Montana is long and includes names like Bozeman, Fairmont,
Quinn’s, Wild Horse, Camas, Lolo, Sleeping Buffalo, Reneva, Elkhorn, Corwin Srpings,
Angela Well, Norris, Pipestone, Sun River and Symes. For the adventurous, the whole
boiling river region around Gardner was filled with hot spots along the river. If you knew
where to go you could find a variety of places where the hot springs ran into the
Yellowstone river. Move one direction you got warmer, another you got colder. The
temperature ranged literally from boiling to freezing in a small area. Locally the practice
was called “hot potting,” and it required a fair amount of local knowledge because there
were springs around Gardner and Mammoth that were so hot that they were dangerous
and there are stories of people being boiled as a result of their ignorance about the
temperature of the water.

Our favorite place was Chico. This was in the days before it became a fancy resort and
day spa. In those days it was the site of an old hotel that had seen better days and the
large outdoor pool. The key to our enjoyment was the word “outdoor.” There is nothing
quite like sitting immersed in a giant warm pool watching the snow fall.
One of the things we loved to do was to get all warmed up in the pool then climb out
and roll in the snow before diving back beneath the warm water. The sensation as you
re-entered the warm water was exquisite. It would make your skin tingle all over. It is a
sensation that is difficult to describe, but we would do it over and over again and we
couldn’t understand people who refused to get out of the warm water and never
experienced the change in temperatures.
This spring, I can get the same sensation by going to the end of the driveway to get the
newspaper. All I have to do is to head out of the house barefoot. The spring snow
continues to come. Of course there is more to the complete experience than getting
one’s feet cold. You have to warm them up again quickly.
I can remember that the adult men I knew who would roll in the snow at the hot springs
made a point of not screaming or giving a visible reaction to the cold of the snow. They
would just roll over in the snow and then issue an audible “ah” as they slid back into the
warm water. It took a lot of practice for me to get to the point where I could imitate them.
And I remember being proud of being able to suppress the reaction to the cold snow.
I still do it. When I walk out in the snow barefoot, I resist the urge to run or hop and to
cry out “oh! oh! oh!” I quietly endure the sensation of cold that is very near to pain and
then relish the delicious feeling of warmth when I dry my feet inside the house.
Which begs the question, “What would make an otherwise normal and seemingly sane
person do such a thing?”
I can’t explain it. I don’t go out for the paper barefoot all year around any more. I used
to, but now I pull on a pair of boots before heading out most winter days. But springtime
invites old habits and crazy adventures. We know the snow won’t last. It will melt off by
noon. It is a temporary phenomenon. And we had weather into the ’80’s last week. I was
walking barefoot in the morning dew on the grass in the middle of the week.
We like to feel alive. There is joy in the sensations that come from knowing that the
various parts of our bodies work. Our hands and feet can feel a wide range of
temperatures and textures and tell us all sorts of things about the world in which we live.
And the range of sensations that they can experience is amazing. The same feet that
endure the cold of snow can take a considerable amount of heat when walking on sunbaked sand at a beach. They can differentiate the textures of the lawn and feel the
prick of a small piece of gravel in the driveway. They are remarkably tough and yet

tender enough to feel a tickle. We have been gifted with amazing bodies and they have
all sorts of ways of experiencing and feeling the world around us.
The tingling in my toes has subsided. They are feeling warm and comfortable, tucked in
the carpet beneath my desk as I write this morning. Soon they’ll be covered with socks
and boots and hidden from public sight for the rest of the day. But they will continue to
serve me, helping me keep my balance and walk upright. They will stretch out to give
me extra height when I need to reach for the top shelf of the bookcase. And, for the
most part, I won’t even think of my feet for the rest of the day.
So maybe that’s why I do it. When you stick a bare foot into the snow, it is impossible to
ignore it.
How’s that for more information about me than you ever wanted to know?
Keep warm and enjoy your toes.
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April 27, 2009 – A Couple More Weeks

Tradition has it that Mother’s Day is the beginning of the spring planting season in the
Black Hills. Of course Mother’s Day can be as early as May 8 or as late as May 14, so
there is a bit of a range there. This year Mother’s day falls on May 10, and locals have a
clear memory of the big snow dump that fell on May 11 in 2005. This spring seems to
be a bit more snowy, at least if you measure that by counting the number of spring snow
storms. We keep thinking that we’re past the worst of the weather, but 8 1/2 inches was
quite a bit to shovel yesterday. And with weather in the ’80’s on Wednesday, the
contrast is quite striking. According to the forecasters, we could get more snow on
Thursday of this week.
I confess to a bit of spring fever. The lawns have greened up beautifully and some days
the garden seems ready for some planting - but each blizzard requires a few days for
the snow to melt and the ground to dry sufficiently for tilling, so the garden sits waiting.
The wait is not unbearable. We’ve lived long enough to know that many things are worth
the wait, and a couple of weeks isn’t that significant in the scheme of things. We’ll be in
the garden in a couple of weeks and it won’t be long before the plants and the weeds
are sprouting all over the garden. I’m not that big of a fan of pulling weeds anyway. I can
wait.
When our children were young a couple of weeks could seem like an eternity to them.
For a three-year-old, two weeks until a birthday or special holiday can seem like a long
time. But we are at a different phase of our lives now. For my eighty-seven year old
mother, two weeks isn’t long at all. And my age is closer to that of my mother than a
young child.

From my point of view, the question is not how many more weeks, but how many more
times will I have to clear the snow from the driveway. The snow was deep enough
yesterday that I had to clear the driveway in order to get our four-wheel drive pickup to
its usual parking place - it wasn’t that 8 inches of snow gave the truck any problem, but
the wet nature of the snow, with a film of greasy water underneath made the driveway
really slippery. The snow blower clogged repeatedly as I invested another hour clearing
snow. It is a good machine, but it wasn’t designed for pumping water. It is a good thing
that I was busy in the middle of the week, I had given thought to moving the snow
blower to the back of the shed so I could get out the lawn mower. The crazy thing is that
the lawn does need to be mowed, so as soon as the snow melts and the grass dries, I
will need the mower. Maybe I can alternate machines for a week or so.
Despite my complaining, the snow is really beautiful. And the moisture is a blessing.
And we enjoy living in a place with lots of weather contrasts. Never knowing quite what
to expect gives life a quality that is enjoyable.
I don’t know how this crazy spring will affect the flowering trees. And I noticed that there
were even a few pine trees with broken branches after yesterday’s dump. The power
company was struggling with downed lines all day yesterday. We had a couple of short
outages, but nothing that lasted long enough to cause any inconvenience. There are
some areas in Rapid City where excessive water has affected telephone service, but
the crews have been quick to make repairs and restore service.
One thing is for sure as I look out on yesterday’s snow: conditions will change. I think it
is supposed to get up to nearly 50 degrees today - that will mean lots of puddles and
running water in the streets, and the snow piles will shrink quickly. There will be no point
in washing the car for a few days as I won’t go anywhere without getting splashed.
There are a few camping trailers and motor homes in area campgrounds. We usually
drive by the Lazy J a couple of times a day and they are open for business. The folks
who planned their early spring vacations may be used to getting snowed upon - or they
may have visited the hills during one of the springs when we didn’t have a spring
blizzard. It looks like propane sales will be good at the campground for a couple of
weeks.
A couple of weeks gives me some time to think about how I want to plant the garden
this year - and some time to work on all of the chores that are not restricted by the
weather. But it is tempting, from time to time, to just sit by the picture window and watch
the snow fall.
Stay warm - and hang in there - it’s just a couple of weeks . . .
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April 28, 2009 – Reservations

We took some time yesterday to do some planning for an upcoming trip that will be a
combination of vacation and attendance at United Church of Christ’s General Synod - a
biennial gathering of the church for decisions regarding its national setting. We will be
taking our camper, a canoe and a couple of kayaks on the trip. We plan to drive around
Lake Superior and combine paddling with sight seeing and other recreational activities.
I remember camping trips from my childhood, usually taken quite close to home. We
had a tent and sleeping bags, a cookstove and a lantern. We’d load all of our gear in the
car and head for the mountains. Later, when I was older, I got a backpack and we were
able to camp in more remote locations. We would fashion plastic tarps into shelters as
we did not have a tent that was light enough for backpacking. By the time we had
children of our own, we had a nice four-person tent and later we obtained a small popup trailer that allowed us to sleep up off of the ground. About four years ago we
upgraded to a slide-in camper for our pickup. It provides a good combination of luxury
and utility. We have a bed that we can leave made up, room to cook inside if the
weather dictates, a refrigerator and even a bathroom with a shower. Mounted on our
four-wheel drive pickup we are able to go anywhere we want, including remote out-ofthe-way locations. It suits us well.
But the camping trip we’re planning for this summer can’t be as spontaneous as some.
We need to be in specific places on specific dates and we will be wanting camp sites at
the height of the tourist season, including Canada Day and the July 4 weekend. So we
have decided to make campground reservations to assure that we have places to camp.

Our proposed trip will take us to state parks in Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan and
provincial parks in Ontario. We also plan to stay some nights in U.S. National Forest
Service campgrounds and one night in a Canadian National Park. That is at least five
different reservation services, some of which offer online reservations, others requiring
telephone calls. Despite their names, “American Express” appears to be preferred for
payment in Canada and “Visa” for payment in the United States. One advantage is that
by pre-paying for our camping sites, we will have less expenses during the actual month
of travel.
In the midst of all of what seems to us right now to be excessive paperwork to plan a
camping trip, we discovered a delightful and refreshing bit of information about one of
our proposed campgrounds. The Hattie Cove campground in Pukaskwa National Park
does not accept reservations. The web site says, “Our campground is very rarely full.
Historically, the weekend we are most likely to fill up tends to be the first weekend in
August - Civic Holiday. Sites are occupied on a first-come-first-served basis.”
For me, this discovery was a delight. We will be on vacation, we don’t have too many
miles to travel that day and we will arrive early enough to get a camping spot. If, for
some reason, we don’t there are other options. At least one night of our vacation will be
free from reservations, deadlines and specific details that have to be planned in
advance. We are planning an adventure, we ought to be able to have a little uncertainty
in the trip.
We know that with the exception of weekends, most of the campgrounds in the hills are
similar. You can arrive and find a place to camp without reservations. And we know
remote locations in Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho where we wouldn’t think of
reservations. There are many different kinds of trips in our life and each has its own
character.
Making reservations more than two months in advance for a camping trip is something I
never thought I would be doing. Camping trips are, by their very nature, casual and
informal. Rigid schedules are for other activities. But we have to be realistic. The places
we want to visit attract other visitors and the managers of public lands have to limit
access in order to limit damage to the beauty we seek. We certainly don’t want all of the
wild areas to be developed into campsites and the quite paddling spots to be
overwhelmed with too many boaters. And we don’t warrant special privileges. If we want
to drive the route around Lake Superior, we will need to make accommodations for the
others who also want to see the natural beauty of the lake.
And it was fun to take a while to think about our trip yesterday. It provided a fun
diversion from everyday chores. Anticipation is a large amount of the joy of many
activities. Planning and dreaming increase the joy of the experience. Delaying
gratification is not a burden, but rather a pleasure that takes some experience to
appreciate.

And, after three days of writing about snow, it gave me a fresh topic for today’s blog.
The snow is quickly melting though the Old Farmer’s Almanac promises May snow for
our area. If we get another blizzard, I can always get out my maps and brochures and
campground reservations and anticipate a trip that lies beyond the spring snow.
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April 29, 2009 – Lightning

Back in the 1980’s and 1990’s, when we lived in Boise, Idaho, our neighbor across the
street worked for a joint project of the USDA Forest Service and NOAA installing remote
equipment for measuring lightning strikes. At that time, storm scopes were just gaining
the technical sophistication to detect lightning and to make distinctions between air to
air and air to ground strikes. The equipment at the center of our neighbor’s project was
installed on the ground in places where lightning strikes were likely and was able to
count the number of strikes in a small area. It was, for the time, ground-breaking work
and assisted the Forest Service in determining where lightning-caused fires were most
likely.
There have been several technological breakthroughs in the intervening years. Now
with doppler radar covering virtually all of the United States and computer mapping
programs reaching sophistication, it is possible to create a composite map that shows,
in general, where lightning is more or less common.
Looking at the map reminds me of an experience that I had during the fall of 1995. I was
attending a meeting in Orlando Florida with youth and adults from across the Untied
States. There was a thundershower in the area and one of the youth, from the Seattle
area, was mesmerized by the storm. He stood outside under a covered entryway and
watched for as long as he was allowed. The map printed above gives a different
perspective on the phenomenon. It is likely that thundershowers were so rare in his part
of the country that the experience in Florida was a brand-new one for him. For those of
us who had watched many thundershowers, we had forgotten the attraction they have.

The experience came to mind last night as I lay in bed and listened the the thunder
echoing throughout the hills. It occurred to me that I might get up and take a look out the
window to watch the lightning, but I was too tired and I simply lay in my bed and listened
with my eyes closed. It didn’t take long before I drifted off to sleep just as the first
raindrops began to fall on the roof. It is clear that a thundershower doesn’t pose much of
a threat for us. We have a safe and secure home and were lightning to strike in the
area, it is likely that it would strike one of the tall trees in the neighborhood rather than a
direct strike to our home.
It was good to hear the thunder last night. I think it is only the second thunderstorm of
the year. We get mixed-up storms around here in the spring and most of us who have
lived in the area for a while have memories of hearing thunder during a spring blizzard.
Thunder snow forms in the clouds and often starts to fall as tiny pellets as the
temperature drops. The storm begins like a hailstorm might, but the temperatures drop,
the convection in the cloud slows, there is less lightning and soon it turns into a fullfledged snowstorm.
The one story that most school children can tell about lightning is the story of Ben
Franklin’s experiments with a kite and electricity. Scholars now tell us that it is unlikely
that the actual experiment was conducted by Franklin. He had an understanding that
lightning was an electrical phenomena, but both the experiment and its eventual writeups vary significantly from Franklin’s style. It is so common for a signature event to be
stylized and exaggerated and later the story ends up in the history books instead of the
actual events.
Regardless of exactly what happened, this much we do know. Ben Franklin wasn’t killed
by a direct lightning strike, an event that could have occurred had he tried the
experiment with a kite and a key very often.
Lightning is another of those phenomena that is beyond our ability to control. Even with
the sophisticated equipment we have to watch, measure, and map lightning, there is no
accurate way of predicting when and where lightning will strike. While the map can
report how often lightning struck in a particular area, the map is historical - it reports the
past. That is significantly different from predicting the future. From the map, it looks as if
central Florida would be a place to avoid for its frequent lightning strikes. But people
have been living there safely for generation, and face other dangers far more likely and
threatening than lightning.
What we can do is appreciate the beauty of lightning when it lights up the night sky and
the sound of the thunder as it makes us feel small and insignificant in the scheme of the
power and awe of the universe. As individuals we may be tiny when compared to the
vast forces of the universe, but we possess consciousness and the ability to witness
and to reflect on the meaning of the events that surround us.

Beyond the inkling of an idea for this morning’s blog, there were no flashes of brilliance
or insight in my mind as I lay contemplating the sound of thunder last night. Instead
there was a calm enjoyment of living a life that is not so separated from nature that I
would be unable to experience the grandeur of the world.
The precipitation fell as rain last night and the snow is almost completely melted this
morning. We don’t yet know what tomorrow will bring, but it seems that winter has lost
its grip on our part of the world. Even if we do get another snowfall, we know that spring
has arrived and summer is around the corner.
We have more thundershowers snowstorms in the next few months and it is a welcome
change. What an amazing world we are allowed to witness as we travel through this
life’s journey.
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April 30, 2009 – Moments of Calm

Yesterday was a busy day. We had a lot of details in our schedules to juggle. There was
a class to be taught, meetings to attend, a Bible Study, confirmation and much more.
One of the meetings that turned out very well had caused more than a little bit of anxiety
for me. My fears of angry words and confrontation were not realized, but I went into the
meeting with a heightened state of readiness, prepared to intervene if necessary.
In the midst of the busyness of meetings and activities, we try to maintain a reasonable
family life. We try to have one of us at home for every meal with my mother. While we
don’t quite make it 100% and occasionally have a companion come to assist with
meals, a typical day sees the meals at our house as family times.
A life that is in constant motion, however, is an invitation to exhaustion. Stress can
mount and become distress. Too little sleep results in poor performance during the day.
Too many activities provides for too little time alone for thought, reading, prayer and
contemplation.
So we have learned to seek the quiet moments when they are available and to
appreciate and treasure them each day. Yesterday, after the meetings, a bit of sunlight
remained when I returned home. Although there were plenty of chores yet to be
accomplished, I took a few moments to walk out on the deck and watch the deer in the
yard. The deer look a bit scruffy after a long winter and the recent warm days have
commenced their annual shedding of fur. But the tender green grass in the lawn is
inviting and it is healthy food for them. We should be seeing fawns within a month or so.

I took my camera outside with me, but the deer were in no mood for cooperating. As
soon as I raised my camera for a picture they headed away from me. Pictures rarely
capture the entire moment. My pictures are more like an index to my life - they are
enough to provide a reminder of a good memory, but not enough to tell the story by
themselves.
The treat of the moments on the deck yesterday were in part a result of warmer
weather. It was warm enough to have the widows open and get the house aired out
during the middle of the day. We al feel better when there is a breath of fresh air
blowing through the house. Standing outside in my shirtsleeves was not something I
chose to do during the recent spring blizzards. It has only been a couple of days since
the last of the snow melted from the yard.
There is plenty to cause worry. The World Health Organization raised the alert level in
the rapidly-spreading swine flu pandemic yesterday. In Mexico, the government is
urging all citizens to stay at home for five days. In the southern United States, about 75
schools have closed to prevent he spread of the flu. Cases have been reported
throughout Europe and as far away as New Zealand. In Australia passengers boarding
and leaving airplanes are being scanned with thermal imaging devices to detect fevers
and other unreported symptoms. AM Costa Rica challenged readers to create
decorated masks to show the Costa Rican spirit while still using caution to prevent the
spread of the virus. Health officials are clearly worried.
At church, there is a special event every Sunday for the next five weeks. We have
graduations, confirmation, a special sunday to promote our summer camping programs
and the festival of the Christian Home, which for us includes cradle roll recognition.
There is a lot going on and the pile of undone work on my desk is significant. And today
is the deadline for our monthly newsletter. Susan has two days of out-of town meetings
at the end of this week and I have four days of out-of town meetings immediately
following hers. We should have eight or so hours when we are both home between the
meetings, but some of that needs to be devoted to sleep.
So we have to learn to find the calm when and where we can. We need to intersperse
the energy-sapping activities with events and activities that give increased energy.
Earlier this spring a small black injury provided me with an unexpected gift. My recovery
and physical therapy require two times of exercise each day. Although the exercises
don’t consume too much time, twice a day I find myself on the floor stretching and
moving in ways that will protect me from further injury and strengthen my body. Just as
athletes exercise for endurance, those of us with more sedentary jobs also are in need
of that exercise. And exercise does increase my endurance. It is worth more than a
nap.

I can never discount the restorative power of nature, however. Smelling the trees,
standing in the sunshine, watching the beautiful creatures who are our neighbors in this
place - these are life-giving activities. The quietness that is demanded of those of us
who enjoy watching deer is good for us. Sitting still and quiet nurtures our spirits as well
as calming our bodies. Whenever I pause to think of it, I am deeply grateful for the
luxury of living in such a place surrounded by such beauty.
I’ll take my moments of calm wherever and whenever I can get them. And I hope you
are finding calm moments in the midst of your life as well.
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