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January 1, 2009 – 2009

Once again a new year has come. It is now the last year of the first decade of the 21st
Century, by our way of counting. The transition from 2008 was accomplished without
much fanfare. The worry and consternation that came with the transition from 1999 to
2000 seems to have faded. There was an extra leap second added to 2008 and a
software glitch did cause a large number of Microsoft Zune music players to lock up,
although Microcoft says that they will spontaneously start working again sometime after
7 a.m. today, provided the owners let the batteries drain and then recharge them from a
“dead” state. Not a very big computer crash, really.
We want every year to be significant, but few of us started 2008 thinking that it would
set records for the decrease in stock values, or that we would end the year with
gasoline prices the lowest in five years or more. There is a sense that despite all of the
information technology we have at hand the future is still unpredictable. The pundits are
trying to come up with what they think are the most significant news items of 2008. Each
of us will remember the year for more personal reasons.
Nine is not one of the big numbers in the Bible. There is some association with
judgment and the number nine. Three is a Biblically significant number and nine is three
times three. Since nine is the highest single-digit number it does denote some sense of
finality, but there is no special significance for the number nine in Biblical scholarship.
There are nine justices on the United States Supreme Court, nine players per side on
the field in baseball, and some smaller high schools play a form of football with nine
players per team on the field. The musical nine opened on Broadway in 1982 and ran a
revival tour in 2003. It is based on a book by Arthur Kopit that tells the story of a film

producer facing down a midlife crisis. A movie version has been in the works for a
couple of years and is expected to be released sometime this year. The rock band Nine
Inch Nails is still together and producing songs, but not enjoying the same popularity
they enjoyed in the nineties. They’ve enjoyed too much success to rate the term
“underground” as a band.
It may be that nine isn’t one of the “big” numbers.
Still we begin the year with a sense of anticipation and expectation about what lies
ahead. For a certain number of people, 2009 will be one of the years that produces lifechanging events. I already have four weddings booked for the year - for those couples
2009 will be a year worth remembering. It will also be the birth year for millions around
the world. And 2009 will be the last year of the lives of some. Some people will
remember the year for the loss of a loved one and it will bring the memory of grief to
their minds for the rest of their lives.
I’m no good at predictions. But this moment seems as significant as any other.
2009 is the 50th anniversary of our church building. The building is in remarkable shape
for its age. It continues to serve our congregation well. The design provides for easy
accessibility for all and there is plenty of space for the activities, mission and ministry of
the congregation. There are a few things that are beginning to show wear, as well. The
50 year-old tiles in the Kitchen are in need of replacing and the boiler won’t be around
for too many more years. But we have kept up with on-going maintenance and there is
no reason to expect that we can’t continue to use the building for another fifty years, if
we continue to care for it.
I feel as though I should be writing something pithy and important to mark new year’s
day, but the truth is that today is one in a series of new days. Every day is a gift and
each day holds the potential to be a blessing for others if we live our faith. The
significance of New Year’s Day lies more in our system of counting than in the inherent
operations of the universe or the unfolding of God’s realm. It is unlikely that our current
system of counting the years is a measurement that has any real value on a cosmic
scale. But counting does help us measure a flow of time, and each decade produces its
own characteristics, accomplishments and memories.
May we live our lives in such a way that 2009 will be a year of compassion for others.
The letter to the Corinthians reminds us that faith, hope and love remain. May our lives
give others reason to see faith, hope and love in the deeds and decisions of 2009.
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.

January 2, 2009 – Farewell Senator Pell

Senator Pell with his wife, Nuala. Rhode Island Journal Photo/Connie Grosch.

Years ago, when we lived in Idaho, we worked with a young single mother who was
seeking to improve her life and that of her son. She went back to school and finished
her degree in spite of having limited income and facing enormous challenges in terms of
her time and energy. She worked part-time at several jobs, including helping the
congregation set up its first computerized data base. As we watched her gain the
education that she needed, we heard over and over again from her that she simply
would not have been able to afford college if it were not for the federally-funded Pell
grant program. She was politically active, a member of the Republican party, as were
her parents and other relatives. They had a heritage of public service and were not the
kind of people who believed in big government or in government being the solution to
every problem. But the Pell grant program provided a much-needed boost for a woman
of modest means to make a better life for herself and her son.
The educational grant program was named for Senator Claiborne Pell of Rhode Island,
who once said, “The strength of the United States is not the gold at Fort Knox or the
weapons of mass destruction that we have, but the sum total of the education and
character of our people.” The federally-funded grants were named in honor of Senator
Pell in 1980 after they had already served our country for seven years. Senator Pell was
the leader of the effort to get Congress to create the need-based grant program for lowincome undergraduate and certain other students. Legislation creating the program was
originally passed in 1973. By the time Senator Pell retired in 1997, it was estimated that
54 million low- and middle-income Americans had benefitted from the grant program.

Senator Edward Kennedy said of Pell: “He believed strongly that a good education
could open infinite doors of opportunity, and he has transformed the lives of millions of
young people who have been able to go to college because of the grant that rightly
bears his name.” Pell believed that financial aid should be given directly to students
rather than distributed by colleges and universities. Investing in individuals rather than
institutions was a hallmark of the Pell grant program.
Claiborne Pell never would have qualified for the grants that bear his name. Born to a
prominent and privileged family, he was a descendant of early New York landowners
who lived among the old-money families in Newport, Rhode Island. Five family
members served in the House or Senate, including great-great-granduncle George M.
Dallas, who was a senator from Pennsylvania in the 1830s and vice president under
President James K. Polk in the 1840s. Claiborne Pell graduated from Princeton without
the need of financial aid a century later in 1940. He served in the Coast Guard during
World War II and remained in the Coast Guard Reserves until retiring as a captain in
1978.
He believed that people who had never know the privilege into which he was born
should have access to the education that shaped him. And, together with colleagues in
Congress, he devised a way to make that belief a reality in the lives of millions of
Americans.
Education wasn’t Pell’s only cause. He was sponsor of the legislation that created the
National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endowment for the Humanities. He
had a strong personal interest in the arts and believed that the arts, like education
should not be the exclusive privilege of the wealthy, but rather made accessible to all of
the people of the nation.
Senator Pell retired from public service in 1997, after having been diagnosed with
Parkinson’s disease. He insisted that the disease had nothing to do with his retirement.
“There is a natural time for all life’s adventures to come to an end and this period of 36
years would seem to me about the right time for my service in the Senate to end,” he
said in announcing his intention not to run for an additional term in September 1995.
I never met Senator Pell. I don’t run in the circles of Newport’s elite. I’ve never been a
part of the culture of the East coast and I am not descended from persons of wealth,
power or privilege. I might not have noticed the passing of Claiborne Pell or looked into
his life had it not been for the simple fact that I’ve known a lot of students who would not
have been able to complete their education were it not for the federally-funded Pell
grant program. I have seen first hand what a difference it can make when a deserving
student receives the support it takes to complete his or her education. While I am sure
that it is a worthy enterprise to develop and support institutions of higher education, I
share with Senator Pell the conviction that the best way to invest in education is to
invest in students.

Early yesterday morning, Senator Pell died at home, surrounded by his family. It isn’t
the first time his wife of more than 64 years, Nuala, has faced grief. Their daughter Julia
died of lung cancer in 2006 at the age of 52. There will be plenty of public accolades as
the days go by and the friends and family gather to support one another in their grief.
There will be no erasing the legacy of this man. The millions of students who have
already completed their educations and who are hard at work in our society will be
joined by millions more in future years in making the best of the opportunity provided by
a nation that believes in education and in investing in its students.
Farewell Senator. Though this life’s adventure has reached its conclusion, the great
causes in which you believed continue.
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.

January 3, 2009 – Recurring Themes

Regular readers of this blog know that there are many recurring themes. When I started
the blog, I had no sense of an organizing theme. It was an outgrowth of a daily journal
that was begun during a sabbatical leave in 2006. For the most part, I write about
whatever strikes my fancy each day. I often react to some event in the news and it is not
uncommon for me to write about events and activities in the church. From time to time I
reflect upon scriptural themes, especially when I am working out directions and details
for worship. A little over a year ago, I resolved to stop writing about cats for a while
because I thought that I had pretty much exhausted the subject. Because the blog also
features a daily photograph and because the cats are both available and photogenic, I
do have a lot of pictures of cats. In most of the pictures, the cats are sleeping, as that is
the main activity for cats in our house.
There are some themes that I expect to continue to show up from time to time in 2009.
One of those themes is mission and outreach. One of the things that I appreciate so
much about the congregation that we serve is that it is so dedicated to serving others.
We receive five special offerings each year for mission beyond our local church: One
Great Hour of Sharing, Strengthen the Church, Neighbors in Need, Blanket Sunday,
and The Christmas Fund. In addition, a significant portion of our local church budget is
designated for mission and outreach. But the mission projects that are most exciting for
me are the ones in which we invest more than money - the ones in which we invest our
time and energy. Meals at the Cornerstone Rescue Mission, regular participation in

United Campus Ministries, support of Church Response, and other local mission
projects have long-standing importance to our congregation.
Our sister church in Costa Rica is another focus of our mission. This relationship began
with the visit of church members, George and Mae Louise Zeise in 1988 and has
blossomed into a pattern of annual visits for Vacation Bible School, regular visits and
work tours for larger groups, and a continuing relationship with the pastor and other
mission partners in Costa Rica. Knowing that we have a sister church and being aware
of the challenges and opportunities that are a part of their church life gives us a sense
of connection with Christians in different cultures and places around the world.
Our regular participation in the local affiliate of Habitat for Humanity is another important
hands-on project for our church. We decided to build a home as a gift to our community
on the occasion of our 125th anniversary. That home led to a larger project, a duplex,
built in partnership with other Black Hills Association of the United Church of Christ
congregations. And we have just started another home in partnership with Rapid City
downtown churches.
Another project that has been and will continue to be a recurring theme of this blog is
the Woodchuck Society. The project didn’t begin with our Costa Rica Sister Church, but
it involves some of the same key people. The beginning of the project was simple.
Members of our congregation were thinning trees on their property and had more
firewood than they could use. They asked if there was a need for firewood. The need on
the Pine Ridge reservation was obvious and the first year we borrowed a pickup and a
horse trailer and took the church van with a few people and headed out with a load of
firewood. We delivered wood to a couple of different locations in the early years before
developing partnerships with people on the reservation who could distribute the wood.
These days we make an annual run to Eagle Butte, where Rev. Norman Bluecoat and
his family supervise distribution to reservation churches and to families with need on the
Cheyenne River Reservation. In addition we deliver to Wanblee where the Catholic
Church oversees distribution. This year the Episcopal Church in Wanblee also helped
with distribution. Our trips have grown into caravans of nine or ten pickups and several
trailers. We are able to deliver as much as 12 cords of firewood in a single trip.
The process of gathering and preparing the firewood for delivery has grown as well. A
few years ago a generous supporter loaned us a wood splitter. Later the splitter was
donated to us. A large tandem axle trailer was also donated to the cause. An additional
splitter is routinely made available for the project. People from many different places
around Rapid City have donated trees and logs to the project. As the word gets out, we
receive more and more calls with offers of firewood.
This year, with the severe weather and colder than normal winter, we are making an
additional delivery to Wanblee a week from today. The crew has been busy preparing
for that delivery. Some of the firewood is already loaded into trailers and pickups. The

crew spent parts of three days last week picking up logs and splitting them in the church
back yard. A call for volunteers routinely nets a half dozen people and delivery days
have seen twenty or more participants. Over 100 members of our congregation have
participated in the project and the number continues to grow. The Woodchuck Society
has an annual picnic in the summer that fills the church back yard with food and people
and fun.
The Woodchuck Society now receives donations of hats, mittens, coats, scarves, baby
blankets and warm clothing that are delivered with the firewood. In Eagle Butte, the
public school has a supply of hats and mittens that the children can take out for use at
recess and return. This supply is rejuvenated each year by the Woodchucks. Rev.
Bluecoat delivers blankets to new mothers that are supplied by the Woodchucks. We
notice hats that were knitted by a church group in Florida on the heads of youth in
Wanblee when we visit. A church in California has also joined in the project and is
sending warm clothing.
But there is an aspect of the project that is worthy of attention in this blog. The
Woodchuck Society has no budget. It is not set up to receive cash donations. And we
see no need to change that, even as the project grows. Our project is about making
connections between people and developing long term relationships. We don’t need
money for that kind of mission. We receive the things that are donated and we try to
connect those donations with those who need the items. Our focus is firewood, but we
don’t mind delivering hats and mittens and coats and blankets as well. Those who are
able donate the use of their pickups and trailers and fuel for the trips. Those who are
able give their time and energy to the project. While raising money for mission projects
is important and giving money is one way to support mission and outreach, this project
is different. It is not about money. And we don’t intend to make it be about money.
Those who want to participate are encouraged to join us for a delivery or a splitting
party. Those who are not able to participate in the heavy lifting and physical labor are
encouraged to provide food for a work day or knit a hat or blanket. There are lots of
ways to participate in the project, but we have decided to stay away from fund-raisers,
offerings, and budget.
The Christian life is about using the resources that we have to do the work God calls us
to do. Some of those resources are financial and the generosity of this congregation is
significant. But to focus our attention only on the financial resources is to miss so much
of what God has given us as a blessing. The Woodchuck Society is one place where we
pay attention to gifts of time and talent and the work of our hands.
One of my favorite Psalms is 90. It begins with acknowledgment of a sense of being at
home with God: “O Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations. Before
the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting
to everlasting you are God.” We always have a home and our home is with God.

The ending of the Psalm is significant to me as well: “Establish the work of our hands for
us - yes, establish the work of our hands.”
The Woodchucks are all about establishing the work of our hands.
If it is a recurring theme, it is a good one. May our generosity never be limited to mere
money.
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January 4, 2009 – Another Road

Each year, on the Sunday closest to January 6, we read the story of the visit of the Magi
- the “Wise Men from the East.” The passage ends with a simple statement that has
profound meaning: “And having been warned in a dream not to go back to Herod, they
returned to their country by another road.”
Herod was the Roman tetrarch of Galilee. He is sometimes referred to a the Governor
of the area, but he was not elected by the people he ruled and he solely possessed the
imperial power of Rome. He was elected “King of the Jews” by the Roman Senate after
Antigonus tried to seize power in Jerusalem. He ruled for 34 years and was known by
the Romans for his architectural accomplishments and is referred to as “Herod the
Great.” Although Herod identified himself as a Jew, having descended from a family that
converted to Judaism under pressure in previous generations. He was, however,
criticized by the Sanhedrin for excessive brutality.
He was a violent man with great power and incredibly jealous of any perceived threat to
his authority. Few dared to disobey Herod.
According to the report in the Gospel of Matthew, Herod had agreed to release the Magi
and allow them to continue their quest for the child whose star they had seen on the
condition that they come back to Herod and report their finding. The Gospel reports that
Herod claimed that he wanted to “go and worship him,” though readers familiar with the
character would not have believed for a moment that Herod was inclined to worship
anyone.

As opposed to Luke’s almost cheery report of the birth of the baby, Matthew’s story is
filled with gloom and impending doom. The child seems to be threatened from the
beginning and it is only a remarkable set of circumstances that allows the child to
survive in the first place. Shortly after he is born his parents flee in terror to Egypt where
they live as refugees until after the death of Herod. Their escape is made possible only
by the decision of the Magi to return to their home “by another road.”
Susan and I often use a different road when returning from a trip. We enjoy traveling
and we like to explore different routes. When we have time we are inclined to leave the
Interstate highways and travel less busy routes. Our preferred method of traveling
usually takes more time, but rewards us with views that we would not otherwise see and
visits to towns that we would otherwise bypass. For us returning by another route is the
gift of additional new territory to explore and new sights to see. The dynamic has little
impact upon the lives of others.
It is easy to read the report in Matthew’s gospel as and act of divine providence. God
provides the dream that causes the change of plans for the Magi. God intervenes to
provide the conditions for the baby to survive Herod’s brutality. While I have no doubt
that this is the case, I like to believe that the experience of visiting the child changed the
lives of the Magi forever. After experiencing the Christ, how could they go back to the
same old routine. A new road was a symbol of deeper changes that were occurring
within them.
The Magi were not religious leaders. They were scholars who studied the earth and the
stars by direct observation. They noticed a new star precisely because they kept track
of the stars. They were used to looking up into the heavens and keeping records of
what they saw. They were able to discern patterns in the movements of the lights in the
heavens, and they drew conclusions based on what they had seen. I like to imagine that
the first part of their trip was pure curiosity. Having seen a new star, they set forth to
investigate what they had seen. They may have heard of a theory that the new star
marked the birth of a new ruler for the people of Israel. They wanted to check out the
theory. They wanted to see and to experience first hand the phenomenon that they had
observed. So they undertook a trip for the sake of discovery.
The trip was something for which they were prepared. Meeting with Herod and his
advisors also might have been within the range of their expectations. But I like to
believe that they were a bit unprepared for the meeting with the baby and his parents.
After all, how can one prepare for such a meeting. The Gospel reports that upon
entering the house and seeing the child and the mother “they bowed down and
worshiped him.”
The act of worship must have been a bit of a new experience for the men whose lives
had been based on observation of cold hard facts. When I read the story, it seems to

me that there is a radical change in the mood of the Magi at the point of entering the
house. Their trip has been, up to that moment, one of scientific discovery. They were
making observations and responding to the facts on the ground as it were. When they
enter the house something new occurs - something new overwhelms them. They bow
down and worship.
And then they respond to a warning that comes in a dream.
How could they go home by the same route that they had previously taken? How could
they just repeat the steps that had brought them to this place? They had been forever
changed by the experience of meeting the child.
We too, are transformed by our experiences with Christ. We too, are invited to choose
another road.
We never quite return to life as usual. Encountering Christ is a transforming experience.
Each Christmas season provides the invitation and the opportunity for a fresh encounter
with Christ. It may come through our prayers and meditations upon the familiar texts. It
may come through worship with the community. It may come through the rituals and
traditions of our life together. However it comes, each Christmas offers the possibility of
transformation of our lives. Each Christmas offers an invitation to take a new road as we
go on with our lives.
This year, as we come to the end of the Christmas season. This year as our country
faces uncertainty with a financial crises, growing unemployment and distress for our
family members, friends and neighbors, decreases in our own assets and investments,
and a change in the presidency. This year as our world is experiencing extreme
violence and the killing of innocents in so many countries and areas. This year, of all
years, is a good time for us to consider another road.
Like the magi, may we be transformed by our encounter with Christ.
Like the magi, may we be ready to head out down “another road.”
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.

January 5, 2009 – The Violence Continues

Photo from Getty Images.

If Joseph and Mary were making their run for protection in Egypt today, they most
certainly would not make it. There is no way to run away from the violence in Israel in
today’s world. Chances are, they would never make it out of the West Bank. Military
checkpoints severely restrict the movement from the Palestinian West Bank into Israel.
And they never would mad the border crossing into Egypt. Even if they took a route that
led them back into Palestinian controlled Gaza, there would be no possibility of crossing
the border into Egypt. A couple with a young child in that area has no avenue of escape.
It seems as if the whole world is watching in horror at what is happening and that we
waver between trying to understand the complex political dynamics and wringing our
hands in helplessness.
Hamas, the political faction that controls Gaza, continues to issue angry and hateful
statements. Mortars from Gaza continue to be fired on Southern Israel. Innocent Israelis
have been wounded and there have been fatalities. But Hamas lacks real military might.
Israel’s response has been relentless. Air, sea and ground attacks have been
coordinated. There have been over 500 casualties in Gaza, including large numbers of
children. Essential services such as electricity and water have been cut off for the entire
region. Gaza is not some isolate piece of desert. Gaza city has nearly 500,000
inhabitants. About 1.4 million people are in the small strip of land that stretches 25 miles
from north to south and 4 - 8 miles in width. It is a very small strip of land that is

intensely populated. Many of the residents of the strip live in refugee camps and
temporary housing.
And the full military might of Israel is being brought to bear on this tiny strip of land.
Israeli president Shimon Peres has stated that Israel has no intention of occupying the
strip, or even of crushing Hamas. He claims that his only intent is to stop the mortar
attacks.
But nobody knows what it will take to stop the mortar attacks.
The death rate is already over 100 Palestinian deaths for each Israeli death. How much
more must the violence escalate? Will a death rate of 1,000 to one stop the attacks?
Will it take 10,000 to one? Aid workers estimate that 20% to 30% of all casualties are
children. More than 100 children dead. As many as 700 children injured. Hospitals are
overwhelmed. Medical supplies are exhausted.
With thousands injured, there is enough memory of violence to stir generations of hate.
It appears that the current round of attacks is almost certain to produce more and more
individuals committed to revenge and terror. And terror, like war, is never specific in its
targets. Innocents are wounded. Innocents die.
And the people who want to simply flee the violence have nowhere to go.
According to Matthew’s Gospel, the infant Jesus was born into a world of incredible
violence. An unstable leader was willing to commit infanticide in order to eliminate what
he perceived to be a threat to his power and stability. It seemed that there was no way
for the child to escape the violence. But through the warnings of Magi and others, the
parents were able to anticipate the violence and flee their homeland to temporary refuge
in Egypt.
Parents are still seeking to flee their country in hopes of saving their children from the
violence. But there is no way out. Aid workers with medical supplies have made it to the
border, but are not allowed to cross from Egypt into Gaza. Hospitals inside of Gaza,
struggling to cope with the large amount of wounded are running out of supplies and
there seems to be no way to get the supplies to them.
Diplomats are scurrying to try to negotiate some type of cease fire. French and other
European leaders are in the area. U.S. negotiators are invested in establishing a
sustainable, durable ceasefire that will be respected by all parties. But each day that no
political solution is found, the casualties mount.
Pope Benedict XVI got it right when he declared, “War and hatred are not solutions to
problems.” But while Christians around the world, Protestant and Catholic alike have
joined in the Pope’s call to pray for the end to conflict in the Gaza Strip and for justice

and peace for their land, prayer alone seems inadequate in the face of the
overwhelming violence.
And the truth is that there has been so much violence in Palestine and Israel that the
current round of violence isn’t the most popular news story of the day. The upcoming
inauguration of a new President, the beginning of a new legislative term, the death of
the son of John Travolta and dozens of other stories are capturing the headlines and
attention of people in this country and around the world. Violence in Israel and Palestine
is so common that it doesn’t seem like news.
But there are many who will think of nothing else today. If you live in Gaza, there is no
other topic except survival. Even grief has to take a back seat to simply remaining alive
for another day.
I do not pretend to have a solution to the violence. I do not pretend to know how to bring
peace and justice to this land where so many have suffered so much. But I know that
God has not turned a blind eye to this violence. And I refuse to ignore it as well. My
prayers are joining the prayers of millions of people around the world. In December
Christian, Jewish and Muslim leaders in the United States, including John Thomas,
General Minister and President of the United Church of Christ, announced a new,
unprecedented collaborative effort to mobilize broad public support for active, fair and
firm U.S. leadership in pursuit of Arab-Israeli-Palestinian peace. A letter from religions
leaders to President-elect Obama reminds leaders that the change in leadership in the
United States represents an opportunity for renewed efforts for peace in the Middle
East. Additional information about this initiative is available at http://www.nilimideastpeace.org/
So I urge you, my friends, to continue to pay attention to what is happening in Gaza. As
painful as the news is, we need to be witnesses to what is occurring. And I urge you to
join my in offering your prayers for peace with justice in this area and an end to the
violence of both sides of the conflict.
If you read Matthew’s Gospel, it seems that the survival of the Prince of Peace was a
narrow escape. Perhaps the chances for peace are as slim in our generation. But we
will not lose hope. For this we tell our story to ourselves every year. Even when the
world seems dark and hopeless, God’s hope remains. Even when the forces of violence
threaten to overwhelm, God’s peace remains. And “nothing can separate us from the
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”
Pray for peace, my friends. Pray for peace.
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January 6, 2009 - Epiphany

A brightly lit Christmas angel in a Costa Rican nativity display. Photo from amcostarica.com.

An epiphany is the sudden realization of the larger meaning of something. An epiphany
is an “I get it” moment - the moment of recognition and comprehension of the deeper
meaning that lies beyond a particular event or occasion. The word is Greek in origin and
means “to manifest or show.” Epiphany is the name that has been chosen for the
Christian holiday, 12 days after Christmas, that recalls the visit of the Magi to the infant
Jesus.
The visit of he Magi is a minor Biblical story, only appearing briefly in the Gospel of
Matthew, but it has risen to prominence in many areas of the world, especially in
Western Christianity. Easter Orthodox churches tend to emphasize the baptism of
Christ rather than the visit of the Magi. The feast day is sometimes called Theophany in
Eastern tradition churches.
The Biblical Magi come from a distant location and therefore have come to symbolize
non-Jewish peoples. Since they paid homage to Jesus, their visit is marked as the
occasion when the wider world first recognized the significance of Jesus. Although there
was some controversy surrounding the subject in the early church, today Christians
celebrate Jesus as the savior of the whole world and not just one religious group.
Epiphany marks the end of the official celebration of Christmas and is a traditional day
for taking down Christmas decorations. In some communities, churches recognize the
day with a bonfire, burning the Christmas trees of the community. Epiphany celebrations

are often associated with bright lights. Christians declare that Jesus is the light of the
world and celebrate with candles, lights and in some places, even with fireworks.
In Costa Rica, where we have a sister church, the celebration of Christmas often
extends beyond the day of Epiphany. Throughout Latin America and in some parts of
Europe Christmas celebrations can last as long as forty days ending on Candlemas on
February 2. It is common in Costa Rica for celebrations of Rezo al niño celebrations to
be held at various locations throughout the month of January. Nativity displays
commonly remain up throughout the month. Rezo al niño is a social event with a few
prayers included. There is often music and food. In Catholic congregations a full
recitation of four rounds of the rosary is included, but many celebrations prayers are
reduced to a single round of the rosary to allow more time for singing, sweet cakes,
punch and activities for the children. There are usually gifts for children in rezo
celebrations. Being close to the equator, Costa Rican schools follow a southern
hemisphere schedule. Children are on school holidays and summer activities are in full
swing. The weather is usually wonderfully warm during the month of January.
It is quite a contrast with activities and events in the United States, where New Year’s
day is a common day for removing Christmas decorations. The holiday aisles in most
retail stores are decked out with hearts and candies in anticipation of Valentine’s day,
the next occasion for card and gift sales.
In our congregation, we recognize Epiphany on the Sunday closest to January 6 and
the Baptism of Christ on the first Sunday after January 6. This means that some years
the celebrations are on the same day and other years, like this one, they occur on two
successive weeks. Both events have a character of the realization of a wider recognition
of Jesus. His presence and significance is noticed by a wider circle and there is a
growing awareness in the community of his followers that his life carries more meaning
than their personal experiences. Being disciples of Christ twenty centuries later, we feel
that we are beneficiaries of these events that allowed the Christian faith to reach
beyond a narrow circle of friends to a worldwide religious movement in which we have
become included.
Happy Epiphany, my friends! May this day be a day of new revelations and deeper
understandings of the meanings in your life.
And may we not rush too quickly from our Christmas celebrations, but linger to absorb
the fullness of the meanings that are granted in this season of the year and this season
of our lives.
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January 7, 2009 – A Particular Grief

AP Photo, from the blog of BBC Mideast Editor Jeremy Bowen, Israel has placed a ban on the entry of international journalists to
the Gaza Strip. Most photos from that area come from Reuters and APTN cameramen who were in the area before the current
round of violence erupted.

For some time now, I have been working on a book about funerals and the process of
working with families as they navigate the difficult and confusing journey of grief. I have
been told that our church does a good job with funerals. I know that the funeral service
can be an important step in grieving. The work that I am doing is also being informed
by my volunteer work with the Pennington County LOSS team. LOSS stands for “Local
Outreach to Survivors of Suicide.” The LOSS team is a first responder when there is a
death by suicide. We are on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, ready to be there for
families near the moment of notification of their loss to provide support, resources, and
referral. We walk with the family as they go through the funeral and throughout the
process of grieving, especially in the first year after their loss.
So I know that suicide grief is unique.
But the truth is that every grief is unique. While I can write about some things that are
common among different funerals, one of the messages of the book I am writing is that
every funeral is unique and needs to be treated as different from every other one.
Particularly challenging are funerals for young people. The presence of parents,
grandparents and other elders makes the process seem out of order. Our people have
known from Biblical times about the unique grief of the loss of a child. Seeing a life

snuffed out when it is hardly started is an overwhelming tragedy. The loss of a child is
the loss of the future and often it seems to be the loss of hope.
This week our congregation gathered for the funeral of a 94-year-old member. It was a
triumphant celebration of a life well-lived. There was grief. And a sense of loss and
sorrow and sadness. There was a sense that something had occurred which forever
changes the family. But those elements were combined with a joy that the beloved
grandmother had had such a good life, that she had lived long enough that her greatgrandchildren have wonderful memories of their “Nana,” that she had triumphed in the
trials and tragedies of life. Her family were well aware that she could not go on living
forever. And they were somewhat prepared for her death.
How different it is when a young person dies. Yesterday was the funeral for Nitai Stern,
an Israeli soldier killed in the fighting in Gaza. The tradition in Israel is for a quick
funeral, as close to the time of death as possible. Nitai’s funeral was the day after his
death. He was 21 years old. Some of his comrades from his unit, the Golani Brigade,
and his family gathered to bury the body. There were plenty of tears and uncontrolled
sobbing. Even the military helicopters flying overhead could not completely drown out
the sound of crying in the short video clip that I saw. There was no way to make that
funeral a celebration of life. For those who witnessed the funeral it seemed like such a
waste. Why is he dead? Why could he have not survived?
The few pictures we are getting out of Gaza of Palestinian children wounded and killed
remind us that there is intense grief on both sides of the border. I have seen pictures of
a Palestinian father carrying the limp body of his dead son. There are also pictures of
the same man in a mortuary with the wrapped bodies of two other children and his wife.
And another picture of him sitting in a doorway, sobbing. I do not know the man, the
reports do not include his name, but his image haunts me. His grief comes through
grainy Internet photos and I cannot forget them.
I’ve been to enough funerals to know that he will never recover from his loss. You don’t
get over the loss of your children. You survive. And survival has to be enough. There is
no gracious way to mourn the death of a young one. Every family muddles through their
grief. And the pain remains, even decades later.
Like all chronic pain, when the survivor realizes that there is no cure for the pain, they
adapt. Learning to live with pain as a constant life companion becomes the challenge of
their lives. There is enough post-traumatic stress being generated in Gaza to
overwhelm all of the world’s psychiatrists. The truth is that most of the victims will not
receive the support and treatment that they need. Generations from now the pain will
persist.
Such is the true cost of war. It is difficult to imagine a gain that could outweigh the deep
cost of the current violence. No one will emerge from this feeling victorious. There will

be no winners. It is not just my opinion. It is the reality of the family of Nitai Stern. It is
the reality of the unnamed man sobbing in an unidentified doorway somewhere in Gaza.
It is the reality of all of Israel and Palestine. And all of us, who are citizens of this world
and witnesses to the events in the middle east are a part of that reality.
If there is anyone who is not experiencing at least a small sense of loss and grief, that
person is simply not paying attention.
No book about funerals could guide our world through this tragedy.
And the truth is that it isn’t the only tragedy playing out in our world. There is another in
Iraq, and one in Afghanistan, and in Somalia, and Sri Lanka, and Mogadishu, and
Zimbabwe, and Nigeria, and Papua New Guinea, and Indonesia, and Cambodia, and
Thailand, and a thousand other locations around the globe.
The tears of grief in this world are sufficient to add another ocean to the globe.
Grief is our way of life.
As tragic and overwhelming as all of this sounds, I am not without hope. In a peculiar
way there is consolation in knowing that no one grieves alone in this world. As lonely as
grief first appears, the truth is that there are many others who are sharing the journey of
grief.
And I have become convinced that grief is a good process - a blessing from God. It is
grief interrupted that loses its essential goodness. When grief is diverted into anger it
cannot be assuaged. When grief is halted and not allowed to run its course, it can
become destructive of individuals and result in increased illness.
But when grief is allowed to run its course and flow through all of its stages, it is a
healing process. We do not find hope in running away from loss and sorrow and
sadness, but rather by facing them directly. True hope - Biblical hope - does not come
easily. It is not some quick declaration of an oft-repeated phrase. It is forged in the
realities of life, singed with real loss and sadness, and refined by chronic pain. Obvious
short-term gain is not genuine hope. Hope lies in that which is unseen and is revealed
only slowly, in its own time.
Hope, however, does not die. It may be obscured from our vision by all sorts of things,
but it does not die.
And we in the church are in the business of hope. We cannot fix this broken world, but
we can feed a hungry person. We cannot restore the pain and tragedy of overwhelming
violence, but we can speak up for justice and peace. We cannot make everything right,
but we can offer a shoulder to cry on. Part of our message of hope is that the true

source of hope lies beyond us and that we belong to something that is far bigger than
ourselves.
Left to ourselves we would be overwhelmed and defeated. But we are not left to
ourselves. So we do not grieve as those who have no hope. Our grief is different. And
our calling in this life is to bring that hope to others in whatever form we are able.
Sometimes our prayers are best accomplished by the work of our hands. Sometimes
they are accomplished by our silent presence. Sometimes they are accomplished by our
tenacity to keep engaged when others cannot. Henri Nouwen once wrote, “All real living
is praying.”
God, who witnesses all of life has not abandoned us. And everything we do is witnessed
by God and becomes a prayer.
May our prayers be meaningful. And when we cannot wipe away all of the tears of grief
in this world, may we be willing to honor the tears of one grieving person. From time to
time we will witness the genuine miracle of tears of grief transformed into blessing. And
once again we will glimpse the hope that has never been absent from this world.
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January 8, 2009 – Our Hospital

Rapid City has an excellent community hospital. It is a regional medical center, serving
an area with a radius of over 200 miles, with a wide variety of services. Like many
communities, Rapid City once had two competing hospitals: one with a Catholic
background and one with a Protestant background. As the twentieth century progressed
the two hospitals developed some specialities and unique services, but for the most part
competed for patients, doctors, funding and other resources. Both institutions fought
with facilities that were costly, cumbersome, and difficult to keep maintained with the
increasing demands of technology and equipment. When a flood in 1972 caused
extensive damage to one of the buildings and stressed the community’s capacity to
provide medical services to its residents, the two hospitals got together, combining
resources and together launched construction of a new state-of-the-art hospital. The
new building was a huge undertaking for the community, but also a marvel.
Construction in the 1970’s and 1980’s focused on a ten-story tower with four patient
pods of eight rooms each on the upper five floors. The second floor, which is at the
ground level on the south side of the building, was devoted to the emergency room,
surgical suites, surgical intensive care and other specialty services. The ground floor
housed senior administration, admitting, cafeteria, gift shop, chapel, pharmacy and
other services.
The new hospital was a triumph for our community. It attracted new physicians and new
services were developed. It had a true community board of directors, who gave
countless hours of their time.

Hospitals are incredibly complex institutions. The requirements of technology and
service are mind-boggling. The hospital has to be capable of operating 24 hours a day,
seven days a week regardless of weather, interruption of services such as electricity,
communication, delivery of goods, etc. It require a huge number of employees. In
addition to medical staff, a hospital needs a huge infrastructure of support staff to
provide cleaning, laundry, maintenance, and a host of additional services. Ongoing
training of staff, issues of staff morale and other human resource problems are
significant. And like any other human institution there are competing interests and
institutional politics.
When the ones we love are ill, we often adopt a “spare no cost” attitude about their
care. And in the United States, we have developed the most expensive system of care
available anywhere on the planet. And there was a time when it was also the best
system of care in the world. But as is true of many other things, just spending the most
amount of money alone doesn’t insure that the result will be the highest quality of care.
In our country, the costs of practicing medicine have outrun the ability of many to pay.
While our hospital, like all community hospitals in our nation would never turn away a
patient from care because of an inability to pay, medical bills are the leading cause of
bankruptcy in our nation. And while our hospital is a community-owned non-profit
corporation, it handles a lot of money. And there are individuals and corporations who
do make a profit from medical care in our community. Our hospital has the widest range
of salaries of any institution in our community. The lowest-paid hourly employees cannot
fathom the six and seven figure incomes of some of the specialists.The incredible
capabilities, skills, education, and knowledge of medical specialists has convinced them
that they deserve very high levels of compensation.
Of course a single blog entryway cannot begin to address the issues of health care in
our community or any other. And health care certainly is not an area of my expertise.
But the hospital is an institution with which I have almost daily contact and where I
spend a lot of time. Because despite the advances of scientific medicine, despite the
advanced and expensive technologies, despite the focused and specialized training of
sub-specialists, healing remains a spiritual practice. There are plenty of people at the
hospital who might argue that point with me, but I am convinced that healing lies beyond
our ability to manipulate and control and always will be beyond our abilities.
This is not to say that we should do nothing. The advances in scientific medicine over
the last century are wonderful. The capabilities to intervene and change the course of
many different disease processes are a blessing to our community. The knowledge and
understanding of the human body is incredible. And we will continue to learn and make
advances in the healing arts. But the object of our study, the human body, is infinitely
complex. We are all finite and subject to the effects of time and disease. We all
experience pain and not every pain can be alleviated. Not that we shouldn’t try.

When a patient is admitted to our hospital, they are asked if they have any religious or
cultural traditions that might affect the course of their care. The question is on the
admission survey in an attempt to discover any resistance to scientific medicine, such
as a refusal to consent to blood transfusion or specific surgical procedures. There is
also an attempt to determine some of the limits of care by inquiring about advance
directives, living wills, and other legal documents that define end-of-life care. The
designers of the admissions survey think that their questionnaire is purely scientific and
are for the most part unaware of the religious and cultural bias that is built into all of the
practices of the hospital.
The decision whether or not to insert a breathing tube or connect a respirator is a
spiritual decision no matter how cold the cost/benefit calculations that are being made.
The decision to use extraordinary means to shock a human heart back into rhythm or to
restart a heart that has stopped beating needs to be made in a very short amount of
time, but it is a spiritual decision, whether or not those making the decision are aware of
it. The calculation of the amount of brain function and the ability to recover from a coma
is based on direct observation and carefully gathered experience, but it is still a spiritual
decision.
Religious terms are based on specific observations and experiences of life. It is no
mistake that the term “spirit” itself is in part a medical term. In both Hebrew and Greek,
the word for spirit is the same as the word for breath. Early humans observed that there
was a connection between breathing and life. Breath was seen as a life-force and
should be respected. A pulmonologist is, by definition, a spiritual practitioner.
Our curiosity about life and death has lead us to different understandings about what
makes a human alive. After generations of focusing our attention on breathing, we
began to learn more about our circulatory system and the standard test of life and
death, “is the person breathing?” gave way to “Is there a heartbeat?” Our capacity to restart breathing and heartbeat has led to new discoveries and understandings and a new
question about the end of life: “Is there brain activity?”
As advanced and specialized as our hospital becomes, it is still a place where the
human spirit is a major dynamic. Human emotions effect decisions at every level. And
we are engaged in a purely human enterprise - with all of our human frailties and
limitations.
But God is always present, whether or not God is invited.
Often, when I leave the hospital, especially in the evening, I am aware of the cathedral
which is across the street from our hospital. The hospital is a larger building and more
brightly lit. The parking lot always has more cars than are at the cathedral, regardless of
the time of day or activity at the cathedral. In many ways, our hospital has become the
cathedral of our generation. We invest more money, time and energy in hospitals than

we do in overtly religious structures such as churches and cathedrals. Medical facilities
are the leading consumers of artwork and patrons of art in our generation. Hospital
entryways and lobbies are designed to impress and inspire those who enter.
Archeologists of future generations will excavate the remains of our cities and determine
that our highest priority for resources was our hospital. Just as church cathedrals were
the focus of communities throughout most of the previous millennium, hospitals have
become our focus. They are our cathedrals.
And I suppose there are those who object to such a shift in priority and resources.
But I am convinced that God has never been contained in buildings or defined by
human architecture. God is not limited by where we choose to invest our resources.
So I visit the hospital frequently. I participate in its practices. And I find lots of evidence
of God’s work in that place. It is a very spiritual place. The dichotomy of religion verses
science just doesn’t hold up science and religion are, ultimately, very compatible and
even scientists who claim to be atheists are engaged in spiritual enterprises.
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January 9, 2009 – Markets

Like many others who are watching the current economy, I have a sense that things
may be shifting for our culture as well as the markets. I confess that I don’t understand
the nuances of financial markets. I think I have a relatively accurate command of the
basics. There is supply and demand. When supply outpaces demand, prices go down;
when demand outpaces supply, prices go up. I understand the basic concept of
interest. When interest earned is invested, the new earnings are able to earn
themselves. Compound interest allows invested funds to grow at a greater rate than
simple interest. I understand the difference between stocks and bonds. I understand the
concept of balancing a portfolio of investments.
But I really do not understand the markets. When someone tries to explain the market in
futures of derivatives or other dynamics, I can follow part of the explanation, but not well
enough to explain it to someone else.
All of which isn’t a really big problem for a minister. First of all, I don’t have a large
amount of money to invest. Secondly, my job and life’s work doesn’t focus on money,
but on other aspects of living. Our church serves people who have significant wealth
and people who live in poverty. I have found that people who have good jobs struggle
with their vocation as well as those who are unemployed. Grief and sorrow affect all
people, regardless of their financial circumstances. And the spiritual quest for meaning
is not a commodity that can be exchanged on a market.

Financially, my life is pretty simple. The church pays me each month to serve as its
pastor. Some of my money goes to pay taxes, the rest covers the expenses of my life.
When we needed a house, we did not have enough money to purchase the one we
wanted in cash, so we have a mortgage. As mortgages go, it is pretty simple. It has a
fixed rate of interest and the payment is the same each month. We have borrowed
money for other items such as car purchases and our children’s educations. We have a
pension, which is managed by the Pension boards and invested in a balanced fund of
stocks and bonds. We try to save additional funds, most of which are invested in a
mutual fund, managed by people who work in the financial markets full-time. The
system works pretty well for us. When things were going great in the markets, it looked
like we were making great strides. The value of our home was increasing and the value
of our investments went up, too. Then the markets turned down and the value of our
home decreased and the value of our investments decreased too. Just like those of our
neighbors and friends.
The ministry offers pretty stable employment. We do not have the fear of layoffs and job
losses that are a part of other professions. This is not to say that we couldn’t end up
with a period of our lives when we are unemployed, it is just less likely to happen to us
than to folks with other jobs. Even with the downturned economy, there are fewer
ministers than congregations seeking to hire ministers.
Of course, I have questions, like everyone else. I understand that banks are reluctant to
lend money because there is less money to lend. With defaults on mortgages and
declines in market value the total wealth of the nation has decreased and there is less
money available for investment and lending. It might seem then, that someone who had
extra money and was willing to lend it would have something in high demand and
therefore be able to get a fair return on his investment. If the supply is short and the
demand is high the price goes up, right? But that is not the case with interest rates on
cash investments. The few people and institutions who are willing to invest in
certificates of deposit are not being offered higher rates of return. Putting more money
into banks does not seem to result in there being more money for the banks to lend.
Aren’t you glad that I am not a banker? I really don’t understand the markets.
What I do understand is that our economy and our culture are shifting. Things will not
operate the same in the future as they did in the past. The idea of setting aside a portion
of your income each month so that at some point on your life you can retire and live
without income from a daily job worked well for some generations. Their investments
grew and then they were able to live off of their investments. The principle amounts they
had saved, combined with the interest those amounts earned to be available for
spending in retirement. But most people are like us. In the past two quarters we have
lost more money in our retirement fund than we paid in during the last five years. If one
loses five years of investment in half a year, it follows that there may not be enough
money in the retirement accounts for one to stop working and live off of the retirement

accounts. Or at least we will need to work more years in order to have enough money
in the accounts to retire.
The impact is significant enough that people are beginning to question the concept and
the length of retirement. If one is healthy and able to work, should one retire? Of course
that affects the markets, too. If people start to delay retirement, that produces more
workers. More supply and less demand means the price goes down. More workers
means lower wages for those who are working. You would think that more people
retiring would mean more jobs for those who have not retired. But the markets are not
that simple. Other factors affect the number of jobs available.
Saving is supposed to be good, but if people don’t spend money, then there is less
income and fewer jobs in businesses that are based on retail sales.
I think it is safe to say that the time has come for us to rethink our basic notions of
retirement. Maybe being fully retired isn’t the right goal for every worker. Maybe there
are those who would continue to work part-time or to work full-time for part of the year,
even though they have passed the usual age for retirement. Maybe there are jobs that
need to be done that don’t produce enough to live on, yet still need to be accomplished.
I know people who have retired from their regular jobs who work just as hard as when
they were being paid for their work. They do their own home maintenance instead of
hiring others to do it. They volunteer their time and energy to accomplish the work of
non profit organizations. One of the jokes in the church is that we have a word for those
who retire: “volunteer.” The church gains far more value from the time donated by
members than from the money donated by members. And our congregation receives
generous donations of money. Our budget is over a quarter of a million dollars a year.
But we accomplish several million dollars of ministry because our largest stream of
income comes in volunteer hours. By this Sunday, our Woodchuck Society will have
delivered 36 cords of firewood this fall and winter. At the current market rate of $125 per
cord, the value of that wood is $4,500. With our closest delivery point 120 miles away
and our farthest delivery point double the distance, the cost of the delivery of the
firewood probably exceeds the actual value. It would be a conservative estimate to say
that delivering and stacking 36 cords of cut and split firewood to our reservation
partners would cost as much as $9,000 if we hired someone else to do the work. But
the Woodchuck Society does not operate in cash. Our enterprise is all donations of
labor, of pickup trucks, of fuel, of time.
We operate in a different economy. When the demand goes up, we work harder to
make the supply go up. The price does not change. We deliver the firewood as a free
gift. That’s it. It is free when the economy is good and it is free when the economy is
bad. It is not unlike Habitat for Humanity. At Habitat, we build houses at cost: no profit,
minimal labor costs. And then we sell them for cost and loan the homeowners the
money with no interest. No profit, no interest means the cost of the house is affordable

to people who could not afford a regular house. Because the “customers” of Habitat
cannot afford houses on the regular market, we do not compete with conventional
builders. They still sell the same number of houses. And because we help people
increase their standard of living and we build new houses in neighborhoods, we
increase the tax revenue for the city and increase land values in neighborhoods.
Everybody is is winner in the economy of Habitat. And despite the downward trend in
the housing market, Habitat is recession-proof. We still have plenty of families who need
the houses we build, we still have plenty of volunteers and donors, we still receive the
payments from our homeowners for the houses they have purchased. We simply
operate in a different economy than the wider world. As Millard Fuller used to say, “The
economics of Jesus work.”
So the markets will rise and fall. Some people will make great profits and others will lose
a great deal. And those of us who work in the church will be affected by the economy.
But the impact of the wider economy is lighter than on other institutions, even than its
impact on other non-profit organizations. Because our major stream of income is not
cash - it is people. Rich and poor participate in the life of the church alike. And when the
wealth of our families decreases it is only the amount of money that we have that
decreases. We continue to have all of the other qualities for our life as a congregation.
And when it comes to the church, money simply is not the most important of our assets.
I don’t understand the markets. But I do understand Jesus’ call to discipleship. I do
understand his advice to “consider the lilies of the field,” and not worry about the future,
for the future is in God’s hands. The world may be in upheaval, the culture may be
shifting, but we’re doing fine.
And there is no shortage of the work of serving others in the name of Jesus Christ. Even
if we don’t have money, we won’t be out of work. As we say, “God is good. All the time.”
“All the time, God is good.”
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January 10, 2009 – Earthquake

Workers in San Jose standing outside during one of the aftershocks. Photo by Saray Ramirez Vindas from amcostarica.com.

Our congregation feels a deep connection to our sister church in Costa Rica. We have
several members who monitor the daily news from Costa Rica and who maintain year
round relationships with our pastor and church leaders there. We have all had our eyes
on Costa Rica for the past few weeks because we are preparing to send a couple of
workers there next Tuesday. It is time for Vacation Bible School and our congregation
has had some one in Costa Rica for Vacation Bible School since 1988.
So the news of the earthquake and aftershocks spread through our church quickly. At
first our reaction was, “another earthquake.” Earthquakes are common in Costa Rica.
and most people who have traveled there several times have felt the earth shaking. But
this quake was more dramatic.
We had members who were speaking to Costa Rica when the quake started around
1:20 on Thursday, and the abrupt end of the conversation caused a lot of worry. And, as
news began to spread, it was evident that this quake was a big one.
Reports say the quake was measured at 6.1 or 6.2 on the Richter Scale. The epicenter
was somewhere near Paos National Park, northwest of the city of San Jose. Many
communities have been affected and there is a national alert in San Jose. The death toll
is at 15 with many others stranded. A national emergency has been declared. Hundreds
of people have been evacuated but more remain stranded by the mudslides and other

dramatic effects of the quake. Many tourists are trapped by landslide-closed roads in
the vicinity of La Paz Waterfalls Gardens, north of Heredia.
San Jose city residents are nervous as there have been more than 250 aftershocks
large enough to be felt. On Friday and explosion and fire, not caused by the
earthquake, ripped through the national emergency commission storage building. The
storage unit is operated by the national agency in charge of dealing with the results of
earthquakes and is located at San Jose’s secondary airport. A large quantity of relief
supplies were destroyed in the fire.
The road to Poas National Park, familiar to several people in our congregation, is closed
in several places and there are many houses that have been destroyed by landslides.
There is some damage in downtown San Jose. Centro Colon may have suffered serious
structural damage to upper floors. Hospital Mexico had almost all of its first floor
windows blown out by the quake and there was damage on other floors. There were
leaks of oxygen and other gas throughout the hospital, which has not been fully
evacuated, but patients have been moved to more secure areas within the building.
There is at least one building on the pedestrian boulevard in downtown San Jose that is
roped off by police and there are cracks on the sides of some buildings. More than 90
percent of the offices and businesses in San Jose have had some interruption of
business since the earthquake.
Over the years we have collected a lot of stories of how the agencies and organizations
that are established to respond to disasters themselves become a part of the disaster.
There was a devastating hospital fire during one of our visits several years ago, and
emergency agencies are often damaged and their effectiveness limited during
emergencies. It takes a long time to recover from significant events.
The death toll is likely to rise as rescue crews are able to reach more remote areas.
Neighboring countries, including the United States have sent equipment and crews to
aid in rescue and recovery. At least two U.S. helicopters are on the scene and working.
Our relationship with Costa Rica is sustained, in part, by stories. The majority of the
members of our congregation have never visited our sister church. And there are many
people in Rapid City who have shown great generosity and concern for Costa Rica who
will never visit. We remain connected through regular exchanges, letters, e-mail and
occasional telephone calls. And we remain connected because those who do travel
bring back pictures and tell the stories.
The earthquake will give us another story to tell, once we have gotten past our worry for
those who are there and those who will be traveling this week.
We have decided to shift our work tour schedule to make things a bit more convenient
here and to avoid conflict with other work groups. That means that we are not planning

to take a group to Costa Rica this year, and to put our efforts into a 2010 group visit.
However, we will change our plans if our mission partners discover special needs for a
crew this year.
It is the nature of our world and the nature of our faith that we become connected with
others who live in distant locations. An earthquake in Costa Rica cannot be felt in South
Dakota through the movement of the earth, but it is felt through the lives and stories of
the people. Increasingly we recognize that ours is not a story about “us” and “them,” but
rather the story of our church at work in two different locations.
Events in the world frequently shake us up. Sometimes they inspire us to greater faith
and service. Our prayers for Costa Rica include a sincere wish for the safety of those
who are cut off and missing as well as a prayer for relief from the quakes that allow
rescue to proceed. Long-term, we pray for more effective government response to
disasters and the construction of more buildings that can withstand earthquakes. May
those who survive the earthquake learn from it and may the lessons they learn be put to
use in preventing tragedies in the future.
Please join me in praying for the people of Costa Rica. Additional news about Costa
Rica is available at www.amcostarica.com and at http://news.bbc.co.uk.
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January 11, 2009 – A Good Day

News continues to arrive from Costa Rica. It appears that there is significant damage in
the Cedcas Clinic operated by Latin America Ministries. The shaking on the third floor
was so severe that it broke a toilet, the running water from the broken fixture ran for
almost an hour before it was located and shut off. The running water damaged the
ceilings in two surgical suites. There is additional damage in the dental treatment area
on the first floor as well. There are some cracks in the building and additional damage
may be discovered. An additional building near the clinic that houses wellness and
educational programs has broken windows and some roof damage. The important news
is that none of the people who live at and work in the Clinic and none of the people from
the work team that was there at the time are injured. “Shaken, but not broken” was the
news in the last e-mail.
In the meantime, we gathered yesterday for a firewood delivery to Wanblee. It was a
new record for our Woodchuck Society: eleven pickups, two trailers, twenty-three
people, and over 12 cords of wood. Wanblee is a little over 100 miles East of Rapid City
and we made an impressive convoy as we headed down the highway. Travel went
smoothly, our partners in Wanblee were ready for our arrival and we were unloaded in
short order. After we unloaded and stacked the wood, we took our food and there was
an abundance! Three pickup tailgates were required to set up the buffet that included
fried chicken, wild game jerky, cookies of a wide variety, fruit, cheese, crackers,
vegetable trays and lots more. The drive home through the badlands was beautiful and
we were done with our work in the daylight.

A few of us lingered for a a little conversation in the parking lot after we had put away
the trailers. “It was a really good day,” was the comment that we shared.
All of the elements were in place: meaningful work, the company of friends to share the
work, a genuine need that we are able to address, food, fellowship and prayer. There
was time for conversation in the vehicles as we drove and sharing with friends upon our
arrival. We have made enough trips to Wanblee for the people who handle the
distribution of the firewood there are familiar to us and we are eager to see them and
hear about their lives when we arrive.
It is a simple process, really. We are aware that there are significant problems on the
reservation. There is high unemployment and intense poverty. There are people with
inadequate health care and substandard housing. Winters can be harsh on the prairie
and severe weather can become life-threatening. Alcohol abuse and crime are
dangerously high. We cannot solve the problems. What we can do is help a little bit by
delivering firewood and developing partnerships with people who arrange for it to be
delivered to those who are in need.
The work of cutting and splitting the firewood warms our bodies. The friendships warm
our spirits. Then the firewood warms homes of people who have genuine needs. We get
a lot of value out of each load of fuel.
The truth is that this life gives us a lot of good days.
We live in a beautiful part of the world. We have been blessed with the ability to travel
and make friends in other locations. We are a part of a church that has the freedom to
set its sights on outreach. The generosity of previous generations has given us a
beautiful place to meet, worship and work and we are freed to focus our thoughts and
actions on serving in our community.
And the Woodchuck Society has unique qualities that make is a great mission quality.
The project runs on in-kind donations. We do not need money for the project. It has no
budget. People donate time, the use of trucks and tools, and fuel. I don’t have the latest
count of participants, but it is over 100 members of our congregation and a significant
number of friends from the community who have donated wood, labor, tools, trailers,
trucks and other elements to our project. We have no need of meetings or officers or
structure. Volunteers make phone calls, write thank you notes and organize work days.
We work when there is a need and when we have time.
And the project continues to grow. Yesterday was our biggest delivery ever and it was a
second trip to Wanblee in a cold winter. We have delivered about 30% more firewood
this year than last. That kind of growth certainly is different than businesses that require
capitol and banking services to grow in this economy.

It was a good day.
And somedays, having a good day is enough.
It is enough for us to feel genuine gratitude for the blessings of this life.
May you have a good day today.
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January 12, 2009 – The Wind

I woke up to the sound of the wind outside. The forecast is for high winds throughout the
day as a cold front moves into the area. We’ve had quite a few really nice days in a row.
Yesterday it was nearly 50 degrees as I went about my afternoon activities. But the wind
is really whistling by outside. Today is our day for garbage pickup but I’ll have to see if I
think that plastic container can remain upright until the truck arrives. I have not desire to
donate my garbage to the neighbors. And with winds like this, the garbage might make
Missouri before it stops blowing. We had a dusting of snow last night, but it has pretty
much blown away from any flat surface. The forecast includes the possibility of a bit
more snow and continued winds with gust to 70 mph during the day.
Most of my life has been lived in places where the wind blows. It is a sort of companion,
in a way. Wind usually signals change. And wind freshens the air, moving smoke, dust
and other pollutants to new locations. But the wind is easiest to appreciate when one is
in a tight building protected from the blast. A little wind can make things very cold and
adds significantly to the risks of exposure. It wouldn’t be easy to survive long outdoors
without some shelter.
It is a good thing that Costa Rica isn’t experiencing the winds we’re having. With
hundreds of people living in tents and temporary shelters after the earthquake, at least
they should have mild temperatures and clear skies for the next few days as rescue
work continues. Shelter is critical for all people, regardless of where they live, but the
type of shelter can vary significantly with the location. In Costa Rica and other places
closer to the equator, home heating is practically unknown. There is no need for the

thick insulation and central heating systems that are designed into every home in our
part of the world. Habitat for Humanity is able to build simple, decent homes for families
at a fraction of the cost in Costa Rica that we need to spend to build adequate housing
here in South Dakota.
Today we have the wind to remind us that there are plenty of elements in this life over
which we have no control. Even so, our lives are less affected by the weather than was
the case for people a century ago. A windy day like today meant that people would stay
put a century ago in this area. All forms of travel involved exposing oneself to the
elements. Even with heavy, warm clothing, traveling any distance was a real struggle.
Today we get into our cars and travel where we want. We’ll complain about the wind
and extremely gusty conditions will sometimes slow us down, but we have systems to
safely travel in all sorts of conditions. The reliability and comfort of our cars would have
been unimaginable to those who traveled the prairies by horse or walking.
Still, a good gust from the northwest can push my insulated front door hard enough to
make a whistle and allow a little air to enter around the seals. It can rattle the storm
windows on the outside of the house. It rushes through the trees with enough force for
us to hear it even inside a tightly built and warmly insulated home. There’s real power in
the weather.
And I think it does us good to pay attention to the weather.
As the people of Israel began to settle into the land of Caanan and adapt their lifestyles
after years of wandering in the desert, they had more time to interact with people who
had different religious notions and different experiences than those of Israel. The
Caananite people had multiple Gods and saw the forces of nature as signs that there
were multiple Gods. It seemed to them that the forces of harsh weather were different
than the ones that brought gentle rains and warm sunshine. Certainly the cause of bad
weather would be different than the cause of good weather. The people of Israel
resisted this notion. Their belief in a single God that was in control of all of the world led
them to assert God’s sovereignty. There are several parts of our Bible that reflect this
understanding of God. One is the psalm that we read in worship yesterday.
“The voice of the Lord breaks the cedars, the Lord breaks in pieces the cedars of
Lebanon.” (Ps 29:5)
“The voice of the Lord twists the oaks and strips the forests bare.” (Ps 29:9)
We are less likely than our forebears to identify the sound of the wind as God’s voice.
We have lots of scientific explanations and technical names to give to weather
phenomena. All the same, thinking of the wind as the breath or the voice of God is not a
totally useless image. God is continually refreshing, renewing, and moving in the world.
And constant change is just one of the signs that God is present in the world.

And, on occasion, the weather impresses us enough to make us take notice, maybe
even to cry out “Glory!” like the people in the Psalm. When we remind ourselves that
God is active in all of the universe, we are reminded of how magnificent are the forces
and scope of God’s realm is.
A contemporary psalmist might reflect on the vast distances of the universe, or the
incredible beauty in a single flower or an open vista, and perhaps a contemporary
psalmist might reflect on the power of certain forces of nature. But I hope that we don’t
lose our ability to see God’s presence in a gentle breeze or in the sometimes relentless
wind across the prairie.
For surely God is in this place. And the breath of God is powerful indeed.
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January 13, 2009 – Blog Themes

The moon is at its perigee, the closest to the earth that it will be this year. This means
that we have had dramatic moon rises and that he moon has been spectacularly bright.
I spent a few minutes trying to capture it with the camera last evening, but of course a
camera combined with my skill level doesn’t fully capture what my eyes see. Still, I think
that the pictures I took will serve as a reminder of a beautiful evening.
A quick glance over the titles of my blog entries for the past couple of years reveals that
there seem to be themes to which I return from time to time. I was especially aware of
that yesterday. It seems that I write about the wind a lot. And we don’t live in a place
that is particularly windy. I’m not sure why the wind captures my interest so much. And
when I’m not writing about the wind, I seem to get in several blogs that focus on the
weather each month. More than a year ago, I decided that I had exhausted my
knowledge about cats. I had been writing about our cats on a fairly regular basis. The
cats and the moon make sense as blog entries because they are photogenic. Since I
post a picture with my blog each day and try to post one of my own pictures most days,
I write about the things that I photograph. And I do have a lot of pictures of cats and of
the moon.
There have been plenty of articles about life in the church, which one would expect from
a pastor’s blog. I have written about the various church meetings that I attend and about
activities in our local church. Occasionally, I have expounded on a biblical passage, and
often I have written about sermon texts. My style of preaching requires quite a bit of
mulling the texts and that is reflected in the blogs that I have written.

Life in the hills is a consistent category. I write about the animals in our yard, about
gardening and baking bread. There have been a large number of pictures of deer and
quite a few of wild turkeys in our yard. I write about canoes and kayaks - building and
paddling them.
From time to time I write about the news that makes headlines, offering my perspective
and commentary as if there was a need for more commentary about the news. Most of
the time my perspective isn’t truly fresh, but a reflection of points of view that others
have expressed.
I write about friends and friendship quite a bit and family as well. I am blessed in both of
those departments. We have wonderful friends, and I have a wonderful family. I guess
that the major themes of my blogs are the themes of my life.
I’ve been having trouble coming up with a topic for the past few days. That happens
from time to time. It would also explain today’s blog - a blog about blogging. One
dynamic is that one of the big things that is happening in my life is that my mother has
been in the hospital. Yesterday we moved her from the hospital to a care center. Things
are going really well, but there are a lot of emotions involved with helping her settle into
a temporary new residence and saying good bye when I head home without her. And
I’m not yet ready to say much more about that topic.
I am aware that although my days don’t involve an excess of physical work, I am going
to bed tired in the evenings. Processing emotions requires energy as well. The next two
weeks will be a busy time in the church as we finalize a budget, prepare annual reports,
and produce the resources we need to keep our congregation informed and involved in
plans for 2009. We will be having a planning session with an outside consultant early in
the year that will help us focus our priorities and set directions for our work together.
And there seem to be the usual round of meetings that were put off due to the busy
days of the holidays, creating a busy season that follows the holidays.
One theme that emerges as I look over the list of blogs and their topics: life is good. In
the midst of busy days and activities, there is much to celebrate and much for which I
am very thankful. And if there is to be a recurring theme, it seems that gratitude is
worthy of repetition. The joy of life is probably less boring for readers than the weather.
It will be interesting to see what themes and patterns emerge in the year to come.
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January 14, 2009 – The Mess

There are a variety of different ways that we measure time and its impact on our lives.
One of those measures is the counting of years. Based on the amount of time it takes
the earth to orbit the sun, and the resulting change of seasons, people have long
counted years. In our numbering system, we just made the transition from 2008 to 2009.
Because our church uses a calendar year for its business cycle, there are a lot of tasks
that need to be accomplished as one year finishes and another begins.
We are almost finished with the financial reports on the year just ended, and most of our
departments and committees are in the process of submitting their end of the year
reports. We usually do a summary of mission and ministry and our pastors file annual
reports as well. All of the reports are drawn together in a booklet which is published in
paper form and also made available on the web for members of our congregation. We
have just over a week to accomplish that task.
The reports are full of cross-references, and documents like the budget are affected by
a variety of different factors. So the only way I know how to tackle the project is to
spread the various documents out on my desk and dive in. I am not known for keeping
a clean desk in the first place, so the various piles of papers and books could hardly be
called a “system.” The truth is that my style of working results in a certain level of
disorder. My focus is on the finished project and I’m willing to make a mess to get there.
My desk at home doesn’t look any neater. There are plenty of year-end tasks for a
homeowner in a family where we manage finances and prepare tax returns for our
parents as well as ourselves.

I keep dreaming of cleaning up the mess and making perfect order out of the chaos, but
it is a dream and not a reality at this point.
The truth is that life is often messy.
I am very grateful to the people who are organized and who help others to become
organized and I appreciate the ways in which their organization enables all of us to work
more efficiently. And somewhere beneath the various piles of papers, I have a sense of
organization, too. But there are some times when I need to allow a little chaos in my life
while I focus on the end result.
Chaos and creativity are connected. The Bible speaks of creation as a process of
bringing order and meaning to chaos, but it also acknowledges that the process of
creation can be disruptive. There are descriptions of God scooping out the dirt of the
earth to form the human from the humus. There are images of wild winds that strip the
trees bare and rains that flood the entire earth. Relationships between people get
messy in the bible as well. There is intrigue and betrayal and change of affection and
loyalty. When the bible attempts to create neat genealogies, there are all sorts of twists
and turns in the heritage of the people of Israel.
Life is often messy and real life faith is not afraid of an occasional mess.
Parents know this without the need of formal thought or instruction. Babies and children
are experts at making messes and they often need help cleaning up their messes.
But the invitation of our faith is to move through the mess. We are not called to give in
and succumb to the mess, but to continue to create - to look for patterns and ways of
making connections. The general flow of creation, from chaos to meaning is the
direction of our faith. I can understand my frustration with the mess and my occasional
need to simply go through and sort the trash from the valuable objects as the voice of
God pushing me in a direction that I need to know. I know that God has much more
important concerns than the condition of my office, but I also know that my conscience
is one way that God speaks to me.
So each year, somewhere in the midst of the chaos of preparing annual reports, I
resolve to become more organized and to clear out the chaos. I know that I will not
eliminate chaos from my life. I know that life is messy. But I also know that I could make
some progress against the ever-mounting piles of mail, reports and paperwork.
The challenge is worth tackling if for no other reason that my real work is not in the
papers in the first place. My real work is with the people and in the relationships in
which we engage. My office is there to enable to me be out of the office - with the

people that I serve. And when it gets too messy, I have to spend too much of my time
cleaning up my mess when I should be spending more time with God’s people.
So don’t be surprised if I get a bit lost in my office in the next week. Hopefully we will
emerge with the resources we need to hold our annual meeting and to conduct our
business in a meaningful fashion. I’m not going to ask you to excuse my mess, and I am
not going to spend much of my energy apologizing for the mess. But I am resolving to
work through the mess and to eliminate as much of the clutter as possible. And in so
doing, I hope to make room in my life for the things that are really important.
I once saw a plaque that said, “God bless this mess.” I am not asking God to bless my
mess, however. I am asking God to inspire me to the creativity required to move beyond
the mess to the ministry.
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January 15, 2009 – The Tree

“So pastor, what’s with the Christmas tree in the sanctuary?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, first of all no one decorated it this year. We just had a plain tree. But it is still
there. Why hasn’t it been taken down?”
“I guess it hasn’t become important enough for someone to take it down. When it does,
it’ll get taken down.”
Actually, I took down the tree in the sanctuary yesterday. I do have responsibilities to
prepare the space for worship and I have a sense of how I want things to look this week
when we gather for worship. But there is still an undecorated artificial tree in the
fellowship hall. I’m not sure how long it will be before it is taken down. I may take it
down as well one of these days. I put them both up, after the bags with the
unassembled trees had been sitting in the rooms for a week or more. I didn’t think the
bangs were very attractive.
But I really don’t want to add “putting up and taking down the Christmas trees” to the list
of duties that the pastor does. It isn’t that I think I’m too good for the job or that I think
that there are certain things that pastors shouldn’t do. It is just that my list of tasks is
already longer than my energy and time and dealing with the trees doesn’t seem very
high on my list of priorities.

Apparently it isn’t very high on the lists of others, either.
It isn’t that I am opposed to Christmas trees. Going out into the woods and selecting a
tree for our home, bringing it home and decorating it, gathering at the tree on Christmas
morning, and enjoying it throughout the season are highlights of the year for our family.
We even enjoy the process of taking off the decorations and packing them away. Taking
down the tree signals, for our family a time to rearrange the furniture. We usually
shampoo the living room carpet as a part of this seasonal shift as well, so the room
feels fresh and comfortable after the tree comes down.
Our church used to have a tradition of beautiful trees in the sanctuary and fellowship
hall. We had a family in our church who enjoyed selecting beautiful trees for those
places. Some years members donated trees from their yards that had to be cut. We
always had beautiful trees. I don’t know the origin of the tradition, but the tree in the
sanctuary always had simple white lights and no other decorations.
When the fire marshall informed us that we could no longer have live trees in our
building as we do not have a sprinkler system, the Department of Buildings, Equipment
and Grounds purchased large and beautiful artificial trees for the sanctuary and the
fellowship hall. The fellowship hall tree was decorated by the women’s fellowship in
preparation for their Christmas tea and the sanctuary tree always had lights.
Until this year, when nobody could remember whose job it was to put up and decorate
the trees. A member of the Department of Buildings, Equipment and Grounds carried
the trees up from the basement, but that was as far as it got. And somehow, it wasn’t
important enough for other members of the congregation for anyone to do anything
more about it. Our sanctuary was lovely with new banners, paraments, and lots of
poinsettias. The undecorated tree stood in the corner and didn’t distract from the rest of
the decorations.
After a brief discussion, the Department of Worship voted to take on the project of the
sanctuary tree next year. They made plans to put up and decorate the tree and I am
sure that they’ll do a lovely job. But no mention of who was going to take down the tree
this year was made. I had a few minutes between meetings yesterday and took down
the sanctuary tree and put it into storage in the basement.
I’m afraid to do the same with the fellowship hall tree since no group or individual has
come forward with an offer to take care of the tree. Traditions are easy to establish in
the church, but tough to change. I can just imagine the conversation next year: “Who did
it last year?” “The pastor.” “Well, if it is the pastor’s job, we’ll get him to do it.” As I said
before, I’m not eager to add putting up and taking down an artificial Christmas tree to
the pastor’s job description.

It isn’t that our church is short of volunteers. We have lots of dedicated volunteers
engaged in all kinds of tasks. People come into our building on a regular basis to help
with maintenance, care for the live plants in the sanctuary, decorate the church for
seasonal activities and may other tasks. Last year, the congregation took on the job of
mowing the lawn and volunteers kept things looking great all summer long. We have
plenty of volunteers for our mission projects, which are numerous and varied. When it
comes time to cook the mission meal or prepare the newsletter for mailing, there are
plenty of volunteers eager to work with joy.
It is just that somehow Christmas trees wasn’t one of the projects that volunteers
wanted to tackle this year. It has very little to do with the trees themselves. The trees
are a symbol of the transition that is taking place in our church. Some jobs are easier to
pass from one generation to the next. Sometimes it is difficult for established leaders to
share tasks. Sometimes it is difficult for new members to figure out how to become
involved. Some jobs are more welcoming of new participants than others. And
Christmas Trees are associated with tradition in the minds of almost all of our members.
And no one wants to disrupt a tradition. I don’t think it would be difficult to establish a
tradition of an undecorated tree in the sanctuary. Soon people would say, “We’ve
always done it that way,” even if no one could remember why we do it that way. It takes
a bit of courage to change a tradition, even if the tradition is no tradition at all.
The funny thing is that very few people have said anything at all about it to me. Last
Christmas, when the star was simply projected over the manger in the Christmas
pageant, instead of moving ahead of the wise men as they processed, i heard about it.
To hear some people’s expressions of disappointment, you might think that a moving
star was as essential to the meaning of Christmas as the baby in the manger. There
was enough of an outcry that it was not difficult to get the memorial committee to
approve the purchase of a follow spotlight that projects a star. And I made sure that
there was a volunteer to operate the star this year. It worked without a problem. So I
know that people will complain when things are important to them.
But somehow the tree wasn’t that important this year. I find it to be interesting that I
cannot predict which things will become important to people.
It is entirely that the process of the Department of Worship taking on the tree will turn
the sanctuary tree into an important and valued tradition in the church. A few years from
now there may be a group of people who can’t imagine the sanctuary at Christmas
without a decorated tree. Or perhaps another tradition will emerge.
The important thing is that the traditions of caring in our church are in place. There is no
shortage of volunteers to deliver firewood, cook mission meals, host the TLC group,
take food to the mission, sell coupons for Church Response and other important
outreach projects.

Maybe the tradition of the trees that are cut, split, and delivered for energy assistance to
families in need is our version of a “Christmas Tree” for this phase of our life together.
You have to admit that it isn’t a bad way to celebrate the spirit of the Christ child.
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January 16, 2009 – Thank God

New York Times Photo.

For the 155 passengers and crew members of US Airways Flight 1549, today is a day of
thanksgiving. For their families and friends, today is a day of thanksgiving. For the
people of New York who had a direct view of an airplane descending below the tops of
the buildings, many of whom have vivid memories of September 11, 2001, today is a
day of thanksgiving. And for the rest of us, it is a day of thanksgiving as well.
The story is quite simple. The Airbus A-320 took off from New York’s La Guardia airport
at 3:26 p.m. bound for Charlotte. Shortly after take off, when the plane was at an
altitude of approximately 3600 feet and still over the city, the plane suffered a
catastrophic double engine failure. The pilot radioed air traffic controllers that the plane
had sustained a “double bird strike.” The exact cause of the failure is still under
investigation, but it appears that the plane ran into a flock of birds, perhaps geese or
gulls. Without power, the airplane was unable to return to the airport of departure or to
make it to Teterboro, N.J., the closest airport. The largest area where there were no
buildings or people was the Hudson River. The pilot was so busy making multiple
decisions that the only warning he was able to give his passengers and flight attendants
was the simple statement, “brace for impact.” Flight attendants were able to add more
specifics: “feet flat on the floor, heads down, cover your heads.” The pilot executed a
textbook perfect water ditching of the aircraft. Coming in slightly nose high, the plane
skimmed over the water until it came to a stop without substantial damage to the
aircraft.

From that moment on, everything went just like a safety demonstration. Remember the
part in the safety lecture about “In the unlikely event of a water landing . . .” The event
occurred. The people in the exit rows got the emergency exit doors open and out of the
airplane. Passengers went to the nearest exits and left the plane. The plane, which was
slowly sinking, remained afloat long enough for passengers to assemble on the wings
and the exit slides that doubled as life rafts inflated from the front and rear exits. A
makeshift flotilla of rescue boats, mostly New York ferry system ships which made
transfer of passengers from the aircraft wings to the low ferry decks relatively easy. The
pilot personally checked then entire airplane to make sure that all others were
evacuated before exiting the airplane. Passengers and crew were evacuated to both
sides of the river and it took a little while to sort them out and count them. But in the end
the news was all good. 155 passengers and crew members all alive. 15 passengers
were treated in area hospitals for minor injuries, primarily hypothermia from the cold.
Some had stood up to their ankles in 35-degree water.
In a world filled with bad news, it is a joy to receive good news.
Thank God for a pilot and co-pilot who were superbly trained not only in normal
operations, but also in emergency procedures. Thank God for crew coordination that
allowed them to work together not only with each other, but with the flight attendants to
get essential safety information to the passengers. Thank God for passengers in the exit
seats who knew how to operate emergency exits and assist other passengers. Thank
God for passengers who, although terrified and traumatized from the emergency
landing did not panic, but followed instructions and exited safely. Thank God for all of
the nearby boats that rushed to assist in rescue. Thank God for trained fire fighters and
rescue personnel who quickly got passengers to warm places and kept them organized
so that accurate counts could be made and any in need of medical attention would
receive it promptly. It is an event worthy of thousands of doxologies: “Praise God from
whom all blessings flow . . .”
When I think how close we came to a tragedy of enormous proportions, I shudder. The
challenges and problems that I was working on yesterday and the ones that face me
today seem minor by comparison. The raising of the sunken airplane, the recovery of
what can be recovered from the wreckage, the compensation of passengers for items
lost in luggage and alternate travel arrangements, the investigation of the accident for
what can be learned - all of these are enormous tasks. But they pale in comparison with
the good news. Everyone survived - all were rescued safely.
I grew up around airplanes. Both of my parents were pilots. I was taught that aviation
was an inherently safe practice, when undertaken with due diligence and caution. My
father operated his aviation business for 25 years without an accident that resulted in
serious injury. We had some incidents of damage to aircraft, but not to people. I
remember my father quoting safety statistics about various forms of travel.

Airline accidents are very rare, but they are always dramatic because the airplanes hold
so many people. And emergency landings are risky because there are few places with
sufficient open space to accommodate the size and speed of the airplane. But the
training of the crews is rigorous. They practice emergency procedures and are trained in
emergency decision-making. And that training pays off. Yesterday was a demonstration
of how good the results are when safety procedures are followed.
I take nothing away from the crew or the passengers or the rescue workers, when I say
“Thank God.” It was a blessing and God works through the actions of people. And God
is present in every moment and time. And it is appropriate to thank God.
So today is, for me, and for millions of other people around the world, a day of
thanksgiving. The memory will soon fade for many of us, and other news, some
dramatically tragic, will soon appear in our lives. But in the midst of the chaos and
turmoil of this world, we pause today to say, “Thank you, God.”
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January 17, 2009 – Trust

It seems as if every day there is a new story about an investment manager who has
gone missing, or who has been arrested, or who can’t be contacted by investors. This
morning there is a story of Arthur Nadel a Sarasota investment advisor responsible for
millions of his client’s dollars. Sarasota police captain Bill Spitler said, “It was brought to
our attention that there has been a very significant number of victims with a very
significant amount of money that has disappeared. Allegedly it’s hundreds of millions of
dollars.”
The stories continue about Madoff, who was running a Ponzi scheme, and Marcus
Schrenker, who botched his attempt to fake his own death.
It is not just that there seems to be an increase in theft and fraud. The reality is that all
across the country people who trusted investment advisors with their money are waking
up to the reality that there is less money. The savings they thought they had are gone.
Promises like “the rule of seven” (double your money for each seven years you leave it
invested in the market) don’t seem to be working out as planned. Advice like “balance
your portfolio” don’t make sense in a time when stocks, bonds and real estate are all
plunging.
People are wondering who they can trust.
I grew up with stories of the Great Depression. My grandmother had a very modest
amount of savings at the time of her death, but it took quite a bit of time and effort to

close out her estate because the money was distributed in seven different banks. She
never learned to trust banks after the bank failures of the 1930’s. By the next
generation, the distrust of banks was largely forgotten. And by the time my generation
came along, we were all encouraged to place our savings in mutual funds. Invest in the
market and allow the professionals to manage your money.
Most of us did that. And we bought homes which seemed to continue to increase in
value.
It seemed to be working. Until we received our third and fourth quarter statements last
year.
About a third of the wealth we thought we had is gone. It was all paper anyway. We
never realized any of that wealth. It was something that we thought would be able to
spend in our retirement. Now it is evident that we need to re-think the whole idea of
retirement.
And all of a sudden I catch myself thinking like my grandmother, suspecting that there is
no one who can be trusted to keep money safe.
The problem is as old as money itself. As long as currency has been used as a medium
of exchange, there have been people who didn’t understand all of the dynamics of the
exchanges and there have been others who were willing to manage the funds of their
clients. As long as people have exchanged money, the distribution of funds has not
been equal.
The Gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke all report that Jesus was asked about money
management, specifically about taxes. Jesus asked to see a coin. They brought him a
denarius and he asked, “Whose portrait and inscription are on it?” He never directly
answered the question about taxes, but he did make it clear that the process of loving
God is not about money.
There is plenty of talk about money in the gospels. It appears that it was one of Jesus’
favorite subjects - or, if not, a subject that others brought up again and again. The are
stories of a widow’s mite, a lost coin, a rich young ruler, a farmer who built more
storehouses, and many others.
Jesus never encouraged his disciples to save up lots of money. He never gave them
financial investment advice. He never remarked about who could be trusted to manage
money. The common story in Christian tradition is that the very person who betrayed
Jesus, Judas Iscariot, was the one who kept the common purse for the disciples.
There is no evidence that Jesus invested any energy worrying about money.

Being a disciple of Christ might mean that we need to worry a bit less about money. But
that is easier said than done. We were raised with the expectation that we would be
responsible with money. The minister’s code of ethics specifically addresses the
responsibility of being faithful and trustworthy in financial management.
My father was very successful at financial management. All of his children seem to have
fallen short of his talents and abilities in that category.
But I have to remind myself again and again, “It’s not about money.”
The church, with its generous donors, significant expenses, carefully-crafted budgets, is
not about money. Mission and ministry are not primarily about money. We occasionally
handle money in our quest to do God’s work, but we are not about money. If we were to
lose all of the funds in our accounts, we would not stop being the church. If we were to
have no way to write a check or to pay for heat in our building, we would not lose our
desire to help God’s people in need.
It truly is a matter of trust.
I have heard it remarked that U.S. citizens print the words “In God we trust,” on our
money and then behave as if we don’t believe a word of it.
There is an interesting twist in the story of Jesus and the coin. After his question about
whose image is on the coin, he issues the famous quote: “Give to Caesar what is
Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” He doesn’t say anything about saving. He doesn’t
say anything about what is kept or retained. The money doesn’t matter. Who is holding
the coin isn’t important. Because Jesus knows - and everyone who is listening knows if
they stop to think about it - that everything belongs to God. Even if Caesar amasses a
pile of money, all that he is and all that he has belongs to God.
This is true to us as well.
The money we thought we lost never was ours in the first place. All that we have
belongs to God.
So here is my advice for uncertain times: Don’t come to me for financial advice. I have
no unique wisdom about money and its management. But I will advise: Don’t spend all
of your energy worrying about what you have lost or scheming about how to get more
money. Invest your energies in doing God’s work and the things you truly need will be
provided.
The same thing applies to church budgets. Smaller budgets don’t need to mean less
ministry. If we focus on the work God is calling us to do and not on how much money

we have to hire someone else to do the work, we will discover an abundance of mission
and ministry and an abundance of the means to do God’s work.
It is a matter of trust.
And in this crazy, unsettled world, you can still trust God.
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January 18, 2009 – The Call of Samuel

Eli had a problem. He had several problems, really. The issue was one of leadership for
the future. Priests at the temple were supposed to raise up their own sons to replace
them when the time came. The priestly tradition was a family tradition. He had two sons
and our traditions tell us that they became priests, but that they were not good priests.
They did not honor, love or serve God. They were interested in their own power,
prestige and position. It was a problem for Eli. It was not the first, or the last, time that
the children of prominent religious leaders didn’t show much aptitude for religious
leadership. It was not the first, or the the last, time that a priest was embarrassed by his
sons. But it was a unique problem for Eli because he was responsible for the
succession of priestly leadership in the temple.
He was not aware that the entire nation of Israel was engaged in a difficult lesson about
succession of leadership and power. The then new experiment in monarchy for Israel
was not working out, though there were few signs of its failure in the time of Eli.
Eli’s attention was focused on institutional maintenance. The Bible does not tell us all of
the reasons why his sons were such a disappointment. Perhaps they became that way
because they had been raised with too much privilege and too little work. Perhaps they
were that way because their father had been to absent from their lives and too engaged
in his priestly duties. Perhaps they were that way because of some inherited trait that
was suppressed in Eli’s life, waiting to be born in the next generation. The Bible doesn’t
give us the reason why. It just says that they didn’t know God.

Samuel seemed to be a way out for Eli. Brought by his mother to the temple to be
raised in the temple, Samuel was a second chance. Having failed in the raising of his
own sons, Eli gets another chance to raise a son. Old enough to be the boy’s
grandfather, he has a different attitude toward this boy than he did toward his own sons.
It seems that Eli had a solution for his problem of the maintenance of the temple and the
succession of leadership to keep his institution going strong beyond the span of his life.
So when God calls Samuel, it takes quite a while for Eli to recognize what is going on.
At first, when the boy hears the voice and reports to Eli, he only knows that he wasn’t
the one who issued the call. He might not even have believed that anyone called. He
dismisses the boy and sends him back to bed. It happens a second time, with a similar
result. Only when the child comes to him a third time, does Eli finally remember that it is
God who calls, that the profession of a priest is not to serve the institution, but to serve
God.
It may have been a long time since Eli had really listened to God.
It may have been a long time since Eli had heard God’s call.
Repeatedly throughout the Bible, God shows little interest in the maintenance of
institutions. The work of justice and peace and care of widows, orphans and immigrants
is much higher on God’s priority list and much more likely to be the result of God’s call.
After hearing what God has to say, now Samuel has a problem.
The news isn’t good for Eli, nor for his sons, nor for the succession of his family in the
priestly profession. God, finding no leadership in one place, raises up a new leader from
another family. God will provide the leadership, but not always in the way humans want.
How is Samuel supposed to deliver this news to Eli?
Eli has to work to get the report out of the boy. And when it does come out, he takes it
surprisingly well. Somehow he remembers when God was calling him. Somehow he
remembers that it is God who call. Somehow he remembers that the profession of a
priest has little to do with lording it over others, with authority and ritual and power and
prestige. Being a priest has to do with serving others and submitting to the will of God.
Eli remembers and he submits to God’s will, even though God’s will contains harsh
judgment for him and for his sons.
It is a short but important story in the book of 1 Samuel. We read it in worship early in
the middle year of our cycle of lectionary readings. It serves as a reminder to us of how
leaders emerge in our religious tradition - they are he product of God’s call. We read it
over and over because we need to be reminded over and over. We want to control the
leadership of our institutions. We want to be the ones to choose future leadership.

Despite having often failed in our stewardship of the next generation of our institution,
we keep looking for someone to carry on our programs, our traditions and our style of
leadership.
We forget that it is God who calls, God who raises up leadership - and that leaders are
produced for God’s work - not our own.
Somehow Eli was able to recognize that God calls not just when he himself received
that call, but later, much later, when Samuel hears the voice of God. May we who are
caught up in the leadership of the church in this generation, remember our own
experience of call and look diligently for that call when it comes to others.
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January 19, 2009 – King

We live in a violent world. One doesn’t have to look beyond the daily newspaper,
television or Internet news sites to see signs of violence all around. Israel and Hamas
have finally declared a ceasefire after three weeks of war, and the devastation is
overwhelming. Half a million people have been without water for three weeks and more,
huge numbers of people have no electricity. Four thousand homes re ruined and tens of
thousands of people are homeless.
Taleban militants have blown up another five schools in northwest Pakistan in recent
days, despite a government pledge to protect schools.
About 3,500 United Nations troops are helping to maintain a tentative cease fire in
Somalia, while Ethiopian forces are pulling out. Somalis are wary and weary after years
of violence and a power vacuum in the government.
In Cambodia, the first of the Khmer Rouge trials has been set amid new stories of
genocide and killing fields.
The list could go on and on and on. We live in a violent world with millions of innocent
victims.
And the violence of this world makes the recognition of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day even
more important. Because every generation is in danger of forgetting the power of

nonviolence in this world. Not every change has to involve hatred, killing, death and
destruction.
With a solid theological foundation and careful study of the techniques of Mahatma
Gandhi’s principles of nonviolence, Dr. King was able to inspire thousands of people to
participate in bringing change in a violent world without resorting to violence
themselves. He was routinely criticized and attacked. There was significant resistance
to the changes for which he stood. Even those who favored the causes he championed
were wary of his techniques. Jails filling with children who participated in non
compliance and civil disobedience, marches and boycotts that disrupted the public
order, speeches that inflamed workers - all were routinely criticized and attacked in his
time.
And even the man of nonviolence could not escape the violence himself. Killed by an
assassin’s bullet, Dr. King’s life was ended far too early.
It is critical that we remember.
In his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Dr. King said, “I refuse to accept the view that
mankind is so tragically bound to the starless midnight of racism and war that the bright
daybreak of peace and brotherhood can never become a reality. I refuse to accept the
cynical notion that nation after nation must spiral down a militaristic stairway into the hell
of a thermonuclear destruction. I believe that unarmed truth and unconditional love will
have the final word in reality. This is why right temporarily defeated is stronger than evil
triumphant.”
“Unarmed truth and unconditional love will have the final word.”
In a violent world, we need to be reminded again and again of what is temporary and
what is permanent. And we are called to stand for that final word - for unarmed truth and
unconditional love.
So today is a day for remembrance.
But more than that it is a day for rededication. May we once again dedicate our lives to
bring about change in this world through nonviolent means. May we have the courage
to stand in the face of a violent world with a refusal to adopt its violent ways.
The closing words of his last speech were seen by many to be prophetic. They continue
to inspire and to remind us of this man and his life: “Well, I don’t know what will happen
now. We’ve got some difficult days ahead. But it really doesn’t matter with me now,
because I’ve been to the mountaintop and I don’t mind. Like anybody, I would like to live
a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to
do God’s will, and He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over and

I’ve seen the Promised Land. I may not get there with you, but I want you to know
tonight, that we as a people will get to the Promised Land. And I’m happy tonight; I’m
not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of
the coming of the Lord.”
“I just want to do God’s will.”
It is that dedication that is stronger than all of the violence this world can muster.
May we, too, have the courage to follow God’s will.
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January 20, 2009 – the Crowd

Photo of the crowd at Sunday’s concert at the Lincoln Memorial from CNN.com.

I have never been much for crowds. I grew up in a small town where the biggest event
was probably the annual rodeo. We were capable of turning out a couple of thousand
people for the parade, stretched across a couple of miles. The rodeo grounds
themselves could seat about 1,000 on the bleachers. There was an open field where
the cars parked. During the 50th Anniversary of the United Church of Christ’s Synod in
the City, I attended some of the big events in the arena where the crowds were
estimated at 10,000. I had a motel room across from the arena and I didn’t drive at all
that day. When we lived in Chicago, we attended a couple of concerts where there were
crowds in the 15,000 to 20,000 range. Living in Chicago itself was an experience of lots
of people for me. But one doesn’t have to deal with them all at once.
Today there will be a crowd in Washington, D.C. Estimates vary, but all of the sources I
can find seem to agree that the crowd statistics will crush the previous record of 1.2
million people who came to see Lyndon Johnson’s swearing-in ceremony in 1964. The
1960’s were a time of crowds. There were several record crowds in Washington, D.C.
in the first half of that decade.
Today is expected to break all records. Estimates are that over 2 million people who
have come to the city to experience the inauguration and attend inauguration events.
Hundreds of thousands of visitors have been arriving in Washington in recent days roads and subways are said to have been packed. Competition for tickets along the
parade route has bee fierce. It is estimated at there is room for approximately 300,000

persons along the parade route. An unprecedented force of 40,000 security officers is
being deployed.
The day for the new President, Vice President, and their families has already started.
They are beginning with worship at St. John’s Episcopal Church. The swearing-in
ceremony is set for noon. Official Inauguration activities conclude tomorrow morning
with the National Prayer Breakfast at the National Cathedral. Rev. Dr. Sharon Watkins
will be preaching at tomorrow’s service, which begins at 10 a.m. She is the General
Minister and President of the Christian Church, Disciples of Christ, and the first woman
ever invited to preach at the National Prayer Breakfast.
There will be lots of “firsts” this week.
And lots of crowds.
Major highways into the city are closed for security and crowd control purposes. Most
people attending the ceremonies will travel by DC Metro. Trains started hauling people
into the center of the city at 4 .m. local time. Metro officials are anticipating that the wait
for a train will be more than an hour in the middle of the day. Some people are planning
to walk five or more miles in order to be a part of the events.
And many who won’t be there in person will be watching on television.
A lot of the people who are attending the events live will be the part of enormous
crowds. Sidewalks and restaurants near the National Mall have been packed since
Sunday. The Starbucks coffee shop in the 1100 block of Pennsylvania Avenue had lines
a block long yesterday and was slated to remain open around the clock during
inauguration events.
There are plenty of pundits who will list all of the ways in which this Inauguration is
historic. Of course all inaugurations are historic. But there are many unique features to
this one. Barack Obama is our first African-American President. The combination of the
worst economy in decades, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, incredible violence and fear
Israel, and many other issues results in a hunger for change in our country. And our
system provides for a smooth transition of power from party to party and from one
administration to the next. The expectations of the country are high and the road ahead
will be difficult, but today is a day for hopefulness and celebration.
Like many of my fellow citizens, I am paying attention even though I won’t be a part of
the crowd. I’ll likely listen to the swearing-in ceremony on the radio. I watch part of it on
my computer if I decide to take a mid-morning break. The mission and ministry of our
congregation continues and this is a week with a heavy work load for me as we prepare
for our annual meeting on Sunday.

So today I pray for safety for those who are a part of the crowds, and wisdom and
insight for a new administration, and peace and justice for our world. And, like millions
and millions of others, I will say a special prayer for our new President that he may not
forget the statement of faith of the church to which we both belong and find “forgiveness
of sins and fullness of grace, courage in the struggle for justice and peace, God’s
presence in trial and rejoicing, and eternal life in God’s realm which knows no end.”
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January 21, 2009 – Challenge

It has been a heady week for our nation. Record crowds, a peaceful transition of power
from one administration to another, balls and preyer services, speeches and
celebrations. For many, the inauguration yesterday stood as the fulfillment of a dream.
An African-American president stood before the nation and took the oath of office as a
visible sign that we are capable of judging others by the content of their character and
not by the color of their skin. Forty years after the death of Martin Luther King, Jr. 45
years after the famous “I have a dream” speech, our nation’s mall was filled with recordbreaking crowds to pause for a moment and reflect on the simple fact that we have
made progress.
It was symbolism that President Obama took the oath of office with his left hand on the
very Bible that had been used for the swearing-in service at the first inauguration of
President Lincoln. The vision of slavery overcome, of a nation’s unity restored after a
bitter civil war was also present in the celebrations of the day. The day was a day for
more: not just 40 and 45 years of dreams, but 140 years of dreams since the ending of
slavery - nearly 240 years of dreams since the Declaration of Independence.
And perhaps our mood should be one of wild celebration and unrestrained joy.
But there continues to be an appropriate somberness when we consider the tasks that
lie ahead.

While Washington celebrated, Wall Street foundered. The Dow Jones Industrial
Average lost 4%, falling below 8,000, the bleakest inauguration day performance since
the average has been used as a measure of the health of the stock market. Leading the
downward trend were bank stocks. Even banks considered to be more healthy than
others have seen their stock values plummet to half of their former values. The market
is wary of investing in banks, who continue to lose money in a tightening financial crisis
with no end in sight.
President Obama was realistic in his inaugural speech: “That we are now in the midst of
crisis is now well understood. Our nation is at war, against a far-reaching network of
violence and hatred. Our economy is badly weakened, a consequence of greed and
irresponsibility on the part of some, but also our collective failure to make hard choices
and prepare the nation for a new age. Homes have been lost; jobs shed; businesses
shattered. OUr health care is too costly; our schools fail too many; and each day brings
further evidence that the ways we use energy strengthen our adversaries and threaten
our planet.”
It might have been a moment of national repentance. We may look back on this day as
the day when we stopped going in one direction and headed out in another. It was less
dramatic than the ashes and sackcloth of Nineveh’s repentance upon hearing the words
of Jonah, but it had some of the elements of repentance.
There was an admission of guilt - not just the typical finger-pointing at the guilt of others:
“greed and irresponsibility on the part of some” - but also the acknowledgement that we
all have shared in wrong choices: “our collective failure to make hard choices and
prepare the nation for a new age.”
We have shunned the hard choices. We have wanted to believe that we were exempt
from hardship. September 11, 2001 brought us the harsh and painful reality that the
shattering of innocent lives and the violence of destruction are not just reserved for far
away places. The terror that is a part of the everyday lives of so many around our world
can also visit our shores. The collapse of the housing market and the failure of the
banking system in the past months has once again awakened us to the reality that we
have been headed in the wrong direction.
Repentance requires more than an act of confession, however. It requires the hard work
of going in a new direction.
It was good to be reminded of our roots yesterday - with the use of a particular Bible,
with the references to the American Revolution in the speech - our nation has, in the
past, discovered the ability to make changes when change is required and to re-focus
our energies with hard work and sacrifice.

James Russell Lowell, son of a Massachusetts Congregational Minister, wrote an
eighteen-stanza poem, “The Present Crisis,” first published in December of 1845, as a
protest against the war with Mexico over the territory of Texas. Parts of that poem have
become a beloved hymn: “Once to every man and nation, comes the moment to decide,
in the strife of truth with falsehood, for the good or evil side; some great cause, some
great decision, offering each the bloom or blight, and the choice goes by forever, ‘twixt
that darkness and the light.”
“Though the cause of evil prosper, yet the truth alone is strong; though her portion be
the scaffold, and upon the throne be wrong; yet that scaffold sways the future, and
behind the dim unknown, standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above his
own. “
I have lived my life believing that the times in which I live are consequential. The unrest
of the Civil Rights Movement, the horrors of the War in Vietnam, and other
consequential national choices were a part of my growing up and young adult life. But
today’s national circumstances and the choices we together face seem equally
momentous.
Perhaps this is our moment. Perhaps tis is our time. If it is, may we, together, choose
the cause of good. May we, together, never forget that God is keeping watch.
History will reveal the wisdom of our choices. God alone will be our judge.
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January 22, 2009 – A Typical Day

We’ve been putting in long days this week, getting reports ready for our congregation’s
annual meeting, dealing with a slightly higher number of folk in the hospital, preparing
for a funeral, and keeping the church operating. I am teaching a class this weekend and
although the subject is familiar, a colleague, Carol Wehrheim has been teaching this
class in South Dakota for a number of years, so I need to prepare some fresh lectures
and learning experiences. Today we have a 100th birthday party for a church member
and I have to testify about a break-in at the church that occurred in late December.
Testifying is usually a lot of waiting for a couple of questions to answer. It will be a
typical day in a life that doesn’t have much that can be called “typical.”
It has been warm in the hills and much of the snow is melted. A lot of folks are driving
clean cars, as the streets are dry enough for them to stay clean for more than five
minutes. The forecast calls for snow by tomorrow and through the weekend. It will be a
bit of a change of pace for us after two or three days of really nice warm weather.
The forest service has announced that conditions are right for a controlled burn a few
miles from our home. Winter is a good time to decrease fuels and clear undergrowth
that can make for devastating fires in the summer. It will be good to get the burn
completed, but if we don’t get the forecasted snow, we will have quite a bit of smoke for
a few days. It is a minor inconvenience in the scheme of things.
The Black Hills national forest is a relatively small pocket of forest. Because of the
physical isolation of the hills, our area is a little different from the huge interconnected

forests of the Rocky Mountains. Historic photos show that there are a lot more trees
now than there were in the mind 1800’s. It is likely that the cycles of fire and re-growth
occasionally produced very big fires that left large expanses of open space for several
years. It is also likely that more frequent fires resulted in a forest with less underbrush
and trees that were more widely spaced. Now that the forest is managed, decisions
about when and where to burn as well as decisions about harvesting timber for practical
uses need to be made with a lot of different interests in mind. The hills have many
different recreational interests. We also have need for jobs for local people. There is
grazing of livestock and other agricultural interests. And the hills are dotted with private
land and a lot of homes and other buildings. Protecting them from catastrophic fire is a
growing challenge.
But I won’t be involved in any of the forest management decisions that need to be made
today. Those can be left for others. I’ll keep my eyes open and look for smoke plumes
when scanning the horizon and I suspect I’ll be able to smell smoke by the end of the
day, but there is good reason to trust the Forest Service with the prescribed burn.
Sometimes it seems as if a prescribed burn is a reasonable metaphor for this phase of
my life and career. The time has come when there is a lot of “stuff” that has piled up. I
have boxes and boxes of resources, some of which have become dated and probably
will never again be used. I have piles of books, both ones that I want to keep for future
reference and ones that I have read and probably will never read gain. There are lots of
places in my life that need to be sorted out, and part of sorting out is getting rid of clutter
that threatens to overwhelm.
In the church, there are all kinds of little “fires” that crop up. Sometimes there are areas
of disagreement and minor conflict. Sometimes there are problems that need attention.
Sometimes there are issues that need to be resolved. The art of being a pastor involves
a fair amount of judgement about when and where to respond. Not every disagreement
in the church needs my intervention. Not every conflict can be avoided. While there is
much I can do to soothe hurt feelings and reduce the fires of passion, there are other
times when it is in the best interests of the church to let things take their natural course.
Like forest managers, I am human and I make mistakes. Sometimes the failure to deal
with a small problem today means that there is a big one next week. Sometimes I over
react and invest my energies in activities that are less important for the future of the
church. There are lots of competing interests in a church like ours. Just the
management of the building means having things ready for a pre-school, a concert,
worship, classes, receptions and fellowship functions, a funeral, rehearsals, and
construction on the organ project all in the same week. And building management is
very easy compared with time management.
I have been successful making my hospital visits in the morning most of this week, but
yesterday required a return trip to the hospital and two returns to a nursing home to

make all of the contacts that needed to be completed. I drove over 30 miles in town
between the time I got to work and the time I headed for home in the evening. Many of
those miles were repeat trips over the same path. It is hard to be efficient with travel and
time when your priority is people.
Of course the analogy between forest management and the operation of the church is,
like all analogies, imperfect. We don’t use trucks and heavy equipment to manage
church issues. I have tools like prayer and scripture that aren’t commonly used to inform
forest management decisions. The science of human behavior produces far less
predictable results than biology and plant science.
But both enterprises require an attempt to look at the big picture. The things that
happened before we arrived and the things that will happen after we leave are
important. A forester once told me that the cycles in the forest often take centuries, not
years. The church is here for the long-term as well. And our decisions need to be made
with an eye not just to the next generation, but to the long-term survival and growth of
the religious heritage that we have inherited. Sometimes decisions have to be made
where the benefits will not be recognized until long after we are gone.
So I won’t be alarmed if I see smoke in the hills this week. And I won’t be alarmed if
there is a change in my plans at work, either.
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January 23, 2009 – Beauty

As I indicated in yesterday’s blog, it was a full and very busy day. In order to achieve
some efficiency, I sat in front of the computer from 7 a.m. until noon and worked all the
way through the layout, graphics and other details of the annual reports for our
congregation. I had brought a sandwich from home, so hurriedly ate the sandwich and
headed out at about 12:30 for a quick trip to an office supply store and from there to the
public safety building to give testimony to a grand jury. From there I headed to the
hospital and visited with patients and their families, then on to a care center for a 100th
birthday party. I visited my mother while at the care center and worked out some details
of her laundry, etc. Then it was back to the office to make corrections to the annual
reports after they had been proof-read. I got back to our house just before 6 p.m. for a
quick supper and change of clothes before heading out to spend the evening with a
family whose son recently died in a car accident. By the time I got back home, I was
ready for bed. I fell asleep trying to read a little bit before going to bed.
But this morning, when I awoke, the first thought that came to my mind wasn’t the
busyness of yesterday, or the long day ahead. Those thoughts quickly came, but the
first delicious thought of today was a memory of how it felt to step out of the building
shortly after noon yesterday.
It was absolutely beautiful. The temperature must have been nearly 60 degrees. If there
was any wind, it was just a light breeze. The air smelled fresh and clean with no hint
from the controlled burns in the hills. I walked towards my pickup and then just walked
out to the base of the cross in our yard and looked over the hill. A little later, when I

arrived at the hospital, I said to one of the patients, “I know that you need to be here to
get well, but I’m sorry you’re missing that beautiful day outside.”
God gives us beauty at every turn.
I know better than to get spring fever in South Dakota. It is still January after all. We live
in a land where May blizzards are not unknown. In fact the forecast calls for snow today
and throughout the weekend. But yesterday was a brief reminder that spring will come,
and furthermore, that it will be worth the wait.
Other points of beauty in the day are worth noting.
In the interview with the States Attorney before testifying, I found out that the person
who broke into our church building in the middle of the night on December 28 was a
juvenile. It appears that he had been drinking, but not on any other type of drugs. I
hadn’t thought of him as a human being before, just a problem to be solved. But
somehow hearing his name and a bit of his story, any sense of anger left me. He was a
kid who made an immature mistake and got himself into a lot more trouble than he
bargained for. When the States Attorney asked me what I thought might be a fair
resolution of the case, I said, “Maybe if he worked alongside us at our Habitat House,
he would learn who we are and what we do.” I wish I had also mentioned the firewood
project. There are a lot of lessons that can be taught splitting firewood. And a lot more
that can be taught working side by side with faithful Christians. For the first time, I
thought of this young man as a person with potential for a bright future. There is beauty
in God’s world.
Two of the rooms that I visited in the hospital were nearly crowded with family members.
Children of the patients had assembled to lend love and support, to help make some
decisions about care, and to be with the ones they love. We shared a prayer in each
room - a circle of family holding hands - acknowledging that hope and healing lie in
God’s hands. There is beauty in God’s world.
At the 100th birthday party the guest of honor greeted me by saying that since my
mother had moved into the care center, she could see that we were related. “There’s a
lot of your mother in your face - and a lot of you in your mother.” It was a compliment of
the highest order. Her memory isn’t always that clear. I wasn’t even sure that she had
made the connection between my mom and me. She was giving her best to the
occasion and reaching out to others. There is beauty in God’s world.
Back at the office I took five minutes to grab a camera and take a few pictures of the
clouds blowing by over our cross. The pictures aren’t that great, but they remind me of
that beautiful day that I almost missed by spending too much time indoors. There is
beauty in God’s world.

The hardest part of talking with someone about the death of a loved one can be the first
few minutes of greeting. There are no words for that time. A hug, a few tears, a simple
acknowledgment that their pain is shared. That is about all that can be done. But for
some reason, before we got to the subject of funeral plans and the process of grief and
other important topics, the father started to tell the story of Jonathan’s adoption. Mom
joined in with the beautiful and incredible story. Being adoptive parents ourselves, we
know a little bit of that sense of surprise when you finally receive the notification that
there is a child who is available. What has been relegated to the imagination for so long
suddenly becomes real. You drop everything else in your life. In their story and in ours
there was a long drive to a distant town, a bit of exhaustion, and an incredible moment
of meeting and connection. The four of us in that room all knew that no matter what else
happened, no matter how much pain must be endured, no matter how many tears
remain to be cried - it was worth it. That incredible moment of connection was worth
whatever might follow. Life is all too short, and Jonathan’s tragically so. There are a
thousand, “what ifs” and “whys” and “if onlys.” But there is no denying that this
incredible gift that was entrusted to them by the processes of a mother releasing a child
for adoption, a foster family lovingly welcoming one more child to their home, an agency
daring to place a child in your arms - this incredible gift is a gift of God and more
valuable than any amount of pain and suffering that may later come. Even in the darkest
moments of life, there is beauty in God’s world.
I can count on being tired by the time I come to the end of this day. And tomorrow as
well. But the day will be bright because I am looking for that beauty. I know it is there.
There is beauty in God’s world. And I am privileged to witness that beauty.
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January 24, 2009 – Paseo

Today is the day of the Paseo at our sister church in Costa Rica. The Saturday after the
week-long Vacation Bible school there is a field trip for the children who have
participated every day in the VBS program. Busses are chartered to take the children to
a park, often one that has a swimming pool. A picnic lunch and an opportunity to play
are part of the reward for their participation in the VBS.
I have never been in Costa Rica for VBS, but I have participated in several Paseo
events that have occurred when we take groups to visit our sister church. One of the
things that a group visit can offer is lots of eyes for supervision of the children. Pastor
Dorotea and her volunteers always set the criteria for attendance, but each Paseo is a
special treat for participants.
These children live in a neighborhood where there are no fields of open grass. The
opportunity to visit a place where the ground is clean enough to sit and enjoy is rare.
Their homes are located in crowded urban areas primarily without yards. Others live in
squatter camps where every bit of open ground is trampled from the traffic of so many
feet coming and going to get to shack and sheds and other makeshift dwellings. Group
games are played in the streets with an eye to a passing bus or arriving car.
Going to a park is a real treat.
And a swimming pool full of clean water - sometimes with a slide - that is a really big
and uncommon adventure for the children. We have planned games and activities for

the children and when we first started making regular visits to our sister church we
worried a bit about what would keep the children engaged and entertained for five or six
hours. We didn’t need to worry. A grassy hill that one can roll down is entertainment for
a long time. A swimming pool will take up as much time as is available.
But I am here. It is 2 degrees outside with a high around 10 or 12 in the forecast. We
have a good chance to get some more snow today. In San Jose, Costa Rica it is about
60 with the forecast calling for a high in the mid-eighties. There is a chance of a
thunderstorm this afternoon. Their weather forecast includes a “heat index,” which is a
combination of temperature and humidity that can make it feel like it is warmer than the
measured temperature. It is sort of the opposite of the “wind chill” that is included in our
forecast.
I can picture the scene that will emerge in a few hours at the church. There will be a
growing crowd of children, many with parents who have accompanied them to the
church. Most will be milling outside. The charter buses will stop at the corner. It is too
difficult for them to navigate onto the street in front of the church, especially with the
crowd of people waiting. The buses will be old school buses, but may sport different
paint jobs than you would see in the United States. One of the adults from the church
will be checking names and making sure that the children who board the buses are
entitled to participate in the event. The kids will crowd three to a seat with adults
scattered here and there.
This year the destination of the Paseo is a secret. The children have been asking all
week long where they will be going today. Most of the adults, including the members of
our congregation that are there to help with Vacation Bible School, didn’t know the
location all week so it wasn’t hard for them to simply say, “I don’t know” to the children’s
questions. There will be plenty of excitement about their unknown destination.
The bus will be noisy with conversation as it heads down the hill and around several
corners into heavy urban traffic. Eyes will be glued to the glass with everyone looking
out at the sights. When they arrive at the park there will be a few instructions and
usually a group gathering after the buses have unloaded. There will be some songs and
perhaps a brief devotional. When the time to play arrives, there will be an “explosion” of
kids running, shouting, enjoying themselves. Adults will spend the day counting and
watching to make sure that the kids stay together in a group.
I can’t guarantee it but chances are pretty good that lunch will be hot dogs with a
mixture of cabbage, mayonnaise and ketchup. It is possible that there could be some
other type of sandwich as well. Usually there are a few potato chips and a glass of
punch.
We gringos from North America really love going on Paseo with the children. It is an
opportunity to see smiles and experience laughter, not that these are uncommon at the

church and in the neighborhood. Beyond that, however, it is a way to observe children
doing what children do: play. There is something universal about children playing that
transcends culture and language. We can connect with their play and we can see the
connections between their play and the play of children in other parts of the world. What
is revealed to us is the simple truth that we all share in a common humanity.
I think that we once thought that we went to Costa Rica to share our faith. That by
spending time with our sister church and engaging in work with them we would, by our
presence, demonstrate the love of God in Christ Jesus. What we discovered is that faith
is alive and well in Costa Rica and that we go to witness the faith that is already present
and to share in the life of faith with our sisters and brothers whose language, culture
and economic circumstances are different from our own. Regular visits to our sister
church are for our transformation as much as they are for their transformation and for
the purpose of sharing in our common faith. We are one in the Spirit.
So today, I will tell a bit of the story of Paseo to the class that I am teaching in windy
and cold Hermosa, South Dakota, and perhaps one of our mission partners will tell a
child about Christians who live in a place that gets cold this time of year. Part of me
wishes I was there, not for the weather, but for the people. I know that there will be a
report in my e-mail in-box that I can share with our South Dakota congregation
tomorrow.
The truth that continues to present itself is that the distance and difference between our
congregations is smaller than the commonality. We are a people of One Lord, One
Baptism, One Faith. And our common life of faith is one of joy and life. Gracias a Dios!
Adios, amigos. Via con Dios!
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.

January 25, 2009 – Annual Meeting

We have a quantity of postcards around our church that have a lovely picture of our
church building - with an empty parking lot in front. I had once been told that architects
like pictures of buildings without any cars or people because automobiles and clothing
can date the picture. Buildings last longer than fashion trends or automobile styles. But I
have never really liked the postcards and have been trying for years to use them up so
that we could get something else. For me, so little of our church is about the building.
The building is important, to be sure, and we are fortunate to have such a beautiful and
functional building. But the church is the people and the empty building just doesn’t say
anything about who we are or what we are about.
The annual report of our church has a photo of our building on the front cover. It also
shows a line of eleven pickup trucks and trailers loaded with firewood about to head for
Wanblee to deliver firewood to those who need it. There are a few people in the picture,
chatting and getting ready to get into the trucks and head out.
It says something about our church that an empty parking lot picture could never say.
I guess that this is the thirty first annual meeting of my career as an ordained minister.
And I had attended several congregational annual meetings before I was ordained.
Perhaps it isn’t quite accurate to use the number 31, because I did miss one annual
meeting of a congregation that I served. I don’t remember the reason that I needed to
be out of town on that particular day, but I do remember feeling guilty. The meeting was
well-moderated, the congregation was perfectly capable of taking care of its business

without me, but it still seemed wrong, somehow, for me not to be with my congregation
as they made the decisions that set in place their programs and ministries for the
coming year.
I used to get really nervous about annual meetings. There are a lot of things that can go
wrong. Budgets can be amended and even thrown out of balance. Since everyone has
an equal voice in the meeting and not everyone participates in the meeting, it is possible
for a vocal minority to assume undue power. And what I really feared most was conflict.
I have seen some conflict in annual meetings. I remember arguments about remodeling
a church, and disagreements about how to get a roof repaired. I remember
disagreements about the purchase of a parsonage and even one rather heated
argument about the pastor, though that meeting wasn’t a congregation that I was
serving.
Every pastor knows that it is dangerous and wrong-headed to take the actions and
discussions of an annual meeting personally. People rarely intend their comments to be
personal attacks, and the congregation must be allowed to have a life of its own. In
order for our form of church government to work, the power of the congregation must be
real and the meeting must have authority to make significant decisions.
But it is really hard for pastors not to take some of the things that are said personally.
Salaries are usually more than half of the operating budget of the congregation, and
pastoral salaries are the majority of that figure. And ministers become intimately
connected and attached to the programs and ministries of the church. Every program
cut feels a bit like losing an old friend. Every criticism of a church project feels like a
personal attack, even when there is no intent on the part of the individual speaking.
But I don’t get as nervous about congregational annual meetings as I once did. I have
learned to keep my ear to the ground so that I have a pretty good sense of what might
come up at the meeting. I have learned to work with budget committees to resolve
budget issues and present budgets to congregations that will work, even when they
have certain flaws. I have learned to consult with moderators about agenda so that
there are no surprises. And I am working on, but have not fully learned, the art of
keeping quiet. The truth is that my voice does have more impact than the voice of other
members of the congregation. I have a weekly audience - they have the opportunity to
address the congregation only rarely.
Our way of doing business works best when everyone is treated equally and all
members feel permission to speak freely.
So I am learning to relax about congregational meetings. This is not to say that I won’t
be busy today. I need to assist congregational leaders so that they can do the work they
have come to do. Microphones need to work. The right numbers need to be projected

onto the screen so that everyone can look at them at the same time. My job is mostly
behind the scenes to assure that things go smoothly.
This day begins with a bit of anticipation. I want things to go smoothly for the
congregation. But I don’t want to eliminate every surprise. I want the power of the
congregation to be real and the ability of the congregation to speak and be heard to be
meaningful. I take this meeting seriously. And there will be a small sense of relief when
it is over.
I hope that congregational meetings never become so routine for me that I fail to take
them seriously. The business of the church belongs to the people of the church and we
conduct that business best when we learn to say the things that really matter to us and
to listen carefully to the things that other members of our congregation have to say.
Most importantly, we all need to listen for the voice of God. Our forebears believed that
God spoke through the collective wisdom of the group and that congregational meetings
were an essential part of discerning God’s will.
I just hope that we did a good job of proof reading the annual reports and that we
haven’t made too many glaring mistakes.
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January 26, 2009 – Sunday Paper

Culture is never static. It is always shifting and changing. One of the changes that is
apparent is the role of newspapers in daily life. Newspaper circulation and revenues are
down. Staffing is down at newspapers and the number of newspapers in the United
States continues to decline. At the newspapers that remain there is a significant shift
from print editions to online news services.
Like many other places where culture is shifting, I seem to end up somewhere in the
middle with mixed feelings. We still subscribe to a daily newspaper and I take a look at it
every day, but I usually have scanned the headlines from at least three online news
sources before I ever get to the newspaper.
The ritual of the Sunday newspaper has always been a bit different at our house.
Sunday is a busy work day for us and we need to get up and get going. The slightly
slower pace that is present in the homes of people with different jobs just isn’t our
Sunday routine. Most Sundays the newspaper arrives as I am ready to pull out of the
driveway. When we had children at home, I had a sort of ritual of going through the
Sunday paper over a light lunch after church services, but in our current life stage, I
often don’t get to the paper until late afternoon. By that time, there isn’t much that is
news left. I’ve gotten the headlines and obituaries from the online edition. People have
spoken of the contents of many of the articles, and when one is particularly relevant,
I’ve looked into it online. And even if I were to have a ritual of reading the Sunday
morning paper upon rising, I would know most of its contents anyway. The process of
producing a newspaper means that most of the news gets to other media before it can

be printed, and the reduction in newspaper staffs means that most of the news in the
paper is drawn from sources that are widely available on the Internet. There isn’t much
that is new in the paper.
But we still have the comics. I’m aware that individual comics are available online.
Some even offer a subscription service that allows individuals to receive a daily comic in
their e-mail, but there is a big difference between viewing a comic online and sitting
down with the Sunday comics.
Comics are an art form that are uniquely suited to newspapers. As color printing
became technologically possible, many newspapers began experimenting with color
pages on Sunday. The comics became a good place for the color printing because
printing techniques were ahead of color photography, because set up for the new
process was very complex and time consuming (and therefore unsuitable for headline
news), and because the simplified characters of the comics allowed for imprecise
registration of colors. Using color to depict realistic images came much later in news
printing, and has become popular only after the advent of digital photography and
printing techniques.
The Sunday Comics have been a mainstay of newspaper journalism since the late
nineteenth century. The comic book initially was an offshoot of Sunday comic editions
which ran as large as 32 pages in some newspapers in the first half of the 20th century.
During the great depression of the 1930’s, comic artists were superstars. Some
continued to earn six figure incomes when most of the rest of the nation was struggling
to survive.
Comics continue to be the mainstay of syndication, with approximately 70% of
newspaper syndication income coming from the comics.
But it is changing. Syndicates can no longer get long-term contracts with comic artists.
the old standard 20 year contract of the 20th century has given way to much shorter
contracts for artists. Comics like Blondie, Beetle Bailey, and Gasoline Alley that ran for
decade after decade and passed from artist to artist are becoming less common.
Features like the Far Side, Calvin & Hobbes, and Bloom County enjoyed great
popularity and attention, circulating in over 1,000 newspapers, but ran their course in
much shorter time spans, their creators retiring at relatively young ages without passing
on the strips to other artists.
Our local paper continues to print a Sunday Comics section with color printing, four
pages and about four features per page, which allows the individual comics to be a
good size for reading. It is part of my Sunday ritual, although often an evening activity
instead of something that I read over breakfast. I did notice that the newspaper recently
dropped the color advertising insert that used to be in the comics after months of being
unable to sell all of the ads and running full-page newspaper promotion ads.

I suspect that the comics, and the rest of the newspaper, are on their way out. It isn’t
going to be economical for printed documents to be delivered door to door. Advertisers
aren’t going to support decreasing subscription rates and declining readership. There
are other ways for advertisers to get in touch with customers and there are other ways
for individuals to get their news. But I hope that the decline is slow. I’d really like the
Sunday comics to survive until my retirement when I might have time to sit down at the
breakfast table and linger over the comics with a second cup of coffee before heading
out for my daily activities.
It may not happen. The decline in newspapers seems to be accelerating and my
retirement plans seem to be shifting as well. I may not retire quite as soon as I once
thought. Time will tell.
I glanced through a few color comics online this morning. It’s not the same, but I
suspect that whatever the media, creative and intelligent artists will continue to find
ways to entertain us.
And perhaps we will not become too busy to include laughter in each day.
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January 27, 2009 – Another Delay

It is cold and clear this morning, with a dusting of new snow overnight. My thermometer
is showing -9. It is supposed to get above zero by noon, but not up to 20. Earlier
forecasts had said we might make it into the forties today, but it now appears that
weather will be reserved for later in the week. I’ve had my eyes on the weather because
we had a plan to raise the walls at our “Faith Builds” Habitat for Humanity home this
noon. Press releases have gone out. Ministers have been recruited. We thought that it
would make a great statement to our community if a group of ministers from various
denominations raised the walls together.
It is easier to herd cats than to schedule ministers. Every date we have picked has held
a conflict for some of the ministers. I’ve heard most of the excuses that can be imagined
and with the exception of Sunday, there is at least one minister taking the day off every
day.
But we won’t be raising the walls today. There aren’t that many ministers who have
insulated coveralls and good gloves. If we want the walls to go up with the hands of
ministers, we have to choose a day more suitable for delicate hands. And rescheduling
will be as challenging as it was to get this day on the calendars of ministers. We may
end up raising the walls with a couple of ministers and a group of laypersons.
The extra time will be greatly appreciated. I have a funeral today and another tomorrow
and I have to find some way to transform stacks of notes into coherent sentences and
meaningful liturgy sometime before each funeral begins. I won’t be bored with the gift of

extra time. Still, it is a bit of a disappointment that we can’t seem to get the chance we
want for the photo we have imagined.
Of course, we are trying to build a house in January in Rapid City. It shouldn’t surprise
that there can be weather delays. The only way for Black Hills Area Habitat for
Humanity to sustain year-round building is to have one or more houses that are closed
in so indoors work can be done. And on a day like today it requires heaters to work
even indoors.
The weather has always affected the pace of life on the plains.
Winter is the time for storytelling and staying close to home. We know that there can be
some wonderfully warm days for outdoor activities in the midst of winter, but they have
to be taken as they come. The long-range forecast calls for highs in the ’40’s next week
and if we are lucky we might be able to raise the walls then. After this snow, a few days
in the 40’s should make for an impressive amount of mud at the construction site.
Patience is what is required. And though sometimes I think I am getting more patient,
patience has never been my strongest quality.
And the snow is really beautiful.
Despite the proliferation of electronic calendars and time management tools, despite the
seminars on planning and organization, despite our attempts at control, our time is not
truly our own. Our lives are affected by events and forces that are beyond our control.
There is joy to be found in learning to be flexible and to accept the things that cannot be
changed. We can plan around the weather but we cannot control the weather - and the
art of predicting the weather is imprecise at best.
The forecast is for highs in the low eighties in Costa Rica today. And there certainly is
no shortage of need for decent housing in Costa Rica. Maybe we’re building in the
wrong location today. But we have learned to respond to the needs where we find
ourselves. And this house will be completed in due time.
Patience is what is required and perhaps the events of this day will help me to learn
more of its value.
In the meantime, I don’t think I’ll have time to get bored today.
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January 28, 2009 – Delightfully Wrong

Most of what I wrote in yesterday’s blog turned out to be wrong. And I couldn’t be more
happy about it. It turned out that the cold weather did not cause a delay in our building
project and the walls are up. A dedicated crew of volunteers was on the job despite the
cold weather preparing for the wall-raising. At noon the lunch showed up and the clergy
started to arrive. Within a few minutes there were more than enough hands to raise the
walls in a short amount of time. Newspaper and television crews were on hand to cover
the event as well. Click here for a link to the article in the Rapid City Journal.
The day was every bit as busy as I had predicted. There were lots of details involved in
getting ready for the funeral, and I was nervous about the technology. We don’t show a
lot of videos in our church and I wanted to make sure that things worked right for the
family. But there was time for me to stop by the Habitat site in the morning and then
come back for the wall-raising.
I can’t describe the sense of gratitude that came wave after wave as I discovered all of
the things others were doing to make the wall-raising a success. A phone call revealed
that someone else had already arranged the lunch. A little before noon I noticed my
colleagues arriving. The executive director of Black Hills Area Habitat for Humanity
arrived. All of the members of my Wednesday morning clergy Bible study were on hand.
It was so good to see them there and to stand shoulder to shoulder with my friends and
raise the walls for a new house.

Habitat for Humanity has always been about stepping out in faith. It takes a lot of
planning, no small amount of hard work, and a dose or organization. But what makes
Habitat work is the faith. Alone we do not have the resources to solve the really big
problems of this world. When we are intentional about connecting with God’s work and
God’s timing we are able to accomplish some incredible things in this world.
Today there are four walls standing on a new house. It is ready to have the trusses lifted
into place. After that comes a roof and siding, windows and doors. And the house will be
yet another reminder of one of life’s lessons for me.
I don’t have to do it all alone. I can’t do it all alone. The simple truth is that if I had not
shown up at all yesterday, the work would have been accomplished all the same. But
I’m glad I was there to see it. I’m glad I was there to be reminded of the strength that
comes from working together. It was a cold day, but I was warm all over with gratitude.
Last year, Habitat for Humanity International participated in the construction of 55,000
homes worldwide. The world’s largest builder of homes constructs them one at a time
with volunteer labor. The crisis is not over. There are still far too many families living in
substandard housing all around the world. But through the simple economics of interestfree loans and non-profit fundraising, each home that is built comes with a mortgage
that produces income for the building of more homes. The capacity to build homes
increases with every home that is built. It is estimated that this accelerating building of
capacity to build with each home will produce 66,000 homes in 2009; 100,000 homes by
2010. Here in our corner of the world, we have grown to a point of being able to build
ten homes a year and from now on we will have a “faith builds” home - a home funded
by the churches of Rapid City - under construction at all times.
When we spread out the cost, the work we can do is incredible. At current costs, it is
just $4 per member per year for each of rapid city’s churches to keep building.
I’m sure glad I was wrong in my blog yesterday.
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January 29, 2009 – Rabbit Remembered

I have written two eulogies this week and at the moment it doesn’t seem that I have a
third in me, but I cannot let the death of John Updike pass without some comment. Lung
cancer is a terribly devastating disease and, in its end stages wracks its victims with
pain and discomfort. Anyone who has witnessed the effects of this disease knows that it
reaches a place where its victims and families no longer wish for it to go on. Death is a
release and a relief. So I would not want John Updike to be defined by the disease that
claimed his life.
But disease is not what the world will remember of a prolific author of more than 50
books and hundreds of articles, short stories and columns. The man was a writer. I think
that I probably first met John Updike through a college literature class. I eventually read
three of the Rabbit novels. He once said in an interview that I heard, “I don’t think that I
have exhausted the subject of suburban adultery, but it has exhausted me.” I
understood that feeling. After three of the Rabbit novels, I was not eager to pick up
another book about divorce, displacement, despair and the results of people’s poor
decisions. I never got around to reading the last two books in the series. But Updike had
created a character, Harry “Rabbit” Angstrom, who continues to populate my memory.
The first novel has one of the best descriptions of a pick-up basketball game I have ever
read. For a novel, it seems incredibly real. Rabbit is not John Updike and the novels are
not autobiography, but there are elements of experience and realism that show through
the fiction.

It has always amazed me how an author can create an entirely fictional character. They
say that you write what you know, and Updike’s novels are roughly set in Pennsylvania
where he grew up and later novels, such as the Witches of Eastwick and the Widows of
Eastwick are set in a place that resembles the Massachusetts where Updike lived as an
adult. But the amount of each novel that springs from the imagination of the author is an
amazing thing to me. I’ve started several novels in my life, but never completed one.
One of the big dangers of the fiction writing that I have done is that the characters begin
to resemble all too closely someone who I have really met. It could be a gray line
between fiction and parody. And that is a line I do not intend to cross.
There are so many other examples of Updike’s creativity that come to mind. He was a
good writer of short stories and he served as editor of several collections of short stories
that I have enjoyed deeply. The Afterlife and Other Stories contains 22 stories that
explore the meaning of aging. All of the stories are of married men who are facing their
own mortality. The approach of death produces painful insights and unusual behavior.
The approach of death is something that Updike has explored deeply. On wonders what
insights and behaviors populated his life at the end.
The Alligators, which is either a very long short story or a short novel, tells of a fifthgrader who participates in bullying until a strange dream changes his behavior. It might
be a love story, but it is also an exploration of how people change. I suspect that there
is a certain quality of autobiography in the story. John Updike suffered from psoriasis
much of his life and as a child he had speech problems with stuttering and stammering.
It must have been frustrating for the child of a math teacher to wrestle with speaking.
His mother wrote stories and perhaps the young boy saw how the tools of a writer give
the opportunity for a different kind of expression than speech. Maybe Updike knew the
taunting of children from both sides of the experience.
Time and space do not allow comment on all of the writings of John Updike. He was
prolific. His youthful goal of a book a year was matched and exceeded for many years,
but he later slowed in the production of books and perhaps spent more time an energy
in research. His later writing shows a maturity and wisdom that took years to forge.
He had been in decline for some time. The man whose face had made the cover of
Time and Newsweek and who had been featured in The New Yorker multiple times
faded from public view in recent years. His death, while noted by the major news
outlets, did not warrant headline status.
It would not be accurate, exactly, to say that I will miss John Updike. I never met him
face-to-face and did not know him as a person. I met him through his writings and
although I’ve read quite a bit, I haven’t begun to exhaust the possibilities of that
relationship. There is enough reading in his works to keep me in touch with his way of
thinking for years and years.

A teacher once told me that each human being is an “ecology of spirit.” Each person is
a network of relationships that is amazingly complex and rich. This is certainly true of
the human mind. We have all sorts of ideas and memories, gathered from a widely
diverse set of sources that are put together in a pattern that is unique to each individual.
Part of that network for me has been forged by the books I have read and I have
allowed more than a small amount of fiction to enter my brain and my experience. Most
of the early years of my ministry I constantly had a novel in progress. While reading to
keep up with my profession and changes in my areas of academic interest, I also
pursued fiction with a passion. You might say that my ecology of spirit is populated with
real and fictional characters.
I know that I have read enough stories to have become a bit of a storyteller myself.
Many of my stories are based in reality as I have experienced it. Others are the stories
of our people, forged through generations of telling and re-telling. Still there is room for
an occasional tale and flight of fancy among my stories. It was Elie Wiesel who said,
“Sometimes, in order to tell the truth, you have to tell a story.” Fiction can convey true
messages.
I am grateful that for John Updike all sorrow and suffering are ended. The adventure of
his life has now reached its conclusion. And I am grateful for his prolific writing
throughout his life. The stories he told are not the stories I would tell, but they do
illuminate my life. And his characters populate the corners of my mind. Even when I
discover my own heaviness and clumsiness there is within me a Rabbit who can still
handle the ball and who plays hoops with the tips of his fingers and the tips of his toes.
Thank you John Updike for the stories you have told.
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January 30, 2009 – Newark
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There is a joke in some of the travel blogs about Newark Airport. It is sometimes
referred to as “the airport that is nicer than the city.” It is a major travel hub because of
its proximity to New York City. There are plenty of jokes about Newark and about the
entire state of New Jersey.
Susan got to spend enough time in Newark yesterday to have some sense of the
airport. She was returning home from Bangor, where she went to attend Convocation
and participate in a seminary student’s mid-program review. The visit had been good,
but too short and is often true with travel, it would have been good if her delay could
have been spent at one or the other end of the trip instead of at an airport somewhere in
between. The delay was caused by a mechanical problem that appeared to be minor,
so they waited the first hour and a half on the airplane. By the time the airline found
another airplane, the delay was over five hours, long beyond the time to catch the last
flight from Denver into Rapid City, so she spent the night in Denver and will return to
Rapid City this morning.
It is nothing like the ordeals that have been endured by some - extraordinary delays in
airplanes sitting on airport ramps without food or adequate restroom facilities. Still, we
don’t spend much time apart, so the delay in her return is a disappointment. There is
little disruption from my point of view, but after a long day yesterday, that was filled
mostly with waiting, she will have another couple of long days today and tomorrow to
get ready for Sunday after having been gone. For the most part it is the nature of our

work that we simply have to get it done regardless of travel or days off or even sick
days. What you don’t get done before you leave will be waiting for you when you return.
While we are as good as anyone else when we complain about travel days, travel is one
of the huge luxuries of our time. Our parents probably would never have tried to make a
trip to a place as distant as Maine in four days. Even though the technology existed for
one day travel between any two places in the United States, the distance involved
would have meant a longer visit. Our grandparents barely lived long enough for such
travel options to exist in their lifetimes and lived their lives much closer to their homes. A
trip from North Dakota to visit relatives in Minnesota was a major adventure, rarely
undertaken in a span of time less than a couple of weeks. A delay of five hours could
come from multiple flat tires in those days. Arrival times, and even arrival days were
offered in general terms, without much hope of meeting a specific hour.
Mud was responsible for more than one extra night en-route and they would have never
considered major travel in the month of January.
All in all, we are pretty lucky to be able to do the things that are most important in a
timely fashion. An occasional delay is to be expected, and on this particular trip, a delay
in the return is not as disruptive has would have been a delay traveling to Bangor. Both
Rapid City and Denver have forecasts for good weather today so things should go
smoothly.
Our attitudes toward travel are significantly different than those of previous generations.
I had a meeting in Pierre yesterday. I thought nothing of traveling 170 miles each way
for a mid-day meeting. There was no reason for me to consider staying overnight for an
event so close to home. The meeting assumed that participants, from across the state
of South Dakota, have access to dependable automobiles. Although the high price of
fuel has resulted in my participating in more meetings via telephone of computer
conferencing, we still travel a fair amount for face-to-face gatherings.
By the middle of March, our daughter will be living in England for a while and we will join
the ranks of families with one or more members on a different continent than the family
home. With computer video-conferencing and other communications, staying in touch is
relatively inexpensive and convenient. We have no plans to travel to visit her during her
stay, but it is not something that we would rule out. The price of airline tickets for such a
trip is under $500 per person. Not inexpensive, but fairly reasonable and certainly, when
adjusted for inflation, much lower than the prices payed by previous generations for a
trip to Europe.
So we will take the delay in stride and soon it will be just another story we sometimes
tell when we experience another delay. Life goes on and our lives are relatively
comfortable as they continue.

Safe travels wherever you may be going today. May you arrive safely and when you
return home may you be greeted with love.
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January 31, 2009 – Rodeo
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In the town where I grew up Rodeo day was a big day. There was a parade and the
town was full of visitors. We often got a new pair of jeans and a new cowboy shirt for the
occasion. My dad’s business always had a float in the parade. One year he towed an
airplane down the parade route with a saddle on the tail and I rode in the saddle,
dressed in my rodeo best.
It was a big deal, but it was only one day. We had to have a rodeo. The hometown of
Cremer Rodeos had to have a rodeo. And so our rodeo was billed as “The Biggest OneDay Show in the West.” I have no idea how they measured such things, but it was a
source of community pride.
Our family wasn’t a ranch family. We lived in town. My parents always had a connection
to agriculture, first through agricultural aviation and later through the farm machinery
and feed business. We visited area ranches all the time to see our friends and with our
dad when he made sale calls. And ranch culture was a part of our town. I can’t
remember when I first learned it - it was something I just always knew: cattlemen and
sheepherders don’t mix. In our town, the Court Bar was for sheepherders and the Grand
Bar was for cattlemen. If an out of town cattle buyer wandered into the wrong bar by
mistake, the error of his ways were soon pointed out to him.
We knew about the big winter stock show in Denver, but we had never attended. So,
now, as an adult, the Black Hills Stock Show and Rodeo is a bit of nostalgia for me and

at the same time it is a whole new world. An indoor rodeo is quite a production.
Truckload after truckload of dirt is hauled into the Civic Center. Area high school and
college students are hired by the score to rake the dirt and set up temporary corrals.
Before long they’ll be scattering wood chips and shoveling manure. Ranching is an
inherently outdoor activity and there are certain complications when you bring it inside.
But they’ve been doing it for years and have got a system figured out that works.
Any rodeo is a combination of a love for animals, showmanship, salesmanship, and an
old-fashioned get together. It takes promoters and advertisers and lots and lots of
people who have something to sell. The Black Hills Stock show features auctions every
day and it isn’t just the animals who go up on the block. Antiques and artwork will be
featured at the Foundation Sale. There will be a separate auction for genetics and
breading. And, of course there are individual auctions for specific breeds. There’ll be a
horse auction where animals will sell for prices that justify the $30,000 horse trailers on
display in the parking lot and the $65,000 pickups to pull the trailers.
Now, as an adult, I’m not a rancher. I’ve never owned a horse and I don’t have an
acreage. The closest I come to ranch work is an occasional trip to haul a little manure
for the garden. I’m a preacher: a tie-wearing, office-job, indoor-working guy. I could
easily go through my work life without getting into the mud and the muck and wearing
dress-up clothes most days.
I own a boot and hats, but that doesn’t make me a cowboy. I learned those rules as a
little kid. On rodeo day we all dressed up like cowboys, but those of us who walked to
school were in a different category than the kids who got off the bus each morning.
But on Rodeo day folks are just folks. Everybody is in the same category. And
everybody is treated like family. And that is what I like best about the Stock Show. The
people that I meet when I attend are just good people - people who make their living
producing food for the rest of us - people who work hard and once in a while take a few
days off to enjoy themselves. And they welcome the rest of us and treat us the same as
they treat their closest neighbor. Rank and class, position and power don’t mean much
at the stock show. The guy who donated the set of horns that came from a steer that
was slaughtered to feed the 7th calvary to the foundation auction is more popular than
the governor. Everybody is welcome to look at the critters and walk through the
displays. Real cowboys, who wear feed store caps when working at home, save their
Stetsons for special occasions and will walk into the convention center as duded up as
those of us who live in town.
And some of the folk who are in town for the stock show will stop by for church on
Sunday morning. It’s what they do every Sunday and we’ll be able to welcome them.
After church we’ll sit down for a cup of coffee and maybe tell a few stories.

After all, there is time to go to church, stop for coffee and still make the sheep shearing
contest set for noon on Sunday.
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