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August 1, 2009 – Two Topics 
 

 
 
The first topic is simple. I resolved not to write any more blogs about cats. I actually 
don’t know that much about cats and whatever I do know, I’ve already included in the 
blog.  I don’t want the blog to be so repetitious that I lose the half dozen readers that I 
have. Here’s the problem: I include a photograph with each blog, and the most 
photogenic creatures in our house are cats.  So I have a lot of pictures of cats that I’ve 
never put into the blog. Here’s the solution: The photograph has nothing to do with the 
rest of this blog. 
 
So I have been reading Hemingway again. It has been quite a while since I have read 
Hemingway. He really is a wonderful writer: The Sun Also Rises, For Whom the Bell 
Tolls, A Farewell to Arms, Islands in the Stream, Garden of Eden, and so many more 
wonderful books.  And, in my opinion, the best short novel ever written - the book that 
defines the genre: The Old Man and the Sea. It is exactly right for a one-sitting reading 
on a winter evening or a summer afternoon. 
 
Hemingway is not just a master of the short novel. He is also the master of the short 
sentence. And he wrote the best advice any writer could receive: “Do not worry. You 
have written before and you will write now. All you have to do is write one true sentence. 
Write the truest sentence that you know.”  
 
He was an incredibly complex man: good writer, unfaithful husband, incredibly sick, 
incredibly wise, incredibly stupid all at the same time. He wrote books that are worthy of 
reading again and again. 



 
The occasion for returning to Hemingway this week is the recent release of the restored 
edition of A Moveable Feast. It was the unfinished manuscript that he left at his death. 
The original edition was edited and released by his fourth wife, Mary. Although 
Hemingway had delivered a manuscript to Scribners, it wasn’t ready for publication and 
the editors worked with Mary to produce the first edition in the spring of 1964, nearly 
three years after his death. 
 
The restored edition has been prepared by grandson Sean Hemingway, who argues 
that this edition is closer to the way Hemingway intended.  I am in no position to judge 
as I never read the original version. So I’m reading these words for the first time.  It is a 
refreshing treat to read Hemingway writing about the process of writing. There is a lot 
more in the book, mostly reflections on living in Paris, but I am fascinated by his 
thoughts about being a writer.  
 
It is interesting timing to be reading Hemingway this week because I am starting a new 
and major editing project.  I’ve had most of the materials for most of a week now and I 
have only made the simplest of grammatical and spelling changes. The real job of 
editing the resources so that they emerge as a set of resources that are consistent and 
usable by congregations is a big job and I only have a couple of months to complete the 
process. I have made a chart. I have read the resources. I have mulled which order I 
should tackle the job. And I haven’t done much of anything else. I just can’t get myself 
started. Instead of writer’s block, I seem to have developed editor’s block. 
 
Just in case the cure is the same, here is one true sentence: Hemingway uses shorter 
sentences than Christian Education writers. 
 
Hemingway hand wrote his manuscripts. There are reproductions of his handwritten 
pages in the restored edition. They are easy to read, even with numerous cross-outs 
and margin notes. He had lovely handwriting.  Chapter 1: “A Good Cafe on the Place 
St.-Michel,” reminds me of reading a letter from a loved one.  
 
We don’t write like that much anymore. The project that I am editing is all done on a 
WIKI. The writers have entered their manuscripts onto a website where I will do the 
editing. The web site remembers the changes and shows the history of the writing 
process.  The writers and my senior editors can go to the web site and see what I am 
doing at any moment - thus I need to be doing things right now in order to be a 
collaborative member of the team as well as to avoid letting the deadline sneak up on 
me and make an uncontrollable amount of work at the last minute.  
 
I’ve spent some of each day this week working on the project. I’ve been reading, but I 
can’t get myself going.  Maybe what is needed is to edit one true sentence: “Christian 
educators could benefit from reading Hemingway.”  or “Short sentences speak clearly.” 



Both are probably true. Both might not be recognized by the writer of the original 
sentence, were it not for the simple fact that I’m that writer. 
 
Perhaps the real inspiration from “A Moveable Feast,” is not the wisdom and word 
smithing of Ernest Hemingway, but rather the courage of Sean to tackle the job of 
editing his grandfather’s work more than four decades after the papers went into 
storage.  It might be asked what inspired him to open those trunks or files or whatever 
devices held the original manuscripts. I imagine that this project involved more than a 
week of procrastination.  
 
I’ll be needing that courage this week. One week of procrastination may be 
understandable. Two is intolerable. 
 
Having said that, I fully intend to head to the lake with my kayak this morning before I sit 
down to edit manuscripts.  Here is one more true sentence. “It takes both hard work and 
inspiration to complete a worthy task.” 
 
Maybe that is why I keep taking pictures of cats who never work, only inspire. 
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August 2, 2009 – Early Paddle 
 

 
 
I got to the lake early yesterday. The mist was still rising and there was no wind. I had 
planned the night before to paddle early in the morning and I was on the lake a little 
after six. I wasn’t the first one on the lake. A fisherman was already out, but for a little 
while it was just the two of us. I had put on my paddling jacket before I got into the boat 
because I was chilly carrying the boat from the car to the lake. After I had paddled for 
fifteen minutes or so, I realized that my ears and hands were chilly. I hadn’t thought to 
grab a pair of paddling gloves. I wear them in the early spring and in the fall as well, but 
it was the first day of August - hardly a time known for being chilly. 
 
Actually it felt good to be a bit cold. There will be some warm days this month. When I 
am really hot and trying to cool down, I wonder if I will be able to remember what it is 
like to be a little chilly. 
 
There was a great blue heron standing on a log that slanted down into the water. I 
stopped paddling and allowed the boat to drift toward the bird. It tolerated my presence 
long enough for me to take a couple of pictures and then simply flew off and made a big 
circle. Usually they squawk, but this one didn’t. I guess it didn’t want to disturb the 
silence of the early morning.  Soon enough the campers in the campground would begin 
to get up, make fires, cook breakfast, start generators, get ready for a day of playing. It 
wouldn’t be long before the rumble of motorcycles would fill Highway 385. It is, after all, 
the first weekend of rally, the time of the year when motorcycles outnumber all other 
vehicles in the hills. And there is a strong preference for Harley Davidson bikes, with the 
deep, unmistakable V-twin rumble. 



 
I seem to need quiet places and a bit of physical exercise to clear my head from time to 
time. The rhythm of paddling feels good. The motion is like stretching one’s shoulders - 
a perfect morning exercise.  I thought of Hemingway walking around the streets of 
Paris, trying to keep from walking by places that sold food because his stomach was 
rumbling and his pockets were empty because he had given up journalism to pursue 
writing fiction full time and the stories had not yet sold and he didn’t want to admit that to 
his friends - or perhaps to himself - that he was worried. He justified the rumble in his 
stomach by thinking of other starving artists. “I learned to understand Cezanne much 
better and to see truly how he made landscapes when I was hungry.” 
 
We’ve had some times in our lives when we had less money, but I’ve never been 
hungry. Maybe I don’t truly understand the great artists. 
 
Of course there are other kinds of hunger. One can be hungry for peace and quiet, or 
for intimacy, or for meaningful work. One can be hungry for change. There are many 
hungers in this wide world.  
 
Jesus tried to explain this simple fact to his disciples when they asked him to help them 
understand the feeding of the 5,000. They were wondering what had happened. He was 
trying to explain hungers that were deeper than a short-term lack of food. He wanted 
them to look at the big picture and take a long term view. They wondered where their 
next meal would come from. 
 
The problem was not so much that the disciples were amazed at the miracle, but that 
they were expecting a miracle. You might even say that one of the reasons they were 
spending so much time with Jesus was that they wanted to see strange events. They 
wanted to be able to report to their family and friends that they had been there.  They 
remind Jesus that Moses produced daily miracles and provided manna from heaven. 
Jesus responds, “I am the bread of life.” The miracle is not found in the special, but in 
the everyday. Look at what you have right now - that is truly a wonder. 
 
Just like those disciples of long ago, I have been given what it takes to get through this 
life’s journey. I have enough time, enough space, enough resources.  I do not need to 
pray for more, but rather to learn to see what is already present in my life. There is 
enough time to accomplish the things that I need to do.  I don’t need to ask for more 
time. 
 
The miracles for which we often pray are far less important for a meaningful life than the 
ability to see the miracles that are already present. Jesus simply asks his disciples to 
see what they already have. is this not sufficient for any challenge, any task, any need? 
 
“I am the bread of life.” 
 



Even though Jesus was soon to be crucified and the disciples were soon to experience 
the grief of the death of their friend, there would be enough. Even when it seemed that 
death had destroyed everything, it was not over. Even when he departed, Jesus did not 
leave them - or us - hungry. 
 
Today we will celebrate communion in our congregation. The simple gifts of bread and 
the cup serve to remind us of a powerful truth that is at the core of our faith: we have 
enough. There is enough food to nourish our bodies and enough of Christ’s presence to 
nourish our souls.  
 
Sometimes it takes an early morning paddle or walk to see what has been there all 
along. 
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August 3, 2009 – Rally 
 

 
Photo of Sturgis downtown on Sunday morning, courtesy of the Rapid City Journal - www.sturgisrallydaily.com. 
 
It is a bit difficult to explain rally week to people who have never been in the Black Hills 
during the annual Sturgis Rally. Today is the official start of the rally, but the bikes have 
been arriving for at least a week now. When they do the official count of the number of 
motorcycles at the rally, they quote numbers that could never be in any single 
community at the same time. The rally is an event that is too big to be contained in 
Sturgis, so we all have extra bikes in our neighborhoods and lots of extra traffic.  
 
Every year there are articles in the newspaper that note that the average rage of the 
riders is getting older. Yesterday morning there was an article about the increase in 
sales of trikes - motorcycles with a third wheel that doesn’t require as much physical 
strength to ride as a heavy road bike. We have noticed that there is less late night 
activity in our neighborhood. The week-long party is still going on at Sturgis, and I know 
there are plenty of all-night goings on, but they don’t have any impact on us. We do 
hear the rumble in the hills and we do notice the traffic, but it seems to settle down 
when night falls.  
 
What is hard to explain to people who haven’t experienced the Rally is the way in which 
in has an impact on everything we do for a few weeks.  And the impact, of course, 
reaches throughout the year.  There are silly things like the simple fact that for a 
relatively conservative corner of the country, any length of hair and any manner or body 
art is relatively tolerated. Men with pony tails are more common here than they are in 
other parts of the country.  And tattoos are so common that it isn’t a surprise to see 



them on any age person. But there are big impacts of the rally. I believe that we all are 
better drivers because we practice looking for motorcycles at every intersection and 
every lane change. Both of our children learned to drive in this area and both are very 
good drivers. They’ve been lectured about looking and then looking again. It isn’t 
enough to think that there is no one there, you have to be sure. 
 
But, sadly, the rally has its share of tragedy each year. Two riders died in accidents 
coming to the rally and there have been several accidents each day.  We’ve seen the 
emergency personnel going back and forth all day long for several days and the 
helicopter ambulance has been busy. The helicopter gets more exercise during the rally 
because it can get around traffic in a way that a van or truck cannot.  I think twice about 
every trip with the car because of increased traffic. That’s probably a good discipline 
that I should practice every day of the year.  
 
I’ve never been attracted to motorcycles. I rode a couple of small motorcycles when I 
was in high school, but since then have not felt a need to have one. I sometimes look at 
all the the fuss and expense and excitement of rally week and wonder what it is that 
makes people so strongly attached to their motorcycles. But I am sure that they don’t 
understand my passion for canoes. One of the things that makes people so interesting 
is that we are so different from one another.  
 
I do like the people who own motorcycles. There are some wonderful people who have 
become good friends who own and ride motorcycles. And the motorcycle rally is a good 
time to meet and welcome strangers to our town. They are, for the most part, really 
good people. And that’s why I worry each rally because if there is an accident, there 
isn’t much between the riders and injury.  
 
I came upon a minor accident Friday evening. A single bike with a lone rider had gone 
off the road and ended up in the ditch. The rider appeared to have an injured leg, 
probably broken, but he had not hit his head and he was not in any kind of distress that 
seemed to be life-threatening. The ambulance was on its way before I arrived at the 
scene and there were plenty of folks to help. Soon there were a half dozen emergency 
vehicles and the victim was receiving excellent professional care. As I drove away, I 
breathed a hugh sigh of relief knowing that there was no serious injury in this particular 
accident.  
 
We seem to have adjusted to the fact that each year there will be accidents and injuries 
and a few fatalities. I hope I never get used to that reality. I’d love to see a year when all 
the motorcycles came and went home without anyone getting hurt. It seems unlikely, 
however, given the combination of motorcycles, plenty of alcohol, crowded conditions, 
road construction, and summer weather in the hills. 
 



For now we watch the motorcycles go by on Sheridan Lake Road from the comfort of 
our deck and cringe each time we hear a siren. And we enjoy talking to the riders in the 
grocery store, at the gas station, and all around town.  
 
We don’t notice a big increase in attendance at church. So far the congregations that 
have the most contact with the bikers are the ones that have free breakfasts or bike 
washes. The bikers who weren’t sleeping in yesterday morning must have decided to go 
for a ride in the hills. At least we certainly had room for a lot more at church. Our 
congregation has plenty of motorcycle owners, but we haven’t developed any outreach 
programs that are specifically aimed at the folk who come to town for the rally.  
 
So we keep all of the bikers in our prayers. We pray for their safety and we pray that 
they will enjoy themselves and their visit to our corner of the world. We appreciate their 
business in the shops of our town. 
 
Now, if we could just figure out how to get them to plan a visit to church as a part of their 
trip . . . 
 
Be careful out there. We want all of our guests and our residents to be safe.  
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August 4, 2009 – Peaches 

 
The Colorado peaches have arrived in town. We try to buy as much local produce as we 
can, and in the summer the farmer’s market is a good way to obtain food that hasn’t 
traveled too far. But in the case of fruit, the journey must be longer. There are a few 
berries and apples that grow locally, but other fruits require different climates.  
 
Every August the Palisades region in western Colorado produces peaches that are 
juicy, sweet, and delicious. I’m sure that many of those peaches are packed and 
shipped to far away places, but a few of them are loaded into pickups and other small 
trucks and distributed throughout Colorado and neighboring states. Around here, when 
you see someone selling peaches from the back of a pickup truck in August, chances 
are pretty good that they are just one or two days away from the orchards in Colorado.  
 
There is nothing that is quite like a Colorado peach. These are juicy and just right. 
Susan got them on Saturday and it took a couple of days for them to get just right, but it 
now time to eat peaches in our household. These peaches are good for just eating with 
the juice dripping at each bite. They are also good on cereal in the morning and in a fruit 
salad with dinner.  
 
Through the advances in transportation, there are often peaches available in the 
grocery stores.  But the best of the best are distinctly seasonal. The true pleasure of a 
fresh from the orchard Colorado peach only occurs for us in August. It is a narrow 
window of time before which and after which we know the peaches won’t be as juicy 
and flavorful. 
 



I’m not sure, but I think that peaches are also grown in the Mideast. At least it makes 
sense that the writer of Psalm 34 might have just eaten a peach when these words were 
first uttered: “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” It is hard to deny the goodness of all 
of creation when taking a bite of one of these peaches. Life is good and God has 
somehow endowed us with the facility to taste this goodness. I suppose that life could 
be sustained without the variety of foods that are available. It would be possible to be 
healthy with a diet that is far less varied than ours.   
 
There is a difference of opinion on the best technique for eating a peach in our 
household. Susan prefers to gently wash the fruit and then just take a big bite, feeling all 
of the flavor and smell and sensation all at once.  I maintain that the texture of the fuzz 
on the outside of the peach detracts, however subtly, from the experience. To get the 
best, I prefer to dip the peach in boiling water, gently remove the skin and then slice it 
into a bowl. Less mess, more pure flavor. There seems to be plenty of room in a joyful 
and committed marriage for a difference of opinion on how best to enjoy a peach.  
 
There are lots of recipes for dishes that contain peaches. There are cobblers and pies 
and upside down cakes. Peaches can be grilled and baked and prepared in a lot of 
different ways. But the truth is that when peaches are ripe and good the flavor is so 
wonderful that they hardly need any embellishment. Just serving fresh peaches is a 
sufficient desert. A touch of cream or ice cream is good, but not required. 
 
I am delighted with the way in which some little thing, like the arrival of Colorado 
peaches, can change the tone of an entire week. The weather is getting hot and we are 
starting to worry about high fuel loads and fire danger in the woods. The rally is in full 
swing and the traffic is really intense. I have a huge deadline looming and there is a lot 
of work to be accomplished. The house needs to be painted this fall and a new roof isn’t 
far behind. The church is searching for a new choir director and we don’t have as many 
applicants as we wish we had. There is fall planning that needs to be accomplished and 
a complex schedule that needs to be managed. We have all kinds of pressures and 
decisions and challenges to face.  
 
But for now we also have fresh peaches. We got a whole box - 24 luscious pounds - 
well less than that now - they’ve been around for several days. There are plenty left. 
The week looks good for lots of wonderful eating and we’ve got enough to share.  
 
Certainly all of those problems will be solved little by little, one at a time. The problems 
that cannot be solved do not need to define our lives. The things which are beyond our 
control will be endured or dealt with at the time. And there is no gain in worrying about 
“what if.” I think that the time has arrived to eat peaches and enjoy the goodness of this 
life. “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” 
 
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. 
  



August 5, 2009 – Calm 
 

 
 
The technology of photography has changed a great deal in the span of my career. 
Knowing that there was a value in the use of media for Christian Education, Ross 
Snyder teamed up with Life photographer Archie Lieberman to lead a class in using 
photographs to assist people in identifying and understanding meaning. This was back 
in the 1970’s when we were going to seminary. Participation in the class meant 
spending several hours a week in a darkroom, which was heavily scheduled. I found 
slots in the early morning that would work for me.  I purchased the equipment and 
chemicals to process my negatives at home to save darkroom time for making prints. It 
was a complex and cumbersome process and involved using some rather toxic 
chemicals. 
 
A few years later I learned to develop and mount slides and did a little color processing 
in a home darkroom. 
 
These days I don’t use film. My cameras record images digitally onto computer memory. 
The images are quickly and easily transferred to my computer where they can be 
cropped, adjusted, and otherwise edited.  We have digital storage, on external drives, 
that hold 20,000 images and I add to the count almost every day.  
 
A side benefit to this technology is that it is very easy to change the image on my 
computer’s screen. These days, when I am busy inside on a variety of tasks that 
requires hours sitting in front of the computer, it is good to be able to take small breaks 
and look at a few images.  



 
It will come as no surprise to readers of this blog that I often choose images of calm 
waters. The image that greeted me this morning and that accompanies this blog was 
taken early in the morning recently on the west end of Pactola lake between Silver City 
and Jenny Gulch. The lake is a popular recreational area, but the west end is a “no 
wake” area and the lake is big enough that one can have a section to oneself. All it 
takes is an early start. The other advantage to the early start is the beauty of watching 
the sunrise over the lake.  The lake sits in a deep depression in the hills and so there is 
plenty of light long before the sun makes it high enough in the ski to clear the hilltops. 
 
Mornings can be very calm in the hills. This time of the year we often have 
thunderstorms in the evening and the wind will pick up whenever we have convection 
clouds, which is almost every day.  But mornings are typically very calm. 
 
Looking at the image of the still, flat water with the glassy smooth surface and the 
reflection of the hills and trees, is a very peaceful feeling. It reminds me of my need to 
find calm and quiet spaces in the midst of everyday life. As much as I might like to 
paddle every day, it simply isn’t practical. Even though we live relatively close to the 
lakes, there are deadlines to meet, chores to be completed, and people who need care. 
I’m lucky in that I can often paddle weekly, sometimes a couple of times a week. And I 
have the photographs to remind me of the experience.  
 
Paddling is a form of praying for me. I start by getting settled in the boat, stretching and 
taking a few gentle strokes to move away from the shore. For some reason, it is easier 
to arrange the spray skirt and arrange my gear while floating a few feet away from the 
shore. I can divert my attention away from the location of the boat and just sit and relax. 
After paddling for ten for fifteen minutes, I begin to clear my mind of the usual troubles 
and focus my attention on the things that are near at hand. Often I find myself paying 
attention to my breathing and counting my paddle strokes.  
 
Meanwhile, my eyes are having a feast. I am able to look in all directions and from the 
perspective of sitting at water level beauty surrounds me on any lake or puddle. There is 
a sense of God’s closeness and care for this world that is a part of every place. Sitting 
on the lake, I become more aware of what is there all along.  
 
Paddling doesn’t replace my need for communal worship. If anything, it heightens my 
desire to worship with others. There is a desire to share the goodness of paddling, but 
there is also a realization that being alone with God is only one part of a full and 
complete relationship. Often I experience God’s call for my life and engagement in the 
church when I am paddling. Sometimes, I can renew that commitment by a few 
moments of quietness looking at a picture of the lake.  
 
The Biblical prophet Elijah often had trouble discerning God’s call for his life. He lived 
such an exciting adventure with show downs and battles with civil and religious 



authorities. He was constantly on the move and often in trouble. Late in his career he 
discovered that he often missed the voice of God in the loud, wild and exciting times. 
Once, while holed up in a cave, he experienced an earthquake and whirlwind and a fire 
in close succession. He expected to discover God’s power and presence in each of 
these natural phenomenon. But he did not. God’s voice came to him in the calm that 
followed all of the other activities.  
 
There are many ways in which I am not at all like Elijah, not the least of which is that I 
am no prophet. But I do remember Elijah’s experience in listening for God’s call when 
my life is filled with busy and overwhelming activity. Sometimes you have to seek out 
the “still, small voice of calm.” 
 
I am extremely fortunate to live in a place with such easy access to calm waters. I hope 
that others can also find places of calm in their lives. 
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August 6, 2009 – Clouds 
 

 
 
Most of our lives we’ve lived pretty close to hills or mountains.  The tendency of the 
hollows to hold moisture in the early day, the wind to create mountain effect updrafts, 
and the uneven terrain to create uneven heating of the air all result in hills and 
mountains being excellent cloud factories. They don’t have the moisture potential of the 
oceans, but oceans tend to heat evenly, so the clouds tend not to rise quite so high as 
they do when they develop over hills and mountains. 
 
When I was studying for my private pilot’s license, I had to memorize the different kinds 
of clouds and their names.  The Black Hills would be a good place to take the pictures 
for illustrations for clouds, because in the course of the year we see excellent examples 
of all different kinds of clouds. 
 
But the routine on hot summer afternoons is cumulus clouds developing into 
cumulonimbus. These are also known as vertically developed clouds. They are the 
product of thermal convection or frontal lifting, both conditions common in our area in 
the summer.  Out over the prairies, these clouds can reach a height of 39,000 feet. With 
cloud bottoms in the 7,000 foot range in our area that is 32,000 feet of cloud with lots of 
vertical action within the cloud. Just the condensation of the water vapor within the 
cloud releases a tremendous amount of energy.   
 
In the spring, these clouds are more likely to be really full of moisture. This time of the 
year they tend to have less actual water inside. When the clouds develop sufficient 
height, they can start to form ice crystals at the top which descend, collecting more 



moisture as they do so and then re-ascend within the cloud. Enough trips and significant 
hail can develop.  Lately, however, the clouds are forming without as much moisture. 
Instead of transporting water and ice up and down within the cloud, they tend to 
produce a bit more wind and sometimes incredible cloud to ground lightning.  An August 
light show in the hills is at once beautiful and terrifying. We know that each lightning 
strike is a potential fire and without lots of rain to go with the storm, the likelihood of the 
fire spreading increases.  
 
So, sometime around 4 p.m. every day, we start looking at the sky.  Last night we 
weren’t seeing the big dark clouds in the sky, There were some puffy cumulus clouds 
that might continue to develop as they move out over the badlands and the prairie. We 
might have been looking at thunderstorms for eastern Nebraska, but there wasn’t much 
in store for us. We heard a few rumblings and had a small shower around bedtime, but 
we didn’t have a real storm. 
 
Watching clouds was a summer pastime when I was growing up. There were a few 
glorious summers after I was old enough for a paper route and before I started mowing 
a lot of lawns, when my work day was over by 7 a.m. each day. I had the rest of the day 
to explore, play in the river, build tree houses, read books, invent games, tease my 
brothers, jump on the trampoline and in general let the time pass at its own pace. There 
were many summer afternoons when we would lie on the platform of our treehouse 
looking up into the clouds. Sometimes I would imagine that I could fly among the clouds 
- a fantasy that faded when I learned how incredibly powerful cumulus clouds can be 
and what a good idea it is for light aircraft to stay away from them.  Sometimes I just 
looked at the various cloud shapes and let my mind wander.  
 
My eye is a bit more practiced these days, but the fascination with clouds hasn’t 
diminished.  
 
The plains are full of amateur and professional storm chasers who make a point to 
follow the big clouds using whatever tools they can to try to be in a position to 
photograph a tornado or witness its power and action. They have contributed 
extensively to our understanding of storm behavior and may one day produce the 
methodology for accurate storm prediction. The development of Doppler radar has 
advanced the science of predicting storms a great deal and NOAA’s network of weather 
radio stations gives those with weather radios warnings and watches and other 
information in a timely manner.  
 
But there is nothing that will substitute for watching the clouds without an agenda.  
 
Two things used to encourage us to abandon our tree house when I was a kid, heavy 
rain and high winds. In my memory the latter was more frequently a cause for a retreat 
down the tree than the former. More often than not, however, we just watched the 
clouds until we got the idea to do something different. There were other scientific 



experiments to undertake in those days, such as estimating the rate of descent of a 
filled water ballon and determining the angle of release when someone walked by the 
tree. We also invented several different forms of river rafts, usually involving inner tubes 
and rope.  
 
Sometimes these days I look at the clouds and remember those days. And I wonder 
how many children in our summer camp, sports scheduled, lesson crowded society 
have time to just lay on their backs and look at the clouds. I hope that there are still 
significant numbers of them. The freedom to think what they want when they want and 
to invent projects and activities with limited resources and very little access to shopping 
all help to make them more creative. 
 
And last night there really was a cloud that looked just like the head and face of a bear 
aimed right at the sun. By the time I got my camera it had disappeared. You’ll have to 
take my word for it.  
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August 7, 2009 – Gray Day 
 

 
 
Yesterday was one of those days when things weren’t working out as planned for a lot 
of the people visiting the hills. The day started out gray and foggy with scattered rain 
showers. It wasn’t the best weather for riding motorcycles.  The fog didn’t lift until nearly 
noon. Mount Rushmore isn’t as much fun when you can’t see the faces. There was 
quite a bit of talk around town about one of the biggest concerts of the rally being cut 
short when Aerosmith lead singer Steven Tyler fell off the stage during the performance 
and injured his neck, back and shoulder. At least one of the concerts in their planned 
tour will be rescheduled to allow some time for the singer to recuperate. 
 
When I stopped by the store to purchase a gallon of milk, I met a man whose dream 
vacation to Yellowstone National Park was being cut short. Their motorhome broke 
down outside of Rapid City and had to be towed for repairs. Yesterday was their third 
day of waiting. Without their motorhome they had no place to stay and the motels are all 
full with the rally crowd. They were camping in a “for sale” home that belonged to a 
friend of a friend of someone who worked at the shop where their motorhome was being 
repaired. The unexpected expenses and the lost days were forcing them to re-think their 
vacation. They had a loaner car from the repair shop and they had toured the Black 
Hills, which was not originally a part of the planned vacation. If the motorhome is 
finished today they would still have four days to visit Yellowstone and four days to drive 
back home. He was philosophical about the change in plans, but I could tell that he was 
disappointed. 
 



For those of us who live in the hills, the gray day was a sort of mid-August treat. The 
cooler weather was a break from August heat, the moisture was welcomed by lawns 
and gardens throughout the hills, and the gentle rain was just what the forest needed as 
we face the potential of a dangerous fire season. The forest service got the upper hand 
on the small fires that were set by lightning the night before and the rain quieted the 
rumble of motorcycles for a couple of hours in the morning. 
 
I am sure it is a matter of perspective. Had I been sleeping in a pup tent in an open field 
that  becomes a campground with the addition of porta potties during the rally and 
awakened to mud outside the tent flat, a wet motorcycle, and not enough room in the 
tent to get on all of my rain gear before stepping outside, my day would have started in 
a different mood. Were I the organizer of a tour through the hills for 50 or more 
motorcycles trying to decide whether to cancel or postpone, I would have been in a 
different mood.  
 
As it was, I took some delight in the change of weather. It didn’t cramp my style at all.  
 
At a meeting in the morning, a colleague said, “There always has to be at least one 
rainy day during the rally.” His lifetime of living in the hills had taught him that the 
weather here is always unpredictable and that the people who get the most enjoyment 
out of this place are those who have flexible plans. The rally is such a big event, 
involving so many people, that it defies rigid scheduling any way. It is hard to predict 
how long it will take to drive across town, let alone know how much traffic one will 
encounter on any specific Interstate ramp or at any given intersection.  
 
Several years ago I visited a man from Boston in the hospital who was recovering from 
a badly broken leg and other injuries sustained in a motorcycle accident. The accident 
had occurred on the Interstate ramp as he was exiting for Sturgis, so he didn’t make it to 
the rally. It was his third failed attempt. Two years prior he had started out from Boston 
to attend the rally on an older motorcycle that was plagued with problems. He made it to 
Chicago before being forced to sell the motorcycle and take the bus back home.  The 
next year he started out with a newer cycle and made it all the way to Wall, within 100 
miles of Sturgis when the cycle broke down. Repairs couldn’t be made during the rally, 
which he attended with a rental car. The end of his vacation forced him to abandon the 
bike and fly home. The bike was eventually sold and a new one purchased. It was the 
brand new bike that he was driving when he had the accident that resulted in his having 
to spend his vacation in the hospital. As I visited him in the hospital, I said, “You’ve 
certainly had your share of bad luck with trying to attend the rally.” “I know,” he said 
excitedly. “What could possible go wrong next year?” 
 
Although I asked him to call me if he came back the next year, I never heard from him 
again and so I don’t know the rest of the story. It is possible that he decided on another 
way to spend his vacation. It is possible that he had a problem free trip to rally the next 
year. I just don’t know. 



 
What I do know is that people are forced to change their plans all the time around here. 
The ones with the smiles on their faces are the ones who learn to adapt to changes. Life 
isn’t always predictable. And there are plenty of things in life over which we don’t have 
any control. We can’t change the weather. Even in the areas where we do have control, 
we are prone to mistakes. We are human and we don’t always make the best choices. 
A moment of distraction or inattention can create a world of troubles.  
 
Life isn’t about avoiding the gray days. It is about learning to enjoy them.  
 
I hope your day is meaningful regardless of the weather. 
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August 8, 2009 – The Beauty of the Skies 
 

 
 
Folliott S. Pierpoint was a classics teacher who lived in southwest England. He was 
deeply involved in the Anglican church and was active in a traditionalist high church 
movement whose members were called Tractarians because of their research in 
ancient tracts and texts to authenticate the Church of England’s roots in the early 
church. He published a couple of books of poems, the most well-known of which 
appeared as “The Chalice of Nature and Other Poems,” and was re-published in 1864 
as “Songs of Love.”  His lyrics were used in several hymnals of the late 19th 
century.  His most famous hymn was written as a poem that is now known for its first 
line, “For the Beauty of the Earth.” 
 
Almost every English-speaking Christian has encountered this beloved hymn. And we 
all know the first line. It is the second line about which we are unclear. It appears in 
contemporary hymnals as “For the beauty of the skies,” and “For the glory of the skies,” 
in about equal measure. It also is printed in hymnals as “For the splendor of the 
skies.”  It is possible that there are different versions of the poem that came from 
Pierpoint’s pen.  He originally wrote the poem at age 29 and it was very popular within 
his life time. He lived another half century after the poem’s first publication and saw it 
through several revisions and additions.  
 
Although I don’t know this for certain, I like to believe that Pierpoint himself had trouble 
coming up with just the right adjective to describe the skies. There are a thousand 
adjectives that could be used. At least around here the skies are lovely, charming, 
dramatic, exquisite, magnificent, grand, impressive, gorgeous, wonderful as well as 



beautiful.  As I added to my collection the pictures I took at sunrise yesterday, I realized 
how many pictures I have taken from the same vantage point of sunrises. It is a 
common experience for me to look at the morning sky and see the beauty as deserving 
of a photograph.  
 
The skies around here can be powerful as was again demonstrated last night when a 
line of thundershowers produced 1 to 3 inch hailstones just east of Sturgis. Actually 
there was a line of hail storms that ran right through the Buffalo Chip campground and 
the Full Throttle Saloon - billed as the world’s largest biker bar. Windows were broken, 
cars were smashed and dozens of motorcycles were damaged. At least two people 
were transported to the hospital with injuries from the hail. One man was unconscious 
after being struck in the head when a hailstone tore through his tent.  Traffic backed up 
on the Interstate highway and there were several minor accidents during the storm. At 
least two highway patrol vehicles were damaged by the hail. Some of the vehicles on 
the Interstate were damaged so much that they had to be towed.  
 
We live about 40 miles from the Buffalo Chip and we were completely unaware of the 
storm until I checked the news on the computer. We had been watching dramatic and 
beautiful clouds as the thundershowers went both north and south of our place. We got 
a pretty good light show from the lightning and a small shower, but no severe weather.  
 
The adjective one chooses to describe the skies might change with wether, mood, time 
of day, and a thousand other factors. The five day weather forecast for Bath, England, 
where Folliott S. Pierpoint lived much of his life calls for cloudy skies with the only 
chance of a bit of sunshine coming late this afternoon. Otherwise they are in for a grey 
and rainy week. One suspects the weather was a bit different the day that Pierpoint 
penned his famous poem. 
 
We get gray days and we have a bit of fog and occasional gloomy weather, but if I were 
to have to leave this place, one of the ways I would describe it is a place of beautiful 
skies. My collection of photographs demonstrates how enamored I am with the skies 
around here.  
 
It is hard to know the full impact of beauty in our lives. From a strictly mechanical 
perspective, it is possible to sustain life with far less beauty. Decorations are optional in 
a lot of settings and people survive in cities where their only view of the sky is straight 
up.  There are functional explanations of some aspects of beauty. Flowers have bright 
colors in order to attract insets who pollinate them and enable their survival. Butterflies 
have bright colors to be able to live amongst the flowers with reduced visibility to 
predators. But understanding the function of color doesn’t explain the great varieties 
and subtle variations in color that appear in the natural world. Much of the beauty of this 
world is pure extravagance.  
 



What is remarkable is that this world has creatures who can see and appreciate the 
beauty. I don’t know how much the beauty of this world is a factor in the enjoyment of 
life for other living things, but it is a big deal for me. We human beings thrive on the 
beauty that surrounds us.  
 
So, I don’t have the right word to describe the skies. I sing the hymn with “beauty” 
“glory” and “splendor.” And each of those words falls short of the dramatic wonder and 
awe that I experience simply by looking to the skies.  
 
Certainly it is sufficient to cause us to raise a hymn of praise.  
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August 9, 2009 – Fixing Things 
 

 
 
I had a couple of hours yesterday to work on our camper. Part of the agenda was 
making repairs for the damage that I did to the camper when I backed it into the corner 
of the garage. I had to remove two lift struts, straighten them and re-install them. Then I 
had to prep the canvas, cut patches of new canvas, apply adhesive and glue down the 
patches. These patches had been temporarily done with duct tape in order for us to 
make our trip, so I had to make really sure that all of the duct tape adhesive was 
cleaned off before roughing up the canvas to apply the permanent adhesive.   
 
The people who get the most enjoyment out of recreational vehicles are the ones who 
enjoy making repairs. You take any home, even a well-built brand-new home, and live in 
it and soon it will need repairs. Drive a home down the highway, over rough places, up 
into the hills and down to the beach and before long you’ll have loose hinges and 
shaken doors and lots of other repairs that are needed.  
 
There are shops with full time staff that repair recreational vehicles, but repairs are often 
needed when the equipment is far from any shop and the people who hire others to 
make repairs spend a lot of time driving back and forth to the shop.  
 
As I worked on the camper, I made a mental list of a few of the repairs that I had made 
in the last week. There is a kayak in my garage with the keel removed waiting to have it 
re-bedded and seated. After that occurs, there will be a bit of touch up paint to apply 
and the boat will be ready for water tests. I fixed a drawer that had the bottom panel 
separated from the back. I put a magnetic door hold device back together after a bolt 



had shaken loose. I swapped out the hard drive in a laptop computer. And laptop 
computers have really, really small screws. There are probably plenty of other repairs 
that have been made in the last week.  Not bad for a minister. We have a reputation of 
being inept with tools and incompetent with repairs.  
 
It reminded me of our Vacation Bible School in July that had the theme “Gadget’s 
Garage.” There were skits that used a garage project as an example of how God works 
in the world. We also had a room filled with tools and projects for the children to get 
hands on experience. Various members of the congregation made presentations on tool 
use, bicycle repair, disassembly, and other topics. The program was a hit. Making 
repairs is a part of life and learning to make repairs is seen by the children as part of 
growing up. 
 
Another part of growing up, I suppose is learning that even though one gains good 
skills, there are some things that cannot be repaired. 
 
Around the time I was working on my camper a motorcycle slid off an Interstate ramp in 
Rapid City and the driver was killed in the accident. We had been patting ourselves on 
the back because prior to that accident there had been no fatalities at the rally. Although 
there were two riders killed on the road on the way to the Rally, we had been spared 
fatalities at the actual event and were hoping to send all of the riders home without 
excessive injuries.  
 
Surgeons and therapists can enable recovery from incredible injuries, but sometimes 
the damage is too great. Health care is not magic. Our bodies will take incredible abuse 
and survive, but we are not immune to injury and none of us will live forever.  
 
In time the intense pain of grief that the family of the man who was killed are feeling will 
dull a little. The amazing process of grief will bring healing to them. People never get 
over significant losses like this, but they do survive them. Forever changed, their lives 
do go on and they become capable of living and loving again.  
 
As humans we encounter limits. But we also discover that our limits are only the limits of 
our humanity. Things are not always what they seem. The end is not as final as it 
appears to us. It is one of the hardest lessons of our faith. We want a miracle. We want 
things to work out for us. We read the stories of Jesus bringing healing to sick persons 
and we want healing for the sick persons we know. And sometimes faithful people 
question their faith when healing doesn’t occur on their terms.  
 
The most difficult lessons to teach our children are the big lessons about recovery in the 
midst of pain, healing at life’s most difficult points, and resurrection from real death. 
Love never dies. What we think is the end is not the end at all. These are hard lessons 
to convey and it takes more than one Vacation Bible School experience to learn them. 



Our prayer is that we will teach our children enough that when the really big challenges 
occur they will be in a position to develop faith sufficient to meet the challenge.  
 
Maybe that is why I enjoy repairing things when I have some time off. There are so 
many things in my work for which there are no “fixes.” I can’t repair grief. I can’t prevent 
loss. My job is to walk with the people I serve through whatever occurs in their lives as a 
symbol of the reality that we are never alone.  
 
It is likely that the ability to fix things isn’t an important part of being a minister. More 
important, I think, is being honest about limits and helping people see beyond the 
human events to the great story of God’s relationship with the people of this world. 
Maybe we are more receptive to God’s presence in the moments when we are not able 
to fix the things that go wrong in our lives. 
 
So our hearts go out to the grieving family. Hope won’t come easy for them. But I pray 
that they will somehow learn that this is not the end. God hasn’t forgotten about them. 
There is more grace and beauty, faith, hope and love yet to be revealed.  
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August 10, 2009 – Elusive Rainbows 
 

 
 
The weather of the past few days can be best described as “scattered showers.” It will 
be raining in one part of town and sunny in another. Sometimes it seems to be raining 
on one side of the house and not on the other. The total precipitation for the first nine 
days of the month is just over an inch, which is about double the normal for August. This 
isn’t our rainy season.  
 
The little showers have provided a lot of glimpses of rainbows. Some are quite 
spectacular. But the winds have kept the clouds moving and it is hard to get a picture of 
the rainbows. Rainbows are difficult to photograph in the first place. Most of the ones 
we’ve seen in the past few days have been noticed while driving. By the time the car is 
stopped the vantage point has changed and what remains is a memory, not a 
photograph.  
 
People have long interpreted rainbows as signs of blessing. In many different cultures, 
rainbows are seen as links or bridges between heaven and earth. Some stories tell of 
rainbows as the paths traveled by people going to heaven or the pathway of God 
coming to earth. Many ancient creation stories tell of the rainbow as a special sign from 
God.  
 
The story of Noah and the ark, common to Judaism, Christianity and Islam, designates 
the rainbow as the sign of a covenant, a holy promise, that God has made with people. 
God promises not to use catastrophic judgment to destroy all of the people of the earth. 
The people promise faithfulness to God. The rainbow is set in the sky as a sign of the 



covenant that has been made and the intention of God to reconcile with people even 
when they fail to be faithful.  
 
From a scientific point of view, rainbows are a product of the properties of drops of rain 
suspended in air and of the ability of the human eye to perceive color. Light from the 
sun is bent when passing through suspended moisture to cause a spectrum of light to 
appear in the sky. The colors appear in a multicolored arc with red on the outside and 
violent on the inside. The number of colors that are perceived vary with the conditions 
and the perspective of the viewer. Newton designated seven colors, which have been 
memorized by generations of schoolchildren: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo 
and violet. (Remember ROY G. BIV?)   
 
In real experience, it is difficult to distinguish all of the colors from many points of view. 
The primary perception is more often of three colors that fade into each other. Red 
fades to yellow which fades to violet, with other colors in between. Variations in 
perspective as well as variations in our optical nerves change our perceptions. Although 
many people can look at the same rainbow, no two are seeing exactly the same thing. 
The elusiveness of the phenomenon presents a challenge to collecting accurate data for 
science. But scientists have had fairly accurate understandings of the phenomenon 
since the mid 1600’s. The philosopher Rene Descartes published a study of rainbows in 
1637. Struck by the fact that rainbows appear in smaller quantities of water, such as 
fountains, he concluded that the size of the rainbow as dependent upon the number of 
droplets of water one was seeing. Large quantities of droplets, such as in clouds create 
a larger bow. He also concluded that the shape was a product of the shape of the 
droplets themselves. The curved surface of the water bent the light rays in a curved 
fashion. He conducted experiments where he suspended various spheres and studied 
how sunlight reflected from them.  
 
Subsequent observations and studies have revealed that variations in rainbows have to 
dow with the size and shape of the drops of water suspended in the atmosphere. In 
general large drops give bright rainbows with well defined colors and smaller droplets 
produce rainbows with overlapping colors. It is possible to see a narrow bow that is 
nearly white when light passes through fine droplets. 
 
Patient and technically competent photographers have produced brilliant and beautiful 
photographs of rainbows. Our amateur attempts often result in dim images that do not 
convey the full brilliance of the experience.  
 
Whatever the technical specifications of the rainbows, we’ve had a lot of glimpses of 
them as showers traveled through our area.  
 
Beauty is often like that - elusive and short lived. It doesn’t detract from the experience 
to know that beauty won’t last forever. Things are no less beautiful when we know that 
we cannot hang on to the experience or the feeling. In fact it may be that shortness of 



time adds to the intensity of the experience. Knowing that we can’t always see rainbows 
gives us pause to notice and appreciate them when they do occur. Knowing that this life 
will come to an end gives us a sense of how precious the days and moments that we 
have really are. 
 
So I keep trying to take a picture or two of rainbows, just to remember the experience. 
And, sometimes, I just look at a rainbow without trying to capture it, just enjoying the 
experience as it occurs. How grateful I am to live in a world with such beauty.  
 
In my mind I carry an old proverb that I heard somewhere in my childhood. “Rainbow at 
night, shepherd’s delight; rainbow in morning, shepherds take warning.”   I presume that 
in the northern hemisphere with the prevailing winds seeing the rainbow in the evening 
means that the storm is receding because the light source is from the west and most 
storms move across this area from west to east. Similarly seeing the rainbow in the 
morning means that one is looking west into the approaching storm.  
 
So I’ll add a line to the proverb to describe the phenomenon we’ve been observing the 
past couple of days. “Rainbow at mid day, change is on the way.” It may not be 
accurate, but I suspect that the weather still has the ability to surprise me. 
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August 11, 2009 – You are the stars, and the world is watching 
 

 
Photo from etonline.com. 
 
In Costa Rica, the Dia de la Madre is Saturday.  The Costa Rican version of Mother’s 
Day is a big deal in a country where mothers are the heart of the family. The day is 
probably second only to Christmas in terms of consumer goods sold to be gifts. But gifts 
can detract from the deeper meanings of the holiday. The truth is that one day a year 
simply isn’t enough to offer our gratitude to mothers and grandmothers. And as people 
in Central America prepare for a day of celebration, they join with people around the 
world in mourning the death of one of the grandmothers of an international movement.  
 
Eunice Kennedy Shriver, the founder and grandmother of the Special Olympics 
movement died early this morning. She was 88 years old. Her husband, her five 
children and their spouses and all of her 19 grandchildren were with her when she died, 
according to a statement from Special Olympics.  
 
Even before she founded the Special Olympics in 1968, she was a tireless advocate for 
persons with disabilities. Growing up with a sister who was mentally disabled, she 
persuaded her family to break with the traditional silence around disabilities and to go 
public with their family’s journey. Her work with and advocacy for people with disabilities 
wasn’t the entire story of her life, but she gave a significant portion of her time and 
energy to making the world a better place for people with intellectual disabilities. 
 
The Special Olympics movement began with a day camp in Shriver’s back yard. That 
day camp, dubbed “Camp Shriver,” grew into an international movement with the first 



official Special Olympics held in Chicago in 1968. Mayor Richard Dailey commented 
after attending that event, “The world will never be the same after this.” He was right. 
 
The news media will fill with tributes to this remarkable woman as news spreads across 
the land, and there is little that I can add here. But I am just one of millions of people 
who have been inspired by her to give a portion of my time as a volunteer working with 
and being inspired by persons who live with disabilities.  
 
At the 1987 Special Olympics World Games, Mrs. Shriver addressed the athletes from 
around the world with these words: 
 
“You are the stars and the world is watching you. By your presence you send a 
message to every village, every city, and every nation. A message of hope. A message 
of victory.  The right to play on any playing field? You have earned it. The right to study 
in any school? You have earned it. The right to hold any job? You have earned it. The 
right to be anyone’s neighbor. You have earned it.” 
 
It is the truth. We have many neighbors who live with disability as a constant fact of their 
lives. They contribute to the quality of our life together. They live and work and play in 
our communities as an integral part of the fabric of our society.  
 
But it wasn’t always so. Families used to hide members with mental disabilities. Society 
created institutions that hid them away from the mainstream. The promise and potential 
contributions of countless individuals were hidden behind high walls and windows with 
bars. Though they committed not crime they were virtually incarcerated because of the 
ignorance of the community.  
 
Such monumental changes do not occur without leaders. Such transformations in 
society do not happen without courage. Three of Eunice’s brothers chose politics as 
their avenue of service to this nation. Two of them were assassinated. The gifts of her 
family to our nation and to the world are immeasurable. But it is possible that the 
greatest legacy of the Kennedy family is the gift of opening the eyes of the world to the 
potential of our friends and family members and neighbors who have intellectual 
disabilities.  
 
The family reports that Eunice’s exceptional leadership grew out of a very close bond 
and deep relationship with her sister Rosemary. When the world was shunning those 
with mental disabilities, Eunice listened to her sister. When the world was hiding those 
whose brains worked differently, Eunice was proud of her sister. She saw grace and 
beauty and potential where others saw tragedy. 
 
Her perspective proved to be the truth that the world needed. It is not just the 
contributions of the geniuses who advance culture, it is the gifts of all of the people who 
bring us into the light of day.   



 
The tasks to which Eunice Kennedy Shriver dedicated her life are unfinished. There is 
still much more legislation to write, support to be developed, barriers to be overcome. 
But like mothers and grandmothers everywhere, one of the gifts she gave to the 
movement she started was life. The movement will continue and will grow.  As she said 
in that speech in South Bend Indiana so long ago, “You are the stars and the world is 
watching.” It never was about her. It has always been about the people. 
 
Senator Ted Kennedy said of his sister, “She has made such an extraordinary 
difference in the lives of people around the world.” 
 
Some people are a bright light against the backdrop of an often dark and cruel world. 
They shine in ways that gives light to others. Eunice Kennedy was more than a bright 
light. She enabled the light of a million stars to shine. And the world will never be as 
dark as it once was. 
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August 12, 2009 – Meetings 
 

 
 
Part of the life of a church is that we have a lot of meetings.  In a congregation like ours, 
where the members are in charge of all of the decisions, there need to be meetings to 
coordinate work, plan events, adjust budgets, resolve conflicts and set priorities. During 
the summer, the number of meetings at our church decreases as some committees and 
departments take a summer break and others plan ahead to give members more time 
away from routine business. But even in our schedule of decreased meetings, there are 
some meetings that are necessary.  
 
The Department of Stewardship and Budget meets monthly year round. Summer is an 
especially important time to monitor financial circumstances. Income decreases with 
attendance during the summer and many expenses continue throughout the summer. 
Cash flow can get tight in an institution where a couple of percentage points is 
thousands of dollars.  
 
Our Church Board is the coordinating group in the church, and serves as a 
clearinghouse for programs and priorities. It is the place where various parts of the 
church connect with other parts of the church. I am often surprised at how people who 
are very involved in some parts of the church are largely unaware of what is happening 
in other areas. The Church Board is a meeting that tries to keep the big picture in mind.  
 
Even so, meetings can get frustrating. It is not at all unusual for us to arrive at a meeting 
without the information we need to make a decision. Sometimes there are opinions that 
need to be shared even when the decision seems obvious. Often there are concerns 



raised that were unknown before the meeting. The Board works off of a prepared 
agenda and we have a tradition of excellent leadership for our meetings. But leaders 
are often surprised by how much discussion a particular item on the agenda causes.  
 
Much of the leadership of a church comes from people whose passion and energy is not 
focused on meetings. Most people would rather get involved and get the job done than 
attend meetings and talk about what needs to be done. Planning and policy consume 
energy. Engaging in hands on mission and ministry produces energy.  
 
The best meetings are ones that have a clear purpose and an achievable agenda. 
When people leave the meeting they have a sense of having accomplished 
something.  But not all meetings can be like that. Sometimes major and even minor 
decisions require a certain amount of talking and questioning before we are able to 
move forward. Sometimes what appears to be a single decision sets off an avalanche of 
other decisions.  
 
At last night’s meeting the Board received a report and a recommendation about 
replacing the church’s dishwasher. The large commercial dishwasher in the church is 
now 50 years old and the current round of needed repairs will cost a minimum of 
$2,000. After considering several options, a recommendation was taken to the board 
that the dishwasher be replaced with a new machine, one that is designed for a lower 
volume of dishes. There were questions about the number of trays that could be 
processed in dishwashers for which the proposers were ready. Soon the group was 
discussing the condition of the tile in the kitchen, the layout of stainless steel counters 
and other features of the room. It was clear that we needed to do a bit more research to 
make sure that we were getting the right dishwasher and that it will be placed in the 
correct location. And raising the money for the dishwasher might involve raising money 
for additional kitchen projects. Within a couple of minutes we knew that we could not 
make a decision at the meeting. Still, there is a sense of urgency about the project. We 
are having trouble recruiting volunteers to wash dishes by hand each week. Even 
though the group knew they couldn’t make a decision, they didn’t want to just go on to 
the next item of agenda because they wanted to be sure that they were moving forward. 
The members of the board did not want to be obstructing the process of getting a new 
dishwasher.  
 
It took a lot of talking and a plan emerged. Today e-mails will be sent, another meeting 
will be called, and we will move forward with the project. But last night a meeting that we 
thought would be over in an hour stretched out to nearly double that amount of time. 
 
The people of the church are generous with their time. And we want to honor that 
generosity by not wasting their gift. Sometimes, however, things just take longer than 
we had imagined.  
 



Building a community is an on-going process. We never get the process perfected. We 
are always learning. Christian community takes place with real people in the real world. 
We are constantly in need of forgiveness. So we live as imperfect people in an 
imperfect community and work together to make the improvements that we are able.  
 
A colleague once commented, “Jesus only worked with the disciples for three years. 
Who knows what would have happened if he had needed to put up with them for a 
decade?” 
 
I am grateful for the dedicated service of church leaders and I continue to look for ways 
to improve our processes. Some things, however, just take time. And some things just 
take another meeting. 
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August 13, 2009 – Tree 
 

 
 
For years, it was the tradition in our congregation for a family or a group of families to go 
out into the hills and cut a fresh tree for our sanctuary during Advent and Christmas. It 
was decorated with white lights and stood near the front of the room as part of our 
decorations for worship. For many of us, that was a wonderful tradition. A tree, in order 
to look good in that big room, had to be tall. Families would keep an eye out for nice 
looking trees all year round and usually by the time to cut the tree, we knew which one 
we would use. Several years, trees that had become too large for their location were 
removed from the lawns of members and donated to be the Christmas tree at the 
church.  
 
Then one Christmas the fire marshall gently said, “You know, it is illegal to have a live 
tree in a public building that does not have a fire sprinkler system.  I’m not going to be a 
scrooge and make you take your tree down just before Christmas, but next year, I will 
notice if you have a live tree.” So the tradition ended unceremoniously. A member of the 
Department of Building, Equipment and Grounds purchased the tall trees from the 
Christmas display of the store where she worked and we started the tradition of an 
artificial tree.  
 
The problem is that we didn’t have the emotional attachment or enthusiasm for the 
artificial tree. There was continuing discussion about whose job it was to put up and 
take down the tree. We got haphazard about decorating. Last year the lights didn’t get 
put on the tree until the week just before Christmas. And nobody knew whose job it was 
to take down the tree and put it into storage for the next year.  



 
So, after much discussion, the Department of Worship “adopted” the sanctuary tree. 
They decided that they would take responsibility for getting the tree up and 
decorated.  Soon after they agreed to take on that job a volunteer surfaced in the 
church who wanted to be a part of the decorating. This volunteer has, in the past, 
donated some beautiful creche figurines for the sanctuary and enjoys both the season 
and the process of decorating. The department, eager to see something different, 
agreed to let the volunteer head up the decorations for the year.  
 
Then we all forgot about it. Christmas is a long way away. 
 
But the volunteer didn’t forget about it. And she decided that it was time to get a new 
artificial tree for the sanctuary. She purchased and donated a new tree. She sent me an 
e-mail saying to look out for a box.  
 
I didn’t have to look out. It was impossible to ignore. The freight company delivered for 
large boxes weighing about 100 pounds each. They were shrink wrapped and sitting on 
a pallet in the entryway of the church when I arrived at work one morning this week. 
WOW! 
 
Yes, WOW.   
 
There are several reactions to this situation. One is a deep sense of gratitude. The 
generosity of the member who donated such a significant gift is overwhelming. It is a 
truly wonderful and large gift to the congregation. We will need to think carefully about 
how to thank her for her generosity. 
 
Then I began to think, “Where are we going to store the tree when it is not in use.”  I 
even considered the possibility of just putting the tree up year round and having 
seasonal decorations to add to the tree.  Well, that probably isn’t the best idea.  I took 
the question of storage to the Church Board and they discussed at length the problem 
of storage in general around the church. One member thought we ought to look into 
building a larger storage shed or a garage. Another thought that we ought to consider a 
modest addition to the building for storage. The meeting went on longer than we 
expected, and there was a lot of other business and everyone went home without 
offering a solution to the storage problem. 
 
Sunday is coming and the entryway of the church isn’t the right place for the boxes on 
Sunday. And even if we did leave them there, they would be in the way of the rummage 
sale that is coming next week. 
 
The church staff contemplated the problem yesterday morning.  We decided on a 
temporary location to store the boxes.  
 



Did I mention that they weigh about 100# each. And they are big. I can load them on a 
hand truck and wheel them around the building, but I’ll need to recruit help to take them 
up or down stairs.  
 
It reminds me of the old advice, “Be careful  what you wish for, your wish might come 
true.” 
 
At the death of King David, his son Solomon rose to the throne. Solomon had some 
different religious notions than David and he became king with a different relationship 
with God than his father. He decided that in addition to the advice he had received from 
his father, he ought to make a special offering to God and try to figure out how to be the 
king.  So he prayed to God. 
 
God answered, “What do you wish?” 
 
Now there is a dilemma. When God is asking what do you want, what do you say. God 
has the power to grant whatever God chooses.  Solomon needed to say the right thing.  
 
The Bible not only reports Solomon’s request, but it also reports God’s response. God 
grants the request in part because of what Solomon didn’t request. He didn’t request 
riches. He didn’t request a long life. He didn’t request the death of his enemies. 
 
He prayed for the wisdom to discern what to request.  
 
It was sort of a trick answer to a tricky question.  
 
God throws in long life and riches with a portion of wisdom. And Solomon has been 
known throughout history as a wise king. But his rule ended up being quite destructive 
to the things that are most important to Israel. His attempts to consolidate power and 
wealth and knowledge and religious practice into one place set up the circumstances for 
the in-fighting that eventually led to the downfall of Israel. His insatiable appetite to 
control everything was more than a problem for his wives, of which he had too many. It 
was a problem for all of Israel that festered and festered until Israel finally rejected the 
notion of monarchy forever a few generations later.  
 
Be careful what you ask for. You may get what you ask and more than you can handle.  
 
I doubt that a new Christmas tree, no matter how large, will lead to the downfall of 
the  congregation. We’ve faced problems more challenging than where to store a few 
boxes. But it may be a good time to hold back on our requests of God.  
 
Perhaps praying for the wisdom to discern what to request is the best prayer of all. 
That’s what God thought when Solomon prayed it.  
 



May God grant us wisdom to discern what to ask when we pray. Until then, I think I’ll 
just pray my prayers of gratitude and hold off on the requests for a few days.  
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August 14, 2009 – Sunrise 
 

 
 
The sun rises every morning over the land where we live. There is nothing new about 
this. It has been happening ever since the formation of the planet. But most of the 
sunrises have occurred without witnesses. For eons the earth rotated and the light of 
the sun appeared to come and go as part of the planet faced the sun and the other part 
was away from it.  Even after humans appeared on this planet, most of the surface of 
the earth remained uninhabited and much of the beauty that exists was unwitnessed. 
 
Sheridan Lake, in the hills, has a much shorter history. For most of time the area where 
the reservoir is today was a rather narrow canyon with a small creek at the bottom. 
There was a small mining camp alongside the creek that was named Sheridan and was 
the first county seat of Pennington County. The county seat was moved to Rapid City in 
1878, the same year the 1st Congregational United Church of Christ was organized in 
that place. The town of Sheridan was abandoned and, in 1939, an earthen dam was 
constructed and the reservoir began to fill behind the dam.  
 
For most of the year, the view of the sunrise over the lake is hidden by the hills that 
surround the lake. Those in the campgrounds and the few vacation homes that are 
scattered around the lake experience the sun as coming up from behind the hills. To 
see the sunrise on the water requires a boat to travel out toward the middle of the lake. 
And one has to get an early start. 
 
I was on the lake by 6 a.m. yesterday as the mist was rising. My little kayak and I don’t 
require much fuss to travel to the lake and get launched. The day promised to be warm, 



with temperatures into the 90’s, but it started cool on the surface of the lake. I was 
wearing a jacket, something not needed in town. But it was easy to tell that it was the 
middle of summer. The lake water was as warm as it gets. The birds were getting in 
plenty of activity in the early morning. They’d be resting at midday.  
 
It felt like I had the lake to myself. And, with a little imagination, it was easy to feel like I 
was the only witness to the glory of the sunrise.  
 
Of course it is only an illusion. The earth is a big place and the sun is relatively close to 
the planet. Millions of people were watching the same sunrise, each from their own 
perspective, each in their own location.  
 
Prayer is often like that. There is one God and the prayers of the people of the earth all 
are heard by one God regardless of the theology of the one praying. But there is a 
sense of intimacy that arises when one practices prayer regularly. It is easy to feel as if 
one is alone with God and that there is something almost exclusive to the relationship 
that is being formed. God doesn’t play favorites. Everyone has equal access through 
prayer. God is as generous with love as this planet is with beauty. There is enough for 
everyone and more to spare. 
 
Most days my morning prayers are a part of the routine of my home. I rise before the 
rest of my family, check out the news of the world, and make time to start my day with 
my attention focused on God. Some days, however, I head outside to pray. I sit on the 
deck, go for a walk and, this time of the year, head to the lake for an early paddle a 
couple of days each week. It is a truth that is older than the most ancient stories of our 
people. Since there is one God, it doesn’t matter what place is chosen to pray. God is in 
every place. One can pray to God while in motion or from a new place and the same 
God is as attentive to prayer in any location.  
 
A break in the routine is often good for a relationship. Certainly i benefit from moving my 
prayers from the basement of my home to the outdoors. In the basement, it is easy to 
focus on the needs of the world. I scan the headlines and read of the rising death toll in 
the Taiwan mudslides, the war crimes trials for former Congolese leaders, the fires 
raging in Northern California and the people evacuated from their homes, the deaths of 
famous persons, and so much more. My prayers are often a jumble of requests for 
people in distant locations with needs that seem to be overwhelming. Sometimes, sitting 
in my comfortable home, surrounded by the news of the day, my heart fills with requests 
for God.  
 
It is good to head out to the lake for a simpler prayer: “Dear God, this is beautiful!” 
Praise and thanksgiving are always a part of my prayers, but they become the focus on 
days when I take time to look at the world from a fresh perspective. There are wonderful 
and meaningful prayers offered in churches and chapels. But it is also good to pray 
outdoors.  



 
I have friends who will say things like, “My church is outdoors.” They love the beauty of 
nature and feel closest to God when they are hiking or skiing or paddling. They often 
skip the routine of weekly worship and head for the hills instead. I don’t see things the 
same way as they do. My church is not and has never been a place. My church is a 
people. And I need to gather with other people to worship God on a regular basis. 
Although we have the luxury of a beautiful and comfortable building, it is not the address 
or the building that makes us a church. It is the shared experience, the common history, 
and the mission and ministry in which we engage that make us a church.  
 
I enjoy moments of solitude with God. But I also need the community of faithful people 
in order to discern God’s call for my life. There is more to a life of faith than pursuing my 
own interests and whims.  
 
So I won’t be out on the lake on Sunday morning. I’ll be at the gathering place of my 
people.   
 
Still, there are times, often early in the morning, when I am alone with God - or at least 
that is how it feels to me. And I treasure the solitude. Yesterday was one of those 
mornings. And the warmth of the morning glow is still with me a day later.  
 
How fortunate I am to live in the midst of God’s people and yet be allowed moments 
alone to pray. 
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August 15, 2009 – Rummage 
 

 
 
The rummage sale is a week away and there are two classrooms in our building that are 
filed with donated items.  I know that I blog about the rummage sale every time we have 
one and we have two sales each year. But the amount of merchandise is truly 
astounding to me. Furniture, appliances, clothing, books, household items, toys, tools - 
the variety is astounding. And there are many new items in original packaging in 
addition to lightly and well used items. 
 
On Sunday we’ll be setting up the display tables and starting on Monday a crew will be 
at work every day of the week next week organizing and pricing items. The sale will be 
held on Friday and Saturday and then we’ll put the church back together for worship on 
Sunday. Each time we have a sale, it seems like a daunting task. And each time the 
work is accomplished with grace and we go on with our life together.  
 
The rummage sale produces thousands of dollars for mission and ministry and the 
amount of income from the sale continues to grow. More importantly, the rummage sale 
provides opportunities for people to work together and for members of the congregation 
to engage in some hands on work.  And the sale prevents useful items from being 
wasted or thrown into the garbage while providing items at reduced price for those who 
need or want those items.  
 
The joke around the church is that we keep selling the same merchandise to 
ourselves  over and over. The item that the television advertisement said “you can’t live 
without this” turns out to be something that one can live without, so is donated to the 



sale. It looks appealing, so someone buys it to discover, like the 1st owner that it 
doesn’t work quite as well as imagined. The process is repeated again and again. I 
doubt if there is very much of that going on, however. In truth, we buy enormous 
amounts of consumer items every year and our houses fill up with all sorts of things that 
we don’t really need. 
 
I recently heard that the amount of real estate that is dedicated to rental storage is 
ballooning in the United States. The $20 billion per year industry is the fastest growing 
segment of the commercial real estate sector.  We are reluctant to part with our 
possessions, even when we aren’t using them. Acres of land is covered with storage 
facilities. I’m guilty. Our family has a garage-sized self-storage unit rented. We justify it 
on the basis of the fact that we are at an “in between” phase of life with our parents 
having moved out of their homes and our children just getting settled. The truth, 
however, is that our son and daughter-in-law have just purchased their first home and 
when we went over the list of items in our storage unit that they would like to have us 
bring to them, it is a short list that isn’t going to reduce the inventory very much.  
 
I’m grateful to the church for having a couple of rummage sales each year. The 
opportunity to donate items is good for our family. And it needs to be a recurring 
opportunity because sometimes it takes us a while to decide whether or not to donate 
an item.  
 
Having fellowship and work space transformed into a retail sale for a couple of days 
twice a year, is, however, disrupting. It is much harder to get work done in the office 
during rummage sale week. There are lots of people coming and going, it is harder to 
make one’s way from the front door to the office and there are a variety of requests for 
information that take time.  And the phone has already begun to ring frequently: “Is that 
rummage sale this week or next?” 
 
Our church has a good reputation for its rummage sales. There are a lot of people in our 
community who look forward to each sale and who recommend our sale to their friends. 
The parking lot will be filled with customers a half hour before the doors open on 
Friday.  
 
We have had serious conversations about building additional storage space on the 
church grounds. It would be nice to have a large garage to store the rummage prior to 
the sale. It would avoid the disruption of having classrooms filled with merchandise. And 
there are many items such as clothing racks that take up substantial space in the 
building that could be stored elsewhere. Because our building is mostly on one level, we 
could use hand trucks and dollies to transport items. Currently the racks are stored in 
the basement and that means a lot of carrying up and down.  
 
On the other hand, I have trouble keeping my garage at home cleaned up. Imagine 
having another garage at the church to empty out twice a year. Sometimes our 



conversations make it seem like we are gluttons for punishment.  Do we really want to 
take on the extra work that additional storage would mean?  If we allowed donations of 
rummage throughout the year, would the rummage become too much for a couple of 
two-day sales?  Is there a limit to the growth of our enterprise?  Do we really want our 
rummage sales to get any bigger?  They are all legitimate questions that deserve our 
consideration as we consider where we want to go as a congregation.  
 
In the meantime, we’ve got to get those classrooms emptied out and the fellowship hall 
set up for another great rummage sale.  
 
I expect to be blogging on this topic from time to time for years to come. 
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August 16, 2009 – Remember the Firefighters 
 

 
Photo by Mark Boster - Los Angeles Times 
 
We have had the luxury of several seasons when wildfires were not as big a threat in 
our corner of the world. Yesterday, as we received much-needed rain, we were grateful 
to once again have the rain come to continue the recovery of the forest. Of course two 
years of good moisture means that the fuel loads are building up on the forest floor and 
an extended hot and dry spell could make conditions ripe for wildfire, but at the moment 
we are feeling safe and secure. 
 
At the same time, years of dry conditions and huge wildfires in California have made us 
almost numb to the news of another wildfire in that state. But for the residents of 2,400 
homes that were evacuated of which at least 300 are considered to be at immediate 
risk, there is nothing routine about the current fire. Over ten square miles have burned 
and there is a lot of fuel and continuing heat in the midst of the fire. With the forecast 
calling for high winds, high temperatures and a drop in humidity, conditions are ripe for 
the fire to make another run. Firefighters are stressed and tired and right now there is 
no end in sight. With containment only at 30% there is a lot of room for the fire to grow. 
 
And the Lockheed fire, burning in the Santa Cruz Mountains is one of at least eleven 
uncontained wildfires burning across California. The state’s budget crisis has resulted in 
cuts in services across the state, but officials continue to work with local and federal 
agencies to make sure that the firefighters have the resources they need to continue 
their work.  
 



It can all seem far away to those of use sitting in the middle of the continent in a patch 
of forest that seems to be recovering from the worst years of drought. Even the raging 
bark beetle infestation is slowing as the trees recover health and show increased 
resistance to insect damage.  
 
But we know, as we watch the images of the California fires on television or the Internet, 
that the Black Hills National Forest is capable of erupting in fires that could top the 
national headlines. We have seen fires destroy private homes and threaten 
communities. We have known the anxious feeling of scanning the sky and watching the 
smoke plumes grow. We know the sound of the water carrying helicopters and the 
retardant bombers heading to the fire lines.  
 
Our hearts and our prayers go out to the firefighters as they work long days and catch a 
bite of food or a bit of sleep whenever and wherever they can, working in dirty and 
dangerous conditions to protect homes and communities and lives.  
 
The glamor of being a fire fighter goes out within the first couple of days of assignment 
to a really big fire. Much of the work that needs to be done is intensely physical, carrying 
heavy loads by foot, walking and running up hill and down, balancing in difficult terrain, 
and the drudgery of working a shovel line or running a chain saw hour after hour. The 
risks are real. Fire and smoke are all around. Equipment is more prone to failure in 
tough conditions. Visibility is reduced and what roads exist aren’t the best. And cutting 
trees is dangerous work in the best of conditions. The protective gear is hot and heavy. 
The places for sleep are makeshift and the breaks are few and far between. 
 
I’ve known a number of fire fighters over the years. They all seem to be a bit fascinated 
with the behavior of fire, a bit addicted to the excitement and rush of adrenalin, and a bit 
attracted to the outdoors and a rugged life. They tend to be the kind of people who not 
only hike through the woods and  sleep on the ground when they are working, but who 
hike through the woods and sleep on the ground when they are recreating. A friend in 
Idaho thinks that the life of fighting fires in the summer and working at a ski resort in the 
winter is the perfect lifestyle. In a slow fire season he picks up additional work serving 
as a guide for a white water rafting company. He spends so much of his life traveling 
and living out of a back pack that he doesn’t quite understand the attachment that 
people get to a single home and living in the same place for years at a time.  
 
But make no mistake about it. He would risk his life to save someone’s home. He does 
it all the time. He has collected too many stories of close calls, of trees falling where 
they weren’t supposed to fall, of parachutes drifting out of the drop zone, and vehicles 
becoming stuck or disabled by accidents.  
 
There are a lot of folks fighting fire who love their jobs and can’t imagine doing anything 
else. And that is a good thing for our communities.  
 



So today as we rise to another beautiful sunrise and anticipate a lovely summer day in 
the hills and this evening as we feel the cool breezes and listen to the whisper of the 
wind in the pine trees, we need to remember the fire fighters slogging it out on the hand 
lines and developing strategies to fight the huge fires in California. We need to pray for 
their safety and for the weather to change and end to come to this long, hot fire season. 
 
And I will also be remembering the anxious home owners, sitting the fire out in a shelter 
or at a friend's home. May the destruction of homes be held to a minimum and may the 
day soon come for the homeowners to return to their houses.  
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August 17, 2009 – Practicing Hospitality 
 

 
 
We think of ourselves as a friendly church in a friendly community. And that is how it 
feels to us. We have a warm feeling about the people who attend our church and we 
enjoy being with them.  One of the joys of our community is the fellowship time following 
worship. We always have some sort of refreshments: coffee, tea, lemonade, cookies 
and such. And we enjoy sitting around the tables and visiting.  
 
We rarely think about how that environment feels to a newcomer or a visitor. A lot of our 
visitors come to our building with family and friends and so they have a built-in 
companion for the fellowship time. They don’t have the dilemma of where to sit because 
their companion chooses the table. They already have someone they know with whom 
to visit and who will help with introductions to other people. But some visitors discovered 
our congregation on the Internet or came on the recommendation of another, but arrived 
by themselves. They enter this rather large room filled with tables full of talking people, 
with the refreshments at the far side of the room, and it can feel less than welcoming. 
How do I fit in? How often will I have to introduce myself? Will anyone talk to me? 
 
Yesterday was a typical day. We had our refreshment time in the midst of a day of busy 
activities. One of the things on our minds was the need to rearrange all of the furniture 
in the fellowship area to set up for this week’s rummage sale. We wanted to get the 
furniture moved before we lost all of the volunteers who were in the room.  
 



But there was plenty of hospitality to give and receive before we got to the fellowship 
hall. Our congregation had several visitors. Some were guests of families, others were 
attending for different reasons. Some of our guests decided not to stay for the fellowship 
time, so I was trying to visit with them and make as many connections as possible in the 
entryway of the church as we were saying good bye. A pastor isn’t the best ambassador 
to visitors in a congregation like ours, because there are a lot of people who are wanting 
to speak to the pastor right after worship, and conversations tend to be relatively short 
and are often interrupted.  
 
One set of visitors was a brother and sister pair who had just moved their mother to 
hospice house. The family has a long history of involvement with our congregation, but 
the brother lives in another city and the daughter has not been active in our 
congregation. Part of the reason for their attendance was to do some thinking about end 
of life issues with their mother.  I managed a short conversation with them and set up a 
time to visit later this week.  
 
But I had a long list of regular members with whom I wanted to touch base. One 
member had fallen and was able to come to church for the first time since the fall. 
Another member had a daughter visiting from Texas. Another is assisting with a mission 
project mid week and we needed to coordinate schedules. The list goes on and on.  
 
Our plan was to allow people time to have refreshments and sit at the tables and after 
they had finished to have them help us put away the chairs and tables we use for that 
time. We had recruited teens and parents to help with setting up the larger banquet 
tables that are used for the rummage sale.  
 
But things did not happen according to that schedule. Some people finished their 
refreshments and visiting before others. Some of the teens were eager to get their job 
done and started setting up tables. The chairs needed to be stacked in a place where 
the tables are usually stored. Chaos ensued. Some people were trying to finish drinking 
a cup of coffee and found that the table was suddenly gone. Others stood up to greet a 
friend and found their chair missing when they returned. People were carrying tables 
and chairs in and out of the room, Carts were being pushed around, and a general 
sense of excitement reigned. 
 
The results were dramatic. The room got set up for the rummage sale and two 
classrooms full of rummage were emptied. The work that was accomplished in a couple 
of hours after worship usually takes a full day with a smaller crew. The organizers of the 
rummage sale were pleased with all of the work that was accomplished.  
 
But I wonder what it must have felt like to a visitor.  It might have felt like we didn’t take 
time to sit and listen. On the other hand, it might have felt like we were an exciting and 
engaging community, filled with activities and pretty good at working together and 



sharing the chores. It might have been just too noisy, too wild, and too crazy for a first 
time visit. People using walkers and wheelchairs for mobility, even long time members 
might have felt a bit left out with all of the lifting and carrying. People who like to get 
involved in doing work and prefer action to talking would have been right at home in the 
congregation yesterday. 
 
That is the thing about hospitality. It is a fluid experience. Giving and receiving 
hospitality requires a great deal of flexibility for ever changing circumstances and a wide 
variety of people. Hospitality is not about learning a specific set of practices and then 
repeating them over and over. It is about paying attention to another. It is about 
understanding and respecting the thoughts, feelings, needs and concerns of others. 
 
Making the transition from visitor to member is a more daunting task than just standing 
up in front of the congregation and repeating the covenant together. It involves 
becoming known and getting to know others. It involves discovering which activities, 
projects, ministries and missions are a fit for the skills, talents, generosity and 
enthusiasm of the individual. It involves the existing community opening itself to being 
transformed by new ideas, new perspectives and new ways of doing thing.  
 
We didn’t get it perfect yesterday. We might have made a few mistakes. That is another 
thing about our faith. We are practicing. We don’t always get it right. We live our faith 
imperfectly in the midst of a host of busy activities. And along the way we try to learn 
from our mistakes and to hone our skills. I think we are making some progress. I think 
that our community is welcoming to our guests and we are learning how to walk with 
newcomers as they become members. We continue to need practice.  
 
And living together in community gives us an opportunity to practice hospitality every 
day in a wide variety of circumstances.  
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August 18, 2009 – Possessions 
 

 
 
Last March some of the possessions of Mahatma Gandhi were sold at auction. It is 
unclear exactly the path these took from Gandhi’s ownership, but sold at auction for 
$1.8 million were a pair of glasses, a pocket watch, a pair of leather sandals, a bowl and 
a plate. The sale outranged many in India and set off a flurry of activity to prevent more 
of Gandhi’s items from being sold. The glasses, pocket watch, sandals, bowl and plate 
not belong to business tycoon Vijay Mallya, listed in Forbes in 2006 as number 746 on 
the list of the world’s 1,000 wealthiest persons.  He owns the company that makes 
Kingfisher beer and Bagpiper whiskey, has a fleet of vintage cars, a stud farm with 200 
horses, many palatial residences, yachts and more.  Now he owns a few simple 
possessions of a simple man.  
 
The cost, probably, was not excessive for such a wealthy man. But it was far more than 
Gandhi had paid for the items.  
 
The inventory of Gandhi’s possessions at the time of his death has been reported in a 
variety of different ways and I am not sure exactly what the total inventory contained. I 
have seen many pictures that claim to show Gandhi’s possessions.  The watch and 
glasses figure prominently in those pictures, but I have seen at least three different 
styles of sandals, a couple of different sizes of bowls and plates of different materials. 
Some pictures include a few pieces of simple clothing, some include a spinning wheel. 
 
It probably isn’t all that important to know exactly what possessions he had. The world 
knows that he did not live extravagantly. His simple lifestyle did not focus on the 



accumulation of possessions, but upon service to others. His values and integrity were 
the tools that he had when he frequently laid his life on the line for others.  
 
This week’s rummage sale has gotten me to thinking about the difference between the 
things we need and the things we want. I am not sure that I can always tell the 
difference between wants and needs. We are surrounded by so many possessions that 
we often take them for granted. We assume we need things that often are 
unnecessary.  
 
Comparing my possessions to Gandhi’s is an interesting mental exercise. Like him, I 
have a pair of glasses. They add a lot to my quality of life. Being able to see clearly 
enables me to do many of the tasks that are important to me. But I have a pair of 
prescription sunglasses as well. And I have other tools that enhance my vision, such as 
a pair of binoculars and a camera. I know that the camera isn’t essential, but it is a 
pretty important part of my present lifestyle.  
 
I’m not much for fancy watches. My lifestyle is too rough and I’m sure I would break an 
expensive watch as easily as I do the inexpensive ones I prefer. But I wear a watch all 
the time, rarely taking it off. If I don’t exactly need it, I certainly have become 
accustomed to having it. If a watch fails or gets broken, I usually replace it within a day.  
 
Gandhi had at least one pair of sandals. I have three pairs of boots and hiking shoes 
and dress shoes. I probably could live with a single pair of shoes, but choosing which 
ones would be a challenge. I brings to mind the old spiritual in which shoes were a 
luxury that could not be obtained in this life: “I got shoes, you got shoes, all God’s 
children got shoes. When I get to heaven, gonna put on my shoes and walk all over 
God’s heaven.” 
 
I have possessions that weren’t available to previous generations. The computer I use 
doesn’t actually belong to me. It belongs to the church I serve. But it has become such a 
part of my life, that it is hard to imagine not having it. I write a blog every day. I plan 
worship. I do all kinds of tasks on the computer, and one of those tasks is using it to 
order additional items for the church.  
 
It would take days just to inventory my books, let alone all of my possessions. Although 
the value of all of my possessions does not add up to the price paid for Gandhi’s 
glasses, watch, sandals, bowl and plate, the volume of space taken up by them would 
be considered a luxury to many - so much space and so little of it used for eating and 
sleeping. Anyone who knows me knows that I have too many canoes and kayaks. 
 
I keep saying that I am at the point in my life where I need to be about getting rid of 
possessions, not acquiring more. We try to reduce the inventory of items around our 
house whenever we have an opportunity. The rummage sale is one of those 
opportunities. I have another box of items to take to the sale this morning. But there is a 



lot left. And assessing the value of items, especially ones that are old or evoke 
memories, is difficult.  
 
Like all humans, my needs are simple. But I don’t live at the level of need. I live at the 
level of discretion about which possessions to acquire, which to keep, and which to give 
away. I haven’t always made the best decisions, but I think I’m learning a little bit.  
 
For now, I’m going to keep the glasses and watch and all of the pairs of shoes at least 
until I wear them out. And the books are staying, at least most of them. But I hope that I 
can become more discerning as I release control of more of my possessions and learn 
to live with less. 
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August 19, 2009 – This I Believe 
 

 
 
Yesterday, after I had finished my meetings and eaten supper, I worked in the back yard 
for a while, removing the canoe rack from the trailer and installing sides to haul wood. 
As I worked, I was listening to radio programs on my ipod.  I have a tendency to collect 
quite a few programs and then listen to them in batches.  Last night I was catching up 
on some of the programs from NPR’s This I Believe series. 
 
Based on a 1950’s radio program of the same name, the NPR series invited people 
from all walks of life to share their personal philosophies and core values that guide 
their daily lives. The essays are brief, about 500 words long.  NPR has been receiving 
and broadcasting selected essays for four years and the series has now reached its 
conclusion.  I have found the essays to be inspiring and thought provoking.  I purchased 
a volume of the contemporary essays and essays from the 1950’s show and enjoyed 
reading them.  
 
The NPR project has received tens of thousands of essays. A curriculum has been 
developed for assigning essays to middle school, high school and college students. The 
project has assembled a huge data base of the essays that is searchable by key word, 
location, and other criteria. 
 
It is one of those projects that I have thought I would complete: writing my own “This I 
Believe” essay.  After all, I write an essay every day. What could be so daunting about 
writing an essay on my beliefs. But I have not yet written my essay. Worse yet, today, I 
am writing about the process of not writing my essay.  



 
I believe that the truly great ideas, values and beliefs of humans are bigger than any 
individual. Writing about my beliefs seems to somehow imply that I formed the beliefs or 
that I somehow own them. But the most important beliefs, it seems to me, take 
generations to form.  
 
Take my belief in God, for example. I stand in the lineage of the great monotheistic 
religions that grew out of the area we now call the Middle East. When our forebears 
began to clarify their particular form of radical monotheism, the concept was new to the 
area. Most of the population held a wide variety of beliefs in a lot of different gods. It 
took the entire lives of Abraham and Sarah to plant the seeds of belief in the God of all 
creation, who is present in every time and place. Even subsequent generations of our 
people were refining that concept. 
 
It took generations of living in slavery in Egypt and another generation of wandering in 
the wilderness for the concept of covenant to emerge. The notion of God having a deep 
investment in human freedom seems to us today to be basic to the understanding of 
God, but that belief was not obtained in a single generation.  
 
The concept if incarnation - God with us in human form - was so radical that early 
Christian stories sound like Roman mythology or esoteric poetry. Reading the first 
chapter of the Gospel of John makes it abundantly clear that the author is using words 
to express something that is far beyond the capacity of human language. Simile and 
metaphor have long been the language tools of our faith. Unable to say what God is, we 
invest a lot of energy in saying what God is like and telling stories that illustrate God’s 
presence and action in human history. 
 
To say that I believe in God doesn’t communicate to another the fullness of that 
meaning. Because some use the word to express a puff of emotion or a sense of 
connection with one who has died.  Some use the word to express a rigid moral code or 
a structure of authority. People use the word God all the time, but it is often very difficult 
to know what they mean when they use the word. The name of God has been invoked 
to justify injustice, to rationalize killing, and to defend a wide range of destructive 
actions. The name of God is invoked to address phenomenon that are not understood, 
to explain the unexplainable, and to speculate about what lies beyond the limitations of 
this life.  
 
It takes more than an essay to state what I believe. For my beliefs are inherited from 
generations of faithful people who have refined and developed them.  One of our 
treasured stories is of Moses’ encounter with God in a burning bush. In that exchange, 
God is presented as a constant throughout many generations: “I am the God of 
Abraham and of Isaac and of Jacob.”  But in the same story, when Moses asks, “Who 
shall I say has sent me?” God responds, “I am who I am.” More precisely, because it is 
in the progressive tense, it should be translated, “I will be who I will be.”  We know that 



Moses will not get Pharaoh to understand if he says, “I am sent me,” or “The one who 
will be sent me.”  The term God is invoked in the exchange knowing fully that Pharaoh 
and Moses mean entirely different things when that word is used. Later in the story 
Pharaoh learns the power of the God of Moses without fully understanding what it is that 
he has encountered.  
 
When I say I believe in God, there is a lot of room for misunderstanding.  
 
Nonetheless, I believe in the process of writing clearly and succinctly. The discipline of a 
500 word essay to express beliefs is a good discipline. And I need to write my essay. Or 
perhaps I need to write my first essay. Whether or not I submit it to the project is beside 
the point, I think.  Given the discipline of 500 words, or about half of the number of 
today’s blog, I will have to choose each word carefully. Because I really do believe in 
God. And when I say that I know that there are lots of other people who say the same 
words and have an entirely different meaning. Clearly communicating is a challenge that 
remains, for the moment, beyond me. I will, however, one of these days, write the 
essay. 
 
Who knows, maybe when I get my “This I Believe” essay finished I can get started on 
my “Three Minute Novel.” 
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August 20, 2009 – Dreamtime 
 

 
 
One of my college professors had trained himself to remember dreams. Each morning 
he recorded the previous night’s dreams. By the time I was a student of his, he had over 
thirty years of dreams and was able to remember as many as a dozen each night. I am 
almost the opposite.  I don’t pay much attention to my dreams and rarely remember any 
detail about my dreaming.  Once in a while I can remember a mood or a few faces and 
sometimes a place or setting for a dream, but I don’t recall my dreams as complete 
stories or events. It seems as if I don’t dream often.  I know that my mind probably does 
dream, but I haven’t developed a discipline of remembering. 
 
I did, however, have a dream last night. As usual I don’t remember details, but I do 
remember that I was dreaming of Uluru, also known as Ayers Rock. It is located in 
Uluru-Kata Tjuta National park in the center of Australia. We had the joy of visiting Uluru 
in August of 2006 as a part of a sabbatical reflecting on wilderness and faith. It was a 
wonderful trip and our memories of the places we visit are joyful companions as we go 
through our lives. 
 
I suppose that last night’s dream was inspired by a post card from friends who are 
visiting in Australia who will be flying to Alice Springs in a couple of days. When we 
visited, we flew into Uluru, rented a car and drove to Alice Springs and flew out of Alice 
Springs. We had a wonderful time hiking in Australia’s red center during August, one of 
the coolest times of the year in that part of the world. I’m not a hot weather person, 
preferring the cool temperatures of our part of the world, but we did well in the desert 
and had no problems there.  



 
In my mind is the way that Uluru looked when I first saw it through the window of a 
Qantas 737 as we descended toward landing. I had seen a lot of pictures of the rock 
and had wanted to visit it for at least three decades since we had become close friends 
with an Australian student and his family when we attended seminary. Finally it was real 
and it was bigger and more impressive than I had imagined. The evening of the day we 
arrived we stayed up until last light to look at it in the sunset and we were up before 
dawn in the morning to see the sunrise on the rock as well.  
 
Dreams have a special position in the stories of our people. Several of our forebears, 
perhaps most notably Jacob, had dreams in which they received messages from God 
that shaped the story of our people.   
 
Dreams figure prominently in the stories and traditions of the Anangu, aboriginal people 
of central Australia and custodians of the lands around Uluru. We didn’t stay long 
enough to learn much of Anangu culture, but we did learn a few words and basic 
concepts. Tjukurrpa is most commonly translated as “the Dreaming.” It is a collection of 
stories, knowledge, and laws about how people should live with each other and with 
creation. In my understanding, thinking of Tjukurrpa as a creation story is too narrow of 
a view. It is the total of inherited wisdom and knowledge that permeates the world view 
of the Anangu. There is something unique about the quality of dreaming that allows 
individuals to connect with a wider community, with all of history, and with all of creation. 
It is as if the individual releases individuality in the dream and becomes a part of the 
unity of all of creation. 
 
I suppose a Jungian psychologist would use the term collective unconscious or 
collective subconscious to describe this concept. We all inherit the collective 
experiences of our ancestors as a part of our genetic makeup. We are usually not 
conscious of the depth of this experience that is a part of our reality, but we are 
nonetheless shaped by the experiences of those who have gone before. Our heritage 
shapes our present reality. One of the ways that we gain knowledge and understanding 
of the subconscious is through the analysis of dreams. The professor who taught 
himself to remember his dreams was the one who provided my first introduction to the 
work of Carl Jung.  
 
I am not a psychologist. I go through life less aware of the depths of my subconscious 
and how it shapes my daily living than those who have dedicated energy to analyzing 
their psychological condition. But I live with a strong sense of having been shaped by 
generations of human experience and tradition. I am most aware of how my beliefs are 
shaped by my forebears. When I speak of God, I am conscious of how my 
understanding of God has been honed through millennia of human experience. I would 
not be able to even grasp the concept of God as a idea if it weren’t for the thoughts and 
writings of those who have gone before. And the reality of God is far more than the 
human idea.  



 
Somehow in my dreaming last night I was reminded that we do not exist in isolation. We 
are shaped by people and events that are far away. There is a thread that transcends 
the barriers of time and space.  Our stories are interwoven with the stories of those in 
distant locations. 
 
Australia is a big continent. Our friends who are visiting in Australia won’t cross paths 
with our closest friends who live there. They won’t be in the same place at the same 
time. But in my mind they are somehow connected because their lives have been 
important in our lives. It was delightful to wake this morning thinking of Uluru as more 
than a pleasant memory. Even though we are not there, it is a present reality in my life. 
And it is populated by people who are precious indeed. 
 
So this morning’s blog is a bit muddled and not very clear. Perhaps it has some of the 
quality of a dream. I write about things that I don’t fully understand. And yet, for each 
person who reads this it becomes more than just my story. It becomes our story. And 
connects us to a community that is far broader than the circle of one consciousness. 
Those connections are precious indeed. 
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August 21, 2009 – Volunteers 
 

 
 
It has been a fun week to work at the church. The big event is the rummage sale. Twice 
each year the Women’s Fellowship sponsors a rummage sale. The events have turned 
into all-church events with plenty of volunteers, many of whom are not active in other 
women’s fellowship activities. Men and women, young and old, all participate in 
preparations for the sale.  This summer there seem to be a few new volunteers who 
hadn’t previously been as involved in the rummage sales. 
 
And, of course, there is lots of rummage.  The amount of merchandise that will be 
offered for sale this morning is impressive. From clothing to televisions, plants to books, 
pictures to jewelry, shoes to furniture - there is even at least one kitchen sink on the 
sale.  Things are well organized and priced. There will be a line of customers by the 
time they open the doors. 
 
In the midst of the activities of the rummage sale, we needed several volunteers to 
remove a large tree from the building site of a Habitat for Humanity home.  The deadline 
ended up being this week because the stump grinder is a volunteer and he needed 
access to the stump. We didn’t want to be taking volunteers away from the rummage 
sale, so recruited some members of the youth group who weren’t participating in the 
sale. The showed up at the church and we all worked hard for several hours yesterday. 
We got most of the tree moved and the area cleared so the work at the Habitat House 
will not be delayed. 
 



One of the things that the church has to offer is a network of relationships where people 
of all ages have opportunities to work and recreate together. There are a lot of activities 
and institutions in our community where people associate with others who are a similar 
age. I often use the example of the community YMCA, which has programs for all ages 
and has a strong family-oriented philosophy. But when families enter the YMCA, they 
quickly disperse into activities where individuals are mostly the same age. There are 
children’s programs, teen programs, programs for men and women and seniors 
programs. It is fascinating to stand in the lobby of the YMCA and watch families come in 
together, then separate and head in as many directions as there are family members.  
 
Like other communities, we have our share of organizations that target specific age 
groups: schools, senior citizen’s centers, teen programs, after school programs, and 
sports programs. 
 
There have been some studies of rapidly growing churches and there is some evidence 
that one way to build a growing church is to target a specific age group. Congregations 
where people of a certain age immediately feel at home and are surrounded by others 
of a similar age continue to attract more people of the same age. While this is 
appropriate for some churches, it isn’t what our congregation is about. We don’t want to 
be a church where everyone is just like everyone else. We like the diversity of our 
congregation with people of different ages, different socioeconomic status, and different 
ethnic and racial heritages. We are please to know that we don’t always agree and that 
there is room for people with different political leanings and different theological 
interpretations.  
 
But a church is more than a collection of individuals. We are also a community that 
provides care for one another and outreach to the wider society. And the two tools of 
worship and volunteer service are the ways that we build community. We worship 
together and we work together.  
 
There will be a lot of tired people by the end of the rummage sale tomorrow. I know I 
slept really well last night after spending part of the day rolling and lifting logs. There is a 
certain pleasure in being tired if it comes after a day of meaningful work.  
 
The hope is that along the way there are a few new friendships and a few new 
connections between people. A congregation is a culture - it is about relationships with 
each other. Our relationships take place within the context of our relationship with God. 
We love one another because we have been loved by God.  
 
So today, like many other days, begins with a prayer of thanksgiving for all of the 
volunteers. And thanksgiving for a common task. We are fortunate that we have jobs 
that are too big for any individual to complete. That sets up the requirement that we 
work together. And working together is one of the ways that we grow in faith together.  
 



Soon there will be a fair amount of confusion and a bit of chaos as volunteers struggle 
to meet the pressures of a large group of customers. There will be lines at the checkout 
tables  throughout the morning. Volunteers will take turns heading to the kitchen for a 
quick break before returning to help more customers.  
 
By Sunday the entire rummage sale will be over. The unsold items will have been 
delivered to area agencies that have their own sales operations. The fellowship hall will 
be cleaned and tables will be back in place for Sunday’s activities. The clothing racks 
will be stored in the basement. And life will go on. Hopefully there will be some new 
relationships and some enduring friendships that have been forged. Because even after 
the rummage sale is over, we will still have a lot of work to do. 
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August 22, 2009 – Seasons 
 

 
 
There has been a chill in the air a couple of mornings this week.  It hasn’t been really 
cold, but one day it was chilly enough that I wore a long-sleeved shirt, a decision that 
proved to be a poor choice as the day warmed up. It is still summer around here, but 
there are a few hints that the seasons will change. Usually by the first of September, we 
begin to notice that the days are a bit shorter and the high temperatures aren’t quite as 
hot.  The relative humidity goes up a bit and the forest doesn’t seem to brittle.  This year 
we have had adequate moisture all year and the hills are as green as I have ever seen 
them in late August. 
 
I am grateful to live in a place where we are aware of the seasons. With the increase in 
urbanization of the world, most of the population of this planet lives with less contact 
with nature and are less impacted by the changes in weather. I am also grateful to live 
in a place where the distinctions between the seasons are clear. Although our seasons 
don’t follow the calendar, with three months devoted to each season, we do experience 
four distinct seasons with winters that are cold and snowy, springs that are cool and 
moist, summers that are hot and dry, and autumns that are chilly and brisk. 
 
I have visited places such as the states of the desert southwest, where there is less 
variation between seasons and it might be argued that there are really only two 
seasons. When we visited the desert center of Australia we were told that the region 
does experience a rainy season, but not every year. It was as though the cycle of 
seasons wasn’t quite connected to the flow of the year. They are, however on the same 



tilted axis planet revolving around the same sun, so there has to be some connection 
between their experience of seasons and the year.  
 
So it caught my attention when Tim Entwisle, chief of Sydney, Australia’s Royal Botanic 
Gardens, recently advised that Australia “unhook” itself from the “arbitrary” four seasons 
inherited from Britain.  Mr. Entwisle is proposing a six season year with the addition of 
“sprinter” at the end of winter and “sprummer” between spring and summer. Presumably 
these additional seasons would result in a shortening of the other seasons and a 
calendar that is less dominated by winter reflecting the diverse weather patterns of 
Australia which has tropical rain forests and deserts as well as temperate zones.  
 
The concept is intriguing, but the proposed new seasons wouldn’t fit our part of the 
world. Certainly the transition from winter to summer doesn’t need additional seasons 
around here. Some years we make that transition in such a way that we hardly need 
one season. Our springs can feel just like our winters some years. We often go from 
winter weather to summer weather with little transition. 
 
Where we could use an extra season some years is in the fall. We have glorious 
autumns in this part of the world. Often the daytime temperatures rival those of the 
summer, but it gets cold at night. The colors come out and it is an excellent time for all 
manner of outdoor recreation. The problem with adding seasons at that time of the year, 
however, is that the names don’t blend as well on this side of the calendar. “Sumall” or 
“fanter” don’t exactly roll off the tongue. And if we use the other name for the season, 
“sumutumn,” and “autunter” aren’t much better. 
 
And once you get started, where do you end?  How about twelve seasons - one for 
each month? 
 
Mr. Entwisle of Australia even went so far as to propose that different regions should 
have different numbers of seasons to reflect their weather patterns.  He proposes a 
national debate and a public competition to name the new seasons.  
 
There is nothing particularly new about Mr. Entwisle’s proposals. Native people have 
recognized different numbers of seasons for millennia. The Inuit people of the far north 
on our continent recognized six seasons: ukiuq (winter) upirngassaaq (early spring), 
upirnagaaq (spring) aujak (summer) ukissaaq (early fall, and ukiaq (fall).  I have been 
told that Australian Aboriginals have eight seasons. 
 
In our part of the world, the Lakota recognized four seasons similar to our modern 
designations. Four is a very important number in Lakota traditions and the four seasons 
are associated with the four sections of the medicine wheel and the four sacred colors. 
The Lakota also have names for each of the 12 cycles of the moon in the year, 
identifying most by the activities that are dominant in that season of the year. It is almost 
as if each of the four seasons has three divisions with distinctive activities for each.  



 
Whatever we call it, it is still summer around here. But in the wee hours of the morning, 
there can be a chill to the air. It is just enough to remind us that time continues to pass 
and that the summer chores we’ve been putting off are in need of our attention.    
 
And it is a good thing that there is still a bit of summer left. In another news story that I 
read this morning, it was reported that Finland, a country that sees more winter than we, 
hosts the world air guitar championships each summer. The winner was announced 
yesterday. I didn’t even know that there was a world air guitar championship. But 
Finland still has many other summer contests yet to be held this year.  Events include 
boot throwing, wife carrying, mosquito slapping, mobile-phone throwing, swamp football 
and sauna endurance contests, although it seems to me that they might get better 
results if they waited with the sauna endurance until winter. Maybe having too long a 
winter makes for some strange thinking when summer does come. 
 
I intend to enjoy the rest of our summer and when autumn comes I think I’ll enjoy that as 
well. 
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August 23, 2009 – Simple Living 
 

 
 
I have been thinking about simple living lately.  One of the reasons is that I have finally 
gotten around to reading a book that my cousin and his wife wrote about their 
experiences leaving the fast-paced life of California behind and moving to Belize where 
they built their own house by hand and lived off of the land. They made that decision in 
the early 1970’s and succeeded in raising two children and living a wonderfully fulfilling 
life. Now, with more than three and a half decades of experience they have written a 
memoir of the early years that also shares their philosophy of simple living with readers. 
 
Their book is available at Amazon, Borders and a variety of different locations and can 
be ordered from the publisher’s web site as 
well. http://www.treehouseperspectives.com/ Over the years they have made several 
trips north and we have had several opportunities to visit with them about their 
adventure and some of the many things that they have learned. They have forged an 
admirable lifestyle for their family and have been able to live in a way that is faithful to 
their values.  
 
They aren’t the only ones. I have also been following the blog of a Missouri couple who 
are in the process of selling many of their possessions and moving to a rural location in 
the Ozark mountains. Their plan is to live in a tipi for a year while they construct their 
home. Their blog can be found 
at http://hickoryhollowhomestead.typepad.com/homesteading/The Missouri couple, like 
all of us have a unique combination of luxuries that they will retain. While they will 
definitely be roughing it without indoor plumbing, central heat, and many other 



amenities, they do intend to have solar electricity and wireless internet so that they can 
continue to blog about the adventure.  They have a photograph on the web site of Bob 
sanding the tipi poles with a DeWalt random orbital sander - a top of the line power tool. 
I don’t know how many power tools will be a part of their home construction. Everyone 
who follows such a path has to make decisions about what to keep and what to leave 
behind. 
 
There is something that is appealing about making a radical change, selling off excess 
possessions and reverting to a simpler lifestyle. And I am most attracted to scenarios 
like my cousin’s or the couple from Missouri. In both cases the change included a move 
to a more rural and isolated location and an increase in the amount of land that was 
available for the exclusive use of the people. I have a fair amount of survival skills, 
though there would be much to learn if I were to make the transition from occasional 
camping to living in such a situation.  
 
There is a fair amount of simple living that occurs around us every day. People learn to 
live with fewer resources, less income and less consumption. They make do with the 
things that they have and they live within restrictions that some of the rest of us don’t 
experience. Poverty has its own way of forcing simple living on people who might not 
choose such a way of life if they had an alternative.  
 
It is the presence of a choice that makes the option of simple living attractive. We have 
a wide range of choice about where we live, what we buy, what we keep and what we 
don’t keep. We have options in terms of making a living for our family. Not everyone in 
the world has such ability to choose. The simple rural lifestyle adopted by my cousin 
and attempted by the Missouri couple are admirable and to be praised. But such a 
lifestyle is not and cannot be an option for millions of urban poor in this world. The 
planet simply does not have enough real estate for each family to have several acres. 
Both couples have a luxury that many people in the world will never know: privacy. 
 
But there is a great deal to be learned from people who have sought simpler ways of 
living. It is true that we consume more than our fair share of the world’s resources. It is 
true that our way of living has many elements that are wasteful and that we need to 
make changes to eliminate waste and to make conscious choices about what is most 
important in our lives.  
 
We won’t be moving to a tipi. And we don’t intend to move to a treehouse on the edge 
of a Central American jungle. Neither place is ideal for the care of elders with a need for 
significant health care. But just because we make different choices does not mean that 
we can’t learn a lot from people who are pioneers in their own way and who have found 
meaning and truth in living with less. There are lessons to be learned that can be 
applied to our living and our location.  
 



I intend to be a good student and to keep learning as we shed some of the unnecessary 
possessions and scale down our lifestyle to a level that is more 
sustainable.  Sometimes you don’t have to travel to have a grand adventure. 
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August 24, 2009 - Under the Weather 
 

 
 
There was a rain storm passing to the north of town as I arrived at the church yesterday. 
The view as I parked my car was stunning so I grabbed my camera and took a couple of 
pictures. The piles of logs have become part of the view from that end of the church, 
and I didn’t think about them until I looked at the picture later.  The smaller pile on the 
right in the picture is made up of pieces that have been cut to stove length and are 
ready to be split.  The other pile is made up of pieces that are five to six feet in length, 
waiting to be cut into smaller pieces.  Our splitting crew has about a half day’s work at 
the other end of the church lot before they are ready to move to this pile to start 
splitting.  There should be nearly 15 cords of split wood in the other piles by the time 
they move to these piles. The community has been generous and our crews have 
worked hard to get ready for firewood deliveries this fall.  
 
I have never lived in a place where I had to be exposed to the weather for any extended 
period of time. I’ve had a couple of uncomfortable nights with inadequate tents when 
camping, and I’ve gotten wet and cold from time to time. But I have always had a home 
waiting where there is adequate heat and protection from the elements. We had a good 
furnace in our home when I was growing up and I’ve always had reliable heat in the 
homes where I have lived.  
 
But there are people who do not have adequate shelter.  The numbers are 
overwhelming. On any given night in the United States, anywhere from 700,000 to 2 
million people are homeless, according to estimates of the National Center on 
Homelessness and Poverty. Accurate numbers are hard to obtain because people shy 



away from being counted, and homeless people are often unseen. So perhaps it is best 
to use numbers closer to the lower side of the estimate. Even so, the numbers are 
incredible: 

1. •at least 252,000 families with children without any home every night. 
2. •at least 91,000 single women with no shelter every night. 
3. •at least 49,000 unaccompanied minors with nowhere to go every night. 
4. •at least 462,000 people with mental illness or treatable addictions who 
not only do not receive care for their illness, but who have no roof over their head 
every night. 

 
One congregation does not have the ability or the resources to address this problem. 
We have participated in building a few houses that help move families out of poverty 
housing and make marginal housing available to those who have no housing.  And we 
work to provide fuel to heat homes for people who do not have enough money to 
provide heat for their homes.  We don’t have a jobs program for those who are without 
work. We don’t have an emergency shelter for those who are sleeping under the bridge. 
We participate in a feeding program, but we don’t operate a soup kitchen full time. 
There are lots of things that we do not do.  
 
We are not able to fix the problem.  
 
But we can turn extra firewood into fuel to heat homes.  It takes significant effort. Our 
donors usually have logs on the ground. We use volunteers to cut the logs into pieces 
that are small enough to haul on a trailer to our church yard. There they are cut into 
lengths that will fit into a stove and then split into pieces that can be managed.  Along 
the way, we make a stack of logs and then a stack of pieces waiting to be split and then 
a a stack of split wood.  After it is split and stacked, we stack it into trailers and trucks 
and then unload and stack the wood at a delivery site.  
 
We do a lot of stacking. 
 
It would be prohibitively expensive if we were paying for labor. But we do not. Because 
people genuinely care. People genuinely want to help. People are genuinely generous. 
Our volunteers continue to amaze us with their generosity of spirit. The problem of 
homelessness in our country is complex and caused by many factors. But it is not the 
product of people not caring. There are plenty of people who care. I know them. I have 
seen them put their time and resources on the line. 
 
Yesterday’s rain shower was brief and the day that followed was very warm.  The 
danger of dying from a mid-day heat stroke is far higher than dying of cold and 
exposure in the middle of the night right now in our corner of the world. But the days are 
shortening and cold nights are coming. It happens every year.  
 



The title of today’s blog is “Under the weather.” The term is an English idiom that 
means, “not feeling well,” or “sick.” The term comes from an awareness that weather 
can affect health. This is undeniably true for those who do not have adequate shelter. 
To be exposed to the weather without adequate shelter is to be sick.  
 
So we’ll continue to work to warm up a few homes. And we’ll continue to work to bring a 
few people off of the streets. And we’ll continue to work to provide alternatives to 
poverty housing. And even if we cannot solve the problem we will do what we can.  
 
There is something very reassuring about having a pile of wood as a part of the view 
from my workplace. I hope I see that view outside of my window until the day when no 
one is cold or hungry or under the weather in our country. 
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August 25, 2009 – Calm Waters 
 

 
 
Often, when people think of kayaking, they think of whitewater kayaking. Expert 
paddlers, using very short and very maneuverable boats paddle in very wild waters 
these days. I have seen video of kayakers going over waterfalls and paddling through 
class V rapids. I do a different kind of kayaking.  I enjoy a little river paddling, and I have 
taken my boats into the Yellowstone and Missouri rivers, among others. But I don’t own 
a creek boat and don’t have any experience with true whitewater paddling.  
 
I built my first kayak after swamping a canoe in the Puget Sound off of Whidbey Island. 
No harm was done. We are waterproof for the most part and I always paddle with a life 
jacket. The waters weren’t particularly rough that day, but big waters can have constant 
swells. Making a kayak seemed to make sense and it was a fun building project. That 
first kayak has been paddled a lot. I’ve had it in the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans off of 
both Canada and the United States. It has been paddled in Lakes Superior, Huron and 
Michigan. I’ve paddled down rivers and across a lot of mountain lakes with that boat.  It 
has taken me on many adventures.  
 
But some days, I enjoy paddling the calm waters. I try to paddle about once a week in 
the summer. Yesterday was a good day for a bit longer paddle than usual. I was free 
from appointments. I had the usual list of chores that needed to be accomplished, but 
no crises on my hands. So I headed out early and launched my kayak from Jenny Gulch 
on Pactola Reservoir at 6:30 a.m.  It was as if I had the lake to myself. I didn’t see any 
other boaters during my entire paddle.  
 



There have been several years of drought and low lake levels in recent years, but there 
is plenty of water this year.  There is an area full of partially submerged willows and 
grasses at the end of the lake where Rapid Creek flows into the reservoir. You have to 
know where the creek lies in dryer times to know the path into the creek. Once inside 
the creek, there is a calm channel that goes on for a quarter of a mile or so before the 
water starts to get shallow and the current and rocks make it hard to paddle upstream.  
 
Paddling gently on calm waters gave me plenty of time for reflection. In fact I was 
thinking about that word as I paddled. The lake was doing a good job of reflection in the 
early morning light. I took several pictures that have inverted images of the hills and 
trees in the water. When the sun rose high enough into the sky to be seen over the hills 
it made a reflection on the surface of the lake that was so bright it was hard to see other 
features.  
 
The word has other meanings as well. A reflection is a serious thought or consideration. 
I suppose that this meaning comes from the interplay of mind upon mind. Sharing ideas 
with others and having them come back to the original thinker can provide important 
insight and a deepening of understanding.  
 
I often reflect on the beauty and integrity of creation as I paddle. I think of the 
responsibilities we carry to be wise stewards and to use the resources of this world 
wisely. It is in our nature to think that we are more powerful and more significant than 
we really are and human impact on this world, while significant, is a very small part of 
the story of this universe. From an astronomical perspective whether humans live or die 
is of little consequence. If the entire human race were to be wiped out by some 
cataclysmic event all the universe would lose is a witness to the great processes of time 
and space. 
 
And yet, as insignificant as we are, we are loved. And we are capable of receiving the 
love of the Creator and passing it on to others. We are capable of perceiving beauty and 
expressing that beauty in word and dance and art and music. The sentiment of Psalm 8 
comes to my mind: “When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon 
and the stars that you have made, what are humans that you notice them and their 
children that you care for them?” In the vastness of the universe, I am a speck, a small 
thing. And yet I am granted the capacity to look at the great beauty around me and 
appreciate it. I am able to receive God’s love and express it for others to understand. 
 
There are other reflections that come from paddling. I often can get closer to ducks and 
geese that I would if I were walking. Although the beaver have strict limits on how close 
I can come before their tails are smacked on the water in warning and they disappear 
beneath its surface, they do let me approach and watch from a distance. The eagles 
look down from their perches and sometimes swoop down for a fish and get remarkably 
close to my little boat and show me their magnificent feathers and wingspans. Fish rise 
to the surface and sometimes take an insect out of the air. A fleet of dragon flies 



sometimes escorts me through the willows and grasses. The creatures who live in, on 
and near the lake are wonderful and it is good to have a sense of sharing the earth with 
them.  
 
Sometimes I sort out problems as I paddle. I think of tasks that need to be done or 
relationships that need mending. I try to come up with creative ways to lead worship and 
guide our congregation. I think of the needs of our community and of new ministries in 
which we are called to participate. 
 
And sometimes I just paddle. The simple, yet fascinating process of a boat floating on 
the water propelled by a paddle. I steer by varying my paddle strokes and by leaning the 
boat. The process is repeated so often that it is automatic. It doesn’t require conscious 
thought and sometimes when I try to think about what I’m doing I become awkward and 
uncoordinated in my paddle strokes. My boat is stable and sleek enough that I can go 
where I want without excessive effort.  
 
Yesterday’s paddle set the tone for my day. I was a bit quieter and more reflective. I still 
had to do the normal tasks for a Monday. I put out the garbage, I baked bread, I did a 
few home repairs and I edited some text on the computer. I prepared meals for my mom 
and I did a little grocery shopping. It was a normal day. But there was a peacefulness to 
the day that I wish I could maintain. I know that there will be stresses and pressures this 
week. There are bills to pay, programs to plan, problems to solve. I put a picture from 
yesterday’s paddle on the desktop of my computer to remind me of the calm that is so 
close. And I will try to carry that calm as far as I can.  
 
But I know I will have to return to the lake to maintain my balance. I will need to dip a 
paddle into the water and float on it surface again and again. How fortunate I am to live 
in a place with calm waters. 
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August 26, 2009 – Passing on the Faith 
 

 
 
There is a long-standing and lively debate among Christian educators about how best to 
pass the faith from one generation to the next. Most of us are capable of making cogent 
arguments from several different perspectives.  
 
I grew up in the world of ideas and intellectual thought. My Sunday School classes 
emphasized ideas. We learned history and we discussed moral choices. As I became 
more involved in my vocation, I pursued an academic education. College and Seminary 
were places where I thrived on the interplay of ideas. I studied the words of great 
thinkers and I engaged in debate and discussion to hone my ideas. We tried to get our 
theology “right,” arguing about technical points and specific details. We brought to the 
study of scripture every academic discipline we knew, from archeology to language 
studies, to analysis of form and structure. While we were well aware of the difference 
between the idea of God and the independent reality of God, we fell in love with the 
idea  - an elegant concept honed through generations of people who wee willing to think 
about God. From this point of view teaching faith is a process of teaching ideas. 
 
As such, I have always held a bit of suspicion about those who experience faith 
primarily as an emotional experience. While I have intense emotions and my passions 
come into play in my experience of faith, I believe that faith is more than a puff of 
emotion and I am aware that human emotions are subject to manipulation. But there are 
people of faith whose experience is primarily emotional. The power of love and the 
overwhelming relief of forgiveness shape their religious story. From this point of view 
teaching faith is a process of setting up emotional experiences. 



 
Throughout the history of the church there have been those who see belief as the 
center of faith. In order to be a person of faith you have to have the right beliefs. Creeds 
and statements of faith have been formed and reformed in order to provide ways to 
express commonly held beliefs. Denominations have been formed and split over 
common and different beliefs. From this point of view teaching faith is about teaching 
correct beliefs. 
 
Sociologists of religion tell us that religion is primarily a social entity and that people are 
gathered together by behavior. They engage in common practices. Religion is primarily 
a set of learned actions. Ritual is repeated, prayers are memorized, practices are 
standardized. From this point of view teaching is about practicing behaviors. 
 
And the thing that keeps the debate lively and ongoing is that none of these 
perspectives holds the complete truth. It is easy to make an argument against any one 
of these (and many other) approaches. 
 
If Christianity were only a matter of ideas, those with the most education would be the 
best practitioners of the faith. Yet it is obvious that more education does not necessarily 
make a person more faithful. 
 
If Christianity were only a matter of feelings, those who were most connected to their 
feelings would be the most faithful. Teaching would be a series of encounter groups and 
other processes where feelings come to the surface and are expressed. But we know 
that such things do not lead to deepening faith.  
 
If Christianity were only a matter of beliefs. Churches would be filled with people with 
similar beliefs. The more than 50% of American Catholics who hold different beliefs on 
birth control and ordination of women than the Pope would be heading toward 
protestantism. And that is not happening. 
 
If Christianity were only a matter of correct practices, the people who went to church 
most often would have the most faith. Most of us have experienced deep and 
meaningful faith in ones who have not lived their lives within the institutional church.  
 
Thus the argument has enough substance to keep educators and theologians up at 
night crafting arguments to send to their colleagues. We’ve been doing that for a long 
time, at least since Paul began crafting letters to churches. 
 
Christian Education does have some trends, we are currently moving away from 
teaching ideas as intellectual concepts and the school model for education. A renewed 
emphasis on the practices of faith is a part of some exciting work in resource 
development for Christian education. But the people who are working on the resources 



are mindful of ideas and feelings and beliefs as they attempt to create activities that 
engage people in the practice of faith. It is not a one-sided approach.  
 
And the question remains: How do we pass the faith from one generation to the next? 
 
Of course the faith is bigger than this generation. Christianity will continue to be a vital 
part of human existence regardless of whether we are good or bad at teaching. 
However, we are called to excellence in our teaching and faithfulness in passing the 
faith to future generations. We continue to challenge one another and to struggle to 
grow in our understandings of how best to teach and learn the Christian faith. We 
continue to revise our teaching strategies and produce new resources for teaching and 
learning.  
 
As is true in most fields, the experts in Christian education still have a lot to learn. And 
along the way we have some glorious conversations. 
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August 27, 2009 – Living in the Forest 
 

 
 
It is the time of the years when the yearlings are leaving their mothers and this year’s 
fawns are showing a bit of independence. Young spike bucks, still in velvet, are 
occasionally seen looking a little lost as they wander by themselves through the woods. 
The older fawns are starting to lose their spots and some mornings I will see as many 
as five fawns in the yard with their mothers in the neighbors’ yards or even across the 
road.  
 
I have gotten used to the sounds of the little ones running away as I head out the door 
to pick up my morning paper. They are a little more jumpy than their mothers and their 
little hooves make a different sound on the driveway. 
 
But I like to see the deer and hear their presence in the early morning. A group of fawns 
in the yard means that there is no mountain lion in the immediate vicinity.  I have a 
similar opinion of the wild turkeys that travel through our yard a couple of times a day. I 
don’t know how often a lion feasts on turkey, but I’m pretty sure that if the lion were in 
the area, the turkeys would be hiding. 
 
We know they are around. There are plenty of stories of sightings, and the coyotes have 
left the hills that are south of our home and when we hear them singing at night they are 
farther away than they were a decade ago. I’ve seen tracks when hiking in the hills and 
a couple of winters ago I discovered a partially eaten deer carcass hidden in some 
underbrush.  
 



Friends, who live about a mile away, sighted an adult male mountain lion in their yard. It 
didn’t scare easily and had them just a little bit worried before it finally ran off. They live 
at the edge of a deep coulee in an area that is less built-up than our immediate 
neighborhood, but we know that the big cats are in the area. There have been several 
sightings and a couple of years ago a neighbor’s dog treed a mountain lion less than a 
quarter of a mile from our home.  
 
I’m comfortable living with such neighbors, but I don’t have any desire to be startled by 
an encounter in the dark early morning hours before I’ve even pulled my shoes on my 
feet. We’ve read all of the articles about what to do when a mountain lion is sighted, but 
I’d prefer for that information to remain totally academic. I’d like to see a mountain lion, 
but I’d prefer to be looking out the window at it. 
 
I’ve only seen one mountain lion in the wild in my entire life and that was a long ways 
from this neighborhood. I was in a car at the time and there was not threat. In fact, the 
lion disappeared into the forest very quickly and I wished I had had more time to look at 
it.  
 
Problems with the lions in our area are usually in the form of the loss of family pets or 
an animal that spends too much time too close to human homes. The Department of 
Fish, Game and Parks has a crew that will remove a cat that has gotten too close for 
comfort and there is a hunting season on Mountain Lions in the hills each year. 
Opinions vary as to how many lions the fish and game people should allow to be taken 
each year. Some folks would like to see the hunting of lions eliminated, others think that 
there should be more taken each year. I’m unconvinced by either extreme. It seems that 
there are more lions than there used to be, so their population seems to be healthy and 
willing to sustain losses. But on the other hand the lions aren’t a problem for us and the 
overpopulation of deer in the hills is evident. A few more lions may be just what is 
needed to keep things in balance.  
 
But living with such powerful and potentially dangerous neighbors does invite caution 
and a bit of common sense. For the most part, I avoid hiking alone in the evenings or 
early morning hours. We keep our pets indoors and out of harm’s way. The local advice 
is to always remain standing, to avoid running, and to hold hands and other objects 
above your head to make yourself appear even taller. The neighbor who spotted the 
mountain lion last week had a big advantage. He is already about as tall as I can reach 
with my hands over my head.  
 
I am used to walking barefoot to get my paper each morning and it is starting to be dark 
again now when I make that journey. We have a good post light in the yard and I 
suspect that there is little risk, but it is good to see the deer in the morning and know 
that they’d make for better eating for the lion.   
 



Living in the forest means learning to live with all of our neighbors, both human and 
otherwise. We appreciate the wild animals that wander into our yard and we enjoy 
watching them raise their babies. There is a real joy to the cycles of birth and growth.  
 
I’d still like to see a mountain lion one of these days - just not first thing in the morning 
when I’m heading down the driveway for the paper. 
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August 28, 2009 – Gardening 
 

 
 
We are not great gardeners. Real gardeners invest a lot more time and energy. They 
pull a lot more weeds. They plan more. And most of them use more water and fertilizer 
than we. But we enjoy having some plants around and we try to nurture them as best 
we are able.  And the process of having a few plants allows us to be outside in the 
pleasant spring and summer evenings with small tasks that don’t get too overwhelming. 
 
Regular readers of this blog know that Susan and I have differences in our styles. She 
has done quite a bit of research into what the deer will and won’t eat. She has chosen 
perennials that are deer hardy and can survive the occasional bite from a young deer. 
He annuals are chosen for color and variety to minimize the loss to the deer. It is a 
constant process of experimentation.  The deer don’t have the same appetites every 
year. And what gets eaten varies by season as well.  
 
I just built an 8’ fence around the vegetable garden. The deer eat what they can by 
poking their noses through the fence. Anything planted more than a few inches from the 
fence is safe. The photo with today’s blog illustrates the difference in our philosophies. 
Just before I got my camera, the fawn was actually standing in the flower bed munching 
on the greenery.  We don’t get too uptight about the deer. We enjoy having them for 
neighbors and we’ve decided that there are certain plants including roses and tulips that 
just aren’t worth the effort in deer country.  
 
We were traveling for much of June which is the wrong time to be gone for successful 
gardening in our area. We had help from a neighbor who kept our vegetables weeded 



and watered during our absence, but a hail storm the day before we left meant that the 
garden needed care that we didn’t provide. We’ve already had peas and potatoes and 
there are more potatoes in the ground. The radishes have all been pulled, but there are 
some carrots still in the ground. Not all of our tomato plants are going to produce well, 
but we will have plenty of tomatoes and one of the “big boy” plants is producing some of 
our biggest tomatoes ever.  The sunflowers are taller than the fence and producing 
giant blossoms. They will be great natural bird feeders this fall.  
 
I decided not to plant corn this year. We expanded our garden this year and hauled in a 
lot of new topsoil. The new dirt seemed to invite root crops and so we put in potatoes 
and onions. The farmer’s market supplies us with corn and not growing our own frees 
up a lot of space in the garden for other plants.  
 
The hills are starting to dry out and we are watering our gardens now. The grass is 
remarkably green for this time of the year. Normally we allow our back yard to go 
dormant when it gets really dry, except for a little area around the house. It is looking 
pretty good this year. As usual, our lawn is producing a banner crop of weeds along with 
the grass, but if I keep them mowed, it doesn’t look too bad. The grass in the lawn is 
growing more slowly, but right next to the vegetable garden, where there is plenty of 
water, the grass grows much faster, which means it gets longer before it is mowed.  
 
Our home is no showplace. We have neighbors who have much more manicured and 
fancy lawns and gardens. But it is a place where we can dig in the dirt and watch the 
plants grow. In a fast paced world where too many people are separated too far from 
the sources of their food, it is good to put a few things on the table whose stories we 
know. I’ve always had farmers and ranchers as friends and there is something about 
knowing the source of one’s food that makes it taste better and feel safer. We aren’t 
food producers. All the same, we do enjoy the food that we do grow in our own garden. 
And we feel better knowing the story of the food that we eat. 
 
The grocery stores are becoming more aware of our desire to eat locally produced food 
and are doing a better job of displaying food so that we can tell its origin. And we still 
splurge from time to time and eat food that has done a lot of traveling. Just the other 
day I purchased a pineapple to serve with supper. That pineapple consumed more fossil 
fuels getting to Rapid City than I did driving to the grocery store. I once read that our 
decisions about what to eat have a bigger impact on the world’s energy supplies than 
our decisions about what to drive.  But a totally locally produced diet would involve a lot 
of chokecherries and beef or buffalo. And we’ve developed a taste for fish and chicken. 
We like to have fruit year round and enjoy an avocado from time to time. I suppose I 
could start snaring turkeys, but I think the folks at fish and game would have an opinion 
about that practice. On the other hand, I doubt if any of my neighbors would turn me in 
for taking an occasional turkey. We seem to have an abundant supply.  
 



I don’t intend to make the change to a subsistence diet. Being a hunter gatherer would 
take more time that we have or are willing to commit. We will continue to participate in 
exchange to get our food. We’ll continue earning money and exchanging money for 
food. But we can be more aware of how our food choices affect others and try to be 
responsible with the decisions we make.  
 
I’m already beginning to think like a farmer.  I keep catching myself talking about next 
year. This year’s garden may not be much, but wait until next year!  
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August 29, 2009 – A Cup of Coffee 
 

 
 
Shortly after we moved to Rapid City, our newspaper did an interview with us about the 
dynamics of being a clergy couple and the balance of home, work and marriage. At one 
point the interviewer asked about what we did for recreation and I quipped that we 
enjoyed going out for coffee and that we were still searching for Rapid City’s best cup of 
espresso. That was nearly 14 years ago. Rapid City didn’t have as many coffee shops 
as it does today. There were no Starbucks, no Dunn Brothers, no Bully Blends. But we 
enjoyed going out, from time to time, for a cup of coffee and a few moments to visit.  
 
A lot has changed in those years. Our family has changed. Our two teenagers have 
become adults and have moved to other communities. Our parents have moved to our 
town. Our work has developed some routines, but other things have changed. In that 
time the price of a late at a coffee shop has more than doubled. Our salaries have not. 
I’m not complaining. We still have sufficient discretionary money to have a wide range of 
options, but we think a little more about the price of going out for coffee than we once 
did. The truth is that we may have found Rapid City’s best cup of espresso - and it 
comes from the machine in our home. 
 
I have several friends who seldom, if ever, purchase high-priced coffee shop beverages. 
They point out that even buying the most expensive beans the cost to produce a cup of 
coffee is less than 30 cents. It seems wasteful to spend $4 and even more to purchase 
such a thing.  They are right. Having a cup of coffee in a coffee shop is more about 
ambience and culture than it is about paying for the cost of the beverage. I suppose that 
I could mention to them that the same thing could be said of purchasing a cocktail in a 



bar, where the drinks are priced much higher than the cost of production. But my friends 
don’t frequent bars, either. They are practical people.  
 
The information I can find is that the current recession didn’t affect the sales of coffee in 
the United States. Going to the coffee shop is a comfort and people don’t scrimp on 
comfort when they are feeling stressed. The same thing is true of alcohol sales. We 
coffee drinkers don’t like to have our beverage continually put in the same category as 
alcohol, but both are mildly mood altering, both are over-priced in retail sales, and 
humans can form additions for both. Drinking coffee, however, doesn’t impair one’s 
ability to drive a car and it has not been linked to crime or violence. 
 
We had a delightful hour going out for coffee yesterday. The time was almost 
completely devoted to planning fall programs for the church. It was a working meeting, 
away from the phones and other interruptions that often are a part of our office. On a 
Friday afternoon, we were able to slip away from the office and find a corner in a coffee 
shop to go over calendars and to coordinate programs so that we will be ready to get 
the church newsletter out next week.  
 
You could simply call it a business meeting. But it was pleasant to drink good coffee out 
of a real cup with a swirl of steamed milk foam on the top. I don’t often drink much 
coffee in the afternoons these days, but sometimes it is just he right thing in the middle 
of a busy day. 
 
There is no question that we paid too much for our coffee. Susan had a small pot of tea 
and we shared a pastry. With a tip, we had $10 less than before we walked into the 
coffee shop. And the ambience in coffee shops isn’t quite what it once was. In our town 
they tend to be crowded and a bit noisy. Still it was pleasant and I left the shop without 
any regret about how the money was spent.  
 
Our lives seem to need an occasional extravagance. Knowing that we could live well 
without the extravagance doesn’t prevent us from wanting to indulge from time to time. 
It is a dynamic in almost every time I work with people who are living below the poverty 
line. They will be frugal and careful with their resources, but there will be an occasional 
expense that I simply can’t understand. Often it is the purchase of an expensive 
television. Since I don’t watch much television and have no desire for a new set, I have 
trouble understanding why anyone would spend their money that way. So it is helpful for 
me to have a luxury in my life that doesn’t make sense. And if you added up going out 
for coffee over the period of a year it would come to the price of a television set. 
Knowing that I spend my money on a frivolous extravagance from time to time makes it 
easier for me to understand when someone else does it.  
 
We’ve cut back a bit, but we still relish going out for coffee from time to time.  
 



ON ANOTHER NOTE: Regular readers of this blog know that I have written about fire 
from time to time. We’re keeping our eyes on the Microwave Fire, burning less than a 
mile from the tiny town of Mosier, Oregon. Susan’s sister and brother-in-law live in a 
home on the edge of that town. They and the cats are safely evacuated to a motel in 
Hood River, but concern remains. Once evacuated, families will not be allowed to return 
to their homes until the danger has passed. The town has about 500 residents, many of 
whom were attracted to the area by the beautiful scenery and the great windsurfing in 
the Columbia gorge. The same winds that make windsurfing fun are now making 
firefighting difficult. Mosier is located at a point of climate change, with lush forests to 
the east and high desert to the west. There was little new news overnight, and we are 
checking regularly for updates. So far, there have been no reports of serious injuries to 
city residents or to fire fighters. 
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August 30, 2009 – Still Waters 
 

 
 
Psalm 23 is an iconic verse that has provided relief and reassurance to countless 
people. The Hebrew imagery, rooted deeply in the past, stands up to translation and 
differences in culture and historical setting. It provides a verbal description of peace as 
well as a reminder that God is the source of the good things that happen in the lives of 
humans. 
 
Part of the vision of the Psalm is the presence of still waters. All living things depend 
upon water. Roughly 65% of our bodies are water. There are many documented cases 
of people living for weeks without food, but the human body begins to deteriorate 
quickly without a source of water. Dehydration affects circulation, the health of all body 
organs, and mental acuity. Even a small decrease in the amount of water in a human 
results in decreased mental function.  
 
The Psalm originated in a desert culture, where low humidity and desert winds made 
survival impossible without a source of water. Knowing where to find water was 
essential to survival and the people knew it. To be led to a place of still water was to be 
allowed to continue living.  
 
My life has been deeply influenced by waters. I grew up next to the Boulder River in 
south central Montana. (Yes there are at least two Boulder Rivers in Montana!) Our 
home was about two miles from the point where the Boulder flows into the Yellowstone, 
one of the longest wild and free rivers in the lower 48 states. I spent parts of my 
teenage summers at the River Ranch, on the bank of the Missouri. I’ve been wading, 



swimming, paddling, and playing in waters all of my life. I’ve developed a healthy 
respect for the power of the river’s current and learned how to work with the current and 
allow myself to be carried down stream as I cross.  
 
These days the closest recreational waters to my home are reservoirs  - lakes that have 
built up behind human-made dams. The reservoirs are an important part of the city’s 
water supply. While the city does have wells, it continues to be dependent upon surface 
water to supply all of the needs of the Rapid City area.  Without the reservoirs, the city 
cannot sustain the population that we have.  
 
Across the West, water and water rights are the source of a great deal of controversy. 
There are entire sections of the federal court system that focus on water rights cases 
and dealing with disputes between various claimants for the water. In the dryer places, 
the level of contention and controversy rises. And it isn’t just our country. One of the 
major dynamics in the Israel-Palestine conflict in the mideast is the presence of many 
long-standing disputes over water and the control of water rights.  
 
Water is survival. Without it we perish.  
 
And we live in a place with so much water that we are able to play in the water 
whenever we want. It is not uncommon for me to launch a canoe or kayak on a lake 
with no other boats at the moment. I can paddle up the streams that flow into our area 
lakes and have the  area to myself. I can sit back and relax and allow my boat to float 
upon the still waters of the lake without another boat raising a wake or disrupting the 
water. Surely water is one of the blessings of my life.  
 
In the Psalm, still waters are also a way of speaking of peace and the absence of war 
and violence.  The psalmist goes on to speak of calm in the face of enemies and 
freedom from fear in moments of trial. How fortunate we are to live in a moment of 
peace in a place of peace. While not forgetting the violence that has been a part of the 
story of people on the plains, this is a good and safe place to live. We are fortunate to 
be blessed with peace. 
 
So today I begin my day with the Psalm on my mind and a prayer of thanksgiving for the 
gift of water in my life. It is easy to take important things for granted. Sometimes it is a 
helpful discipline to simply repeat the songs and prayers of our people - songs and 
prayers that we have been offering for generations. These ancient words remind us of 
our place in this creation and our connections with other people and with God.  
 
 The LORD is my shepherd; 
         I shall not want. 
 He makes me to lie down in green pastures; 
         He leads me beside the still waters. 
 He restores my soul; 



         He leads me in the paths of righteousness  
         For His name’s sake.  
 
 Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
         I will fear no evil;  
         For You are with me;  
         Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.  
 
 You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
         You anoint my head with oil;  
         My cup runs over. 
 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me 
         All the days of my life;  
         And I will dwell in the house of the LORD  
         Forever. 
 
May you find still waters in your life today.  
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August 31, 2009 – Wood Lot 
 

 
 
I took a walk through the church’s wood lot yesterday afternoon. Actually we currently 
have two wood lots - the first location proved to be too small and cramped to handle the 
amount of firewood that we will need to deliver this winter, so we have started new piles 
in another corner of the church’s property. In the first area, almost all of the wood has 
been split and stacked. I haven’t measured it, but I think it may be close to 18 cords 
ready to be delivered. If that is the case, it would be about half of the wood that is 
needed for delivery this winter. The small stack of logs that remain to be split in that 
area will take only an hour or so to split. We should have them done early this week. 
 
There are all kinds of images that are associated with a pile of wood. This wood is all 
about providing warmth for people who have limited resources and who might otherwise 
be chilly in the midst of a cold South Dakota Winter. It is one thing that we can do. In the 
face of a lot of problems in our state, it would be easy to be overwhelmed. Most of our 
state was granted as a permanent home for Lakota people by the the Fort Laramie 
treaty. That treaty was abrogated shortly after it was made and the land was taken from 
the Lakota people. The courts have subsequently ruled that the seizure of land was 
illegal and awarded a substantial cash settlement to the Lakota people, but they have 
refused the cash and continue to pursue the return of the land. The land, however, has 
been through several generations in the meantime. There are people who have lived on 
the same ranches for more than a century now. There are people who purchased their 
land in good faith without any knowledge of the treaty violation.  
 
There are no simple solutions to the problems of he land.  



 
And there are problems of poverty. There are more people than jobs on South Dakota’s 
reservations. It is difficult to start a new business because financing is scarce or non 
existent. High unemployment is exacerbated by alcohol and drug abuse. There is a 
sense of hopelessness that develops among some youth. Teen suicide rates are 
incredibly high. The high school drop out rate is unacceptable in a modern society. 
Cycles of poverty seem to be endemic.  
 
There is  a significant housing shortage in many places on the reservations. This results 
in people being over crowded into substandard housing. Old and poorly maintained 
homes can be dangerous for the people who live in them. Fires and other dangerous 
occurrences happen all too frequently.  
 
There are a lot of problems in South Dakota. And we are not able to solve the 
problems.  
 
But we also are not able to ignore the problems. 
 
So we do what we are able. One of the things we can do is to cut, split and deliver a 
little firewood. By most standards, we deliver a LOT of firewood - about 36 cords last 
year. We do it without a budget, and without a structure. It is pure volunteerism in its 
simplest form. People who are able give their time. Some donate the use of their pickup 
trucks and trailers, providing gas to make the delivery trips. Some folks are able to 
participate in deliveries, but not in the splitting. Others can help with splitting but aren’t 
able to lift the heavy logs. People do what they can. At last count, we are approaching 
one third of the total membership of the church involved in the project in one way or 
another.  
 
Regular readers of this blog are familiar with the Woodchuck Society and the work it 
does. The name has special meaning. Societies are a part of Lakota Culture. In a 
traditional Lakota community one becomes a member of a society by invitation and only 
after having demonstrated ability and dedication to do the work of the society. Societies, 
even warrior societies are formed for the purpose of service to others. Society members 
pledge to risk losing every thing that they have, even their lives, in the service of others.  
 
The Woodchuck Society is not about what we give up, however. It is the voluntary 
acceptance of a bit of responsibility to serve others without the expectation of anything 
in return. In a world filled with problems we choose a path of service. We are aware that 
it isn’t the only path of service. Other people are doing good work. Other people are 
helping others. We do what we are able.  
 
There are many kinds of prayers and many places to pray. Our congregation is blessed 
with a beautiful sanctuary and some wonderful instruments. We worship God with piano 
and organ and wonderful singing. We have opportunities to pray in the glorious beauty 



of sunlight streaming through stained glass windows and to hear God’s word in a formal 
worship setting.  
 
But we are also blessed to have a wood lot. We are able to pray to God with the smell 
of freshly-split pine longs in our nostrils and the sweat of honest work on our backs. 
Being a bit of a bookworm who enjoys study and reading and writing, I am especially 
grateful for the good work of hauling a few logs and running a splitter from time to time. 
It feels good to stretch my muscles and pile a bit of firewood. I often feel like I’m 
receiving more than I am giving.  
 
And most of all, I am grateful to be a part of a church that worships God not only in the 
sanctuary, but also in the wood lot and in the towns of our neighbors when we deliver 
the firewood. How fortunate we are.  
 
And there is always room for another volunteer. We have been given the gift of 
hospitality through the firewood project as well.  
 
So, sometimes, if I’m not answering the phone - I may be out in the wood lot. The 
firewood that warms our neighbor’s homes also warms my soul. 
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