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July 1, 2009 – Synod Conclusions 

 
Yesterday, we were waling across a bridge and both Susan and I recognized the facade 
of the old Civic Auditorium, site of the 1971 General Synod. The building is almost 
totally surrounded by the newer, much larger, glass and steel DeVos Center, but the 
facade is still right there and looks just like it did in 1971. We had been walking by it all 
week, but hadn’t recognized what it was.  It helped to give us a sense of where we have 
been. Among the transformations in 38 years is a real clean-up of the riverfront and a 
renewal of the river to its role as a prominent downtown feature. 
 
The synod concluding worship was, like other synod services, very meaningful. The 
communion liturgy was well done and there was a powerful blending of music. We sang 
the hymn “Joyful, joyful we adore you,” in two styles: We started with the organ and 
traditional pace for two verses and then the house band picked up the pace and we 
sang in jazz style. The organ joined the band for the final verse.  It is difficult to 
describe, but the effect was powerful.  One of the things that we are bringing home to 
our church from this experience is a new hymnal supplement, “Sing Prayer, Sing 
Praise” and new ideas about music and worship. 
 
The process is exhausting, and we are very tired.  But it has been good. There will be 
many things to report after we have had time to think about all that has happened. 
There were no really big controversial decisions made by synod this year. The ministry 
issues constitution and by laws changes carried no surprises for us and should serve 
South Dakota’s ministry situation well. It will take a bit of adjustment to the new 
language, but that won’t be a problem for our churches. The governance proposal 
adopted by the synod is genuine progress in a process that will take another four years 



to implement.  The mood of the synod was not as divisive nor as combative as we have 
witnessed some years. 
 
Worship is what I will remember the most. We have heard great preaching, great music 
and well-crafted liturgy. This is one place where we get new ideas for worship in our 
home setting and I will find ways to share some of these ideas with the folk at home.  Of 
course, everything needs to be adapted. We don’t worship with 4,000 at home, and we 
don’t have a house band or a six screen video projection system. And we don’t want 
those things. Still, there is a hunger for continuing change and adaptation of our worship 
to keep it fresh and meaningful to old and young members of the church. 
 
I am grateful we have planned vacation as transition between synod and home.  It might 
seem strange to take a two-week vacation in two parts, but it will serve us well for this 
trip. There are some committee meetings today and we won’t make it back to Lake 
Superior tonight, but we have a campground on Lake Michigan reserved and will be 
camping alongside Superior again tomorrow night. 
 
We have a couple of bags and a box of resources that we have gathered at the 
displays. With extra things to take home, it is good to be driving instead of figuring out 
how to work those items into airline luggage or find a way to ship items home. 
 
Lunch yesterday was the Association of United Church Educators’ annual founders’ 
banquet. I served on the national coordinating committee of AUCE for eight years, so it 
was another opportunity to connect with friends and colleagues. The wooden cross that 
was presented to the honored founder was made of purple heart, a hardwood that is 
found in Costa Rica. I’ve had a special appreciation for purple heart and we had purple 
heart crafted into our new organ console at home as a symbol of that connection, so the 
cross had a meaning to me that wasn’t apparent to the recipient.  I know that craftsman 
who made the cross and may contact him for some of his work in the future if we have a 
special need. 
 
This morning we move out of a motel room we have occupied for a week and back into 
our camper.  A couple of trips should do it. Once we get on the road, we’ll find a grocery 
store before dinner. Our canoes are at a friend’s place about 70 miles up the road and 
we’ll make a quick stop to pick them up. 
 
There is too much of synod to take in and to report. I’ll try to put more synod reflections 
into the blog as time passes.  For now, into the wilderness we go to pray, to be 
renewed, to see the world freshly.  May our retreat give us strength and energy for the 
ministry that lies ahead. 
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July 2, 2009 – Fresh 
 

 
 
Natives of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula tell us that this is one of the coolest springs on 
record. Aside from a few warm days in June, most of the days have been below 
average in temperature. This has made for pleasant traveling for us, and before this 
week, uncrowded campgrounds. 
 
The Fourth of July holiday is one of the most important times in this region to earn cash 
income. Visitors from around the world come for the camping, fishing, boating, 
sightseeing and other outdoor activities. One of the things that visitors love to do is to 
stop at the local fruit stands for fresh fruit.  Of course there are crops such as apples 
that no one expects to be mature yet, but this is berry season and people who have 
been coming this way for years are stopping at the fruit stands for berries and hoping 
that there may be a few of the dark, tart, Michigan cherries available. The supplies are 
limited because the weather has not cooperated. 
 
But we did find several fruit stands with fresh strawberries and a couple of pick-your-
own places that had strawberries. The season is starting and none too soon for the 
producers because with the Fourth of July landing on a weekend, the holiday traffic 
won’t be as spread out as it gets when the holiday is mid week. The coming weekend is 
a big one for everyone in the tourist industry in the Upper Peninsula. 
 
We have the joy of fresh strawberries in our camper. They are ripe, but not too ripe - 
just right. We simply ate strawberries with no preparation other than cleaning for desert 
last night and this morning promises strawberry topping for pancakes - a great way to 



start the day.  We bought just a few, knowing that we’ll be passing other fruit stands 
today and will have other opportunities to taste the local produce.  There are good 
chances of having fresh lake trout and fresh strawberries for supper.  
 
The people who lived in this region in the end of the nineteenth century were mostly 
employed in mining and timber cutting. Mills dotted the shorelines around the area, 
mostly smelters that melted down iron into bars or “pigs” of about 100 pounds each. 
Those iron pigs were then shipped, usually by boat, to foundries and manufacturing 
facilities in cities that were often also on the shores of one of the great lakes.  
 
Mill towns were dirty places, with soot and charcoal smoke from the continually-burning 
furnaces, the smell of too many outhouses in too little area, and men who worked in 
grease and grime for 12 hour days and returned to bed too tired to do more than wash 
their hands and faces. The laborers’ cabins didn’t have cisterns and so water was 
carried from community wells and baths were rare luxuries.  The mills provided schools 
for the children and most had a company store that sold the essentials of house keeping 
and staple foods.  
 
Whenever the furnaces were shut down for maintenance or other reasons, the workers 
would supplement their food stocks by hunting and fishing. The country is abundant with 
game.  In addition, wives and children grew gardens in the summers. Even the best-
stocked company stores couldn’t carry fresh fruits and vegetables very often due to the 
distances and costs involved in shipping. But hunting, fishing and gardening produced 
supplies of fresh food for all who lived in the region.  This had, after all, been the way of 
living of the indigenous people who had inhabited this region for millennia, since shortly 
after the last ice age receded. 
 
Although people now cultivate berries in carefully-planed commercial operations, 
Raspberries and blueberries are native to the area and grow in great profusion without 
any effort except picking the fruit.  Natives and immigrants alike knew where there were 
hillsides of berries fresh for the taking. Of course this was also known by birds and 
bears and other animals, so there could be a bit of competition for the freshest berries.  
 
As we bit into the fresh, juicy strawberries last night, we remembered the brave people 
who lived in this land long before our visit. We will never be natives in this area. We will 
never know the best berry-picking spots as well as the folk who live here. But we are 
fortunate that they cultivate a few acres here and there with berries and we are 
fortunate that we have arrived in time to taste the freshness of this season’s first 
harvest.   
 
We are enjoying the return to fresh food after a week of eating meals in restaurants. We 
had some great meals and even some fresh fruit during Synod, but in our own space we 
prepare the kinds and amounts of food we enjoy.   n 
 



Since fresh berries and home-cooked food was so delicious to us last night after just a 
week in the city, imagine how good fresh berries must have tasted after a winter of 
rapidly-depleting and increasingly stale stocks from the root cellar. 
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July 3, 2009 - Gulls 
 

 
 
We have returned to the shores of Lake Superior.  We are camped at Brimley, near 
Sault St. Marie. This morning we’ll cross the bridge into Canada and make a stop at the 
Canadian Bush Plane Museum before heading up the coast to a Provincial Park. We 
don’t have too many miles to make today, which will leave time for sight seeing, reading 
and paddling. 
 
All around the lake we have seen thousands of gulls. They eat insects and small 
crustaceans that are washed up by the waves.  We’ve seen farm fields with hundreds of 
gulls in them, but aren’t sure what they are eating there. Hopefully they eat pests 
without damaging crops.  There is the famous story of the flocks of seagulls that saved 
early Mormon settlers from starvation by eating a huge infestation of grasshoppers in 
the early days of the settlement of Utah. 
 
Gulls are such graceful flyers. On a windy day they can almost hover and they fly with 
few flaps of their wings, so their flight appears effortless. The unique shape of the wings 
and their ability to control the wing tips separately and the way that their webbed feet 
work in unison with their tails for pitch control make them excellent slow flyers. But they 
can be amazingly quick when speed is needed.  They are able to make progress in the 
face of strong winds and seem to relish flying into the wind. Then, with the raising of one 
wing they turn downwind and soar for great distances. 
 
Unlike swallows and other birds, gulls primarily feed while walking long the shore or in 
another setting. They don’t seem to catch much of their food in flight, but rather use 



flight to get to the places where the food is and then walk as they are eating. When we 
go for a walk on the beach, the gulls hop and walk ahead of us until we get too close 
and then take to flight for a few minutes to put distance between themselves and us. 
Often they will simply fly around us so we are walking away from them. We have seen 
some of the tiny lake creatures that they eat, but they also appear to be eating small 
creatures that we don’t notice as we walk along.  
 
The simple fact that birds exist and are capable of flight is an amazing part of this world. 
They have developed specialized structures such as hollow bones and feathers and 
specialized muscles that allow them to take to the air. There are many different types of 
wings, specialized for different kinds of flight. And birds have developed incredible 
powers of vision that make it possible for them to find food while at great distances from 
their prey. Gulls and a host of other birds are amphibious, as well, being able to swim in 
the water, fly in the air and walk on dry land. They can transition from swimming to 
walking and from walking or swimming to flying and are capable of landing both on the 
water and dray land. 
 
And they have given wing to our imaginations as well. Many of the developments of 
aircraft have come from observation of birds.  The scientific principle that is behind 
flight, Bernouli’s Principle, states that when air is forced to split around a curved surface, 
the air that has to travel the most distance will create a low pressure area while the air 
that travels slower will create a high pressure, thus the object will rise in response to the 
differential of pressure. The shape of a gull’s wing invites imitation. It has a large, 
graceful arch capable of maintaining lift as long as their is sufficient air moving across 
the wing. Thus the gull can fly without flapping its wings when facing into the wind. 
 
Today will be a day for thinking about aviation and flying. I grew up with a mountain pilot 
for a father and I have read a lot about the bush pilots who continue to serve remote 
communities around the world. In Canada, aviation continues to be an essential service 
connecting people, especially those living in remote communities not served by roads. 
The Canadian Bush Plane Museum is famous among pilots and other fans of aviation 
as having one of the most complete collections of bush planes. There is also a movie 
that, according to my pilot friends, is not to be missed with spectacular footage of 
airplanes flying into and out of very remote locations as well as the spectacular scenery 
of remote Canadian areas.  
 
I’m sure that I’ll be taking the memories of watching gulls flying as I visit the museum 
today. And I know that generations of pilots have watched the birds for hints about 
human aviation. There are unique needs of bush flying that are different from normal 
airline flying. Speed and the capacity to move large amounts of people are not as 
necessary as the ability to operate from short and rough runways. Bush planes serve 
small populations and so rarely need to be too large, but they need to have the capacity 
of handling a stretcher in a medical emergency and then making a quick transition to 
carrying bulky items such as mail or parts for machines. Bush pilots much have 



extensive knowledge of local terrain, weather patterns, and other items. And for most of 
the history of bush flying there was no GPS satellite navigation. What was called “flying 
by the seat of your pants,” was really a great deal of knowledge of local features and the 
ability to keep track of one’s location while flying over miles of territory that looks the 
same to an untrained eye. There is a lot of forest in the north country and options for 
landing an airplane are few and far between. 
 
Gulls are good bush pilots, landing in a wide variety of locations and found in very 
remote places. Like many other things found in nature, they provide inspiration for 
human efforts and human possibilities. May we continue to share the joy of learning by 
observing the beauty of this world. 
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July 4, 2009 – Splash 
 

 
 
We are camped at Agawa Bay in Lake Superior Provincial Park. It is the campsite that 
is farthest East of our adventure. The past couple of days have been chilly, with highs in 
the low ’60’s. But the sun came out in the afternoon and so I decided to take a little 
paddle. The waves here are fairly large. It isn’t the same effect as tides in the oceans, 
though there probably is a small tidal effect with the world’s largest fresh water lake. We 
don’t notice daily variations in the water levels as one would at the ocean. But the wind 
stirs up the water and on the Eastern side of the lake there is quite a pit of surf, even in 
protected coves and bays. 
 
That makes launching and landing a kayak or canoe a tricky adventure for a novice who 
doesn’t have experience with the waters. If there is any slope to the beach at all, the 
waves wash over the bow of the boat as one launches and until the stern is off of the 
peach, the bow stays down. My first attempt to launch here resulted in several gallons 
of cold water washing into the boat before I could paddle away from the shore to the 
rolling water. I paddled around a bit with the water in the boat, which was heavy enough 
to make the boat a bit harder to handle and cold enough to make the sitting a bit 
unpleasant.  I came back to shore and got a spray skirt, which keeps the water out of 
the kayak. This allowed me to launch without filling the boat with water, though there 
was considerable water on the spray skirt and I got splashed several times. 
 
I was using my smallest boat because it is made out of a tough plastic and resists 
scratching on the gravel beach. With the troubles I was having launching, I didn’t want 
to risk scratching up one of my wooden boats. So I bounced around a bit in the waves 



and had to be careful to keep the boat aimed at the right angles to the water to prevent 
turning breech and rolling the boat.  Still, after a short time of not launching boats, it was 
a fun paddle.  The water was active enough that I didn’t pull out my camera to take any 
pictures, but I got a fresh view of the shoreline. 
 
Landing the boat the first time was a simple race. I paddled in on the surf and as soon 
as the bow touched the shore, I stood up and stepped out of the boat. The second 
landing was less graceful. I tried the same plan, but there was the added step of 
needing to pull the release on the spray skirt as I stood up.  With the paddle in one 
hand, I pulled the spray skirt release with the other as I was standing up and another 
wave was pushing the stern of the boat toward shore. Sure enough, the boat turned 
sideways to the wave and filled with water as I stepped out and fell down in the water. 
We both got really wet.  It must have looked amusing. There weren’t many witnesses, 
except Susan and the sea gulls.  
 
The Voyageurs would have laughed at my antics. They used large, freighter canoes, 
usually with twelve paddlers and a lot of valuable cargo. They launched and beached 
their canoes in waters that were much more rough that any in which I have paddled. 
Every launching of the big canoes involved someone wading in the water and most of 
the paddlers learned to keep their feet warm even when they were wet. Maybe the smell 
of wet wool softened the smell of the sweat as they worked hard, usually paddling 12 
hours per day.  
 
The eastern shore of Superior is also the land of spectacular sunsets, though we’ll be 
watching sunsets over the land for the rest of our trip because of the northern arc of the 
sun at this time of the year. Last night’s sunset was a chilly treat. We bundled up and 
sat on the beach and watched for a long time as the low clouds took on all sorts of 
colors. In addition to the joy of watching the natural beauty, we had the joy of a slower 
pace that allowed time for sitting, relaxing, and enjoying without having to worry about 
what time it was or having to return to work to be done or chores to finish.  
 
One thing about living in the camper, housekeeping is light duty.  There is only one 
narrow strip of linoleum to sweep, though it sometimes needs to be swept multiple times 
a day, especially when we are camped on sandy shores.  We use fewer dishes in 
cooking as we prepare simpler meals. There are no carpets to vacuum, no outdoor 
maintenance tasks. Our little home on wheels is good to go with just a few minutes to 
drop the top and hook up the canoe trailer.  
 
Today is July 4. Canada will be full of tourists from the United States who are taking 
their vacations on the holiday weekend. We will be staying in Pukaskwa National Park, 
a short journey from our present location. The park has only one campground and it 
doesn’t take reservations, The web site says that the campground rarely fills and we will 
be arriving early, so we are not worried about finding a place to stay.  We’ll just do our 
driving in the morning and save the afternoon for hiking, exploring, and enjoying the 



new place. The Canadian shoreline is the least developed on Lake Superior and 
Pukaskwa is among the most remote locations on the lake. The short drive will be 
beautiful and we are looking forward to getting a bit farther from the crowds - a mood 
that is a bit different than some July 4 celebrations.  We probably won’t be looking at 
fireworks or having a picnic with friends, but we will be celebrating the holiday and the 
concept of Independence. Maybe there is a bit of irony in celebrating Independence 
from England while camping on Crown land. We’ll be thinking of the ice cream social on 
the church lawn this evening and know that is where we would be if we were in Rapid 
City. 
 
Happy Independence Day. May the day find for each of us a way to celebrate a degree 
of independence and freedom. 
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July 5, 2009 – Cove 
 

 
 
Pukaskwa National Park of Canada is located in the northeastern corner of Lake 
Superior. It is mostly a wilderness park, with little access by road. At the northern tip of 
the park is a campground located on a tight cove in the lake. A series of points of land 
jut out into the lake, providing several harbors between the places where the White 
River and the Pic River flow into the lake.  Playter Harbor, and Pulpwood Harbor are 
separated by Campbell Point.  Located off a narrow channel from Pulpwood Harbor is 
Hattie Cove, a very protected bit of water that behaves, for the most part, like its own 
lake. The narrow channel connecting it with Lake Superior is situated almost at a right 
angle to the prevailing winds and it is sheltered by high headlands. The cove entrance is 
too tight for large boats, but it provides an excellent place for canoes and kayaks.  
 
We paddled around the cove in a tandem canoe yesterday. There is an island and 
several other features that make the paddling interesting on the very calm water.  I also 
took a kayak out through the entrance into Pulpwood Harbor for an extended paddle. I 
paddled around the headlands to Horseshoe Bay and got a taste for the bigger water of 
the main lake. It was bright and sunny, although temperatures were in the low sixties, so 
things were not too warm.  Pukaskwa provides a wonderful place for paddlers and for 
reflection.  
 
Our lives need a few sheltered coves and calm places. Like the lake, life can be filled 
with turmoil and turbulent currents. And sometimes we feel like we are taking a beating 
by forces that are beyond our ability to control. But there are a few protected places in 
this life where we can let down our guard and just be ourselves. Home is one of those 



places. Church can be one of those places. Like the tight cove off of the main lake, 
home can be a refuge where we are protected from the wild vicissitudes of life. 
 
Like the various harbors and coves that surround Lake Superior, not every home is the 
same as every other. And not every home provides safety for each of its inhabitants. 
Tragically homes can be places of hurt and violence for some.  But I have never 
experienced that terror. The places I have called home have been places of safety and 
refuge - and good places to take a break from the wilder and ore exciting parts of life. 
And I have had the good fortune to have discovered several different homes on this 
life’s journey. A cabin by the river, an apartment in Chicago, a parsonage in North 
Dakota and private houses in Idaho and South Dakota have all been protected homes 
for me. Not every one was the same size, but size is a poor measurement of the value 
of a home. 
 
This trip has been a time of some delightful paddling. I’m not too sure how many 
lessons in life can be learned by paddling, but the simple process of slowing down to 
the pace of human-powered transportation does give a fresh perspective and the 
opportunity to explore the world in more detail. The break from the everyday enables 
me to think about the things that matter most and to sort out the priorities for action 
when I return to work. I know that there will be some hectic and blustery days when I 
return, but this vacation has provided a little cove of quiet as I prepare for the next 
stages of the journey.  Today will take us to one of the larger bays on the lake, Thunder 
Bay. We’ll be staying in Sleeping Giant Provincial Park, not in the city, so we’ll avoid the 
hustle and bustle for a while before returning to the United States at the tip of Minnesota 
sometime tomorrow.  
 
Before we leave this campsite, I’ll head out with the kayak once more to explore the 
cove and to test the waters of the lake. Since this is new territory for me, almost 
everything I see is new and a fresh discovery. A short distance from our campsite takes 
me to places where there are no other people and few signs of human habitation. I get 
to see the lake as it was discovered by others in previous generations. I hope to leave it 
in the same pristine condition that I discovered it. As I paddle, I think of the Ojibwe 
people who used the lake as their primary mode of travel. They knew where the best 
blueberry patches were located and where to find animals to harvest for food. They 
learned the patterns of the fish in the lake and what times were best for netting fish to 
smoke and preserve.  Their canoes were made of birch bark and lasted for a few 
seasons before they were allowed to rot into the ground and a new canoe was made. 
The designs and shapes of the canoes were handed down for generations and they 
were stable, safe, quick and light on the water.  
 
My life has given me the gift of much wider travel than was possible for the aboriginal 
people of this area. I’ve traveled around the world and experienced a wide variety of 
cultures and experiences. I have hiked in the desert of Australia and the mountains of 
Switzerland. I have lived on the plains and traveled to the coasts. I have eaten the food 



of many different places and cultures. My life would have been unimaginable to the 
natives who lived for so many generations in this place. But times change. People 
change. And the world changes. We each live in our own generation and in our own 
time. 
 
Ours is a good time. It is good to be able to travel and see the world. But it is also good 
to refresh my body and restore my soul on calm waters. Today I am grateful for short 
distances to travel and calm waters to paddle. 
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July 6, 2009 – Giant 

 
We camped yesterday at Sleeping Giant Provincial Park on the Sibley Peninsula across 
from Thunder Bay, Ontario. The formation known as the sleeping giant is visible across 
Lake Marie Louise from our campsite, but we have been told it looks more dramatically 
like the torso of a reclining man when seen from the other side. 
 
We have read and heard several versions of the Ojibwe legend of the sleeping 
giant.  Both have to do with silver, the coming of European settlers and the enmity 
between the Ojibwe and the Dakota.  The Dakota got their common name, Sioux, from 
the Ojibwe. When the pressures of settlement on the East Coast combined with the 
natural wanderlust of the Dakotan people, they began to move north and east from 
earlier tribal homes. When they reached the area around the great lakes, they were 
known far and wide as fierce warriors. But they lacked the traditions and skills of canoe-
making and surviving in the land of the big water. They preferred to hunt the game 
rather than fish and they rarely used canoes and when they did the canoes were usually 
stolen rather than made by Dakota.  The “Allies,” as the Dakota called themselves, 
became known as “Snakes” in the Ojibwe language. The Ojibwe word was hard for the 
early French fur traders to pronounce, and it became Sioux. The name stuck and now is 
used by some bands of the tribe to refer to themselves.  
 
The story of the giant begins with Nanabosho. We have also seen the giant’s name 
spelled Naniboujou. Nanabosho was the protector of the Ojibwe people. He was the son 
of Kabeyun, the west wind, and a human mother. He led the Ojibwe to the north shore 
of lake Superior to save them from their enemies, the Sioux (Dakota). Nanabosho was a 
powerful protector, and he was able to protect the Ojibwe from the Sioux, but he was 
not able to protect them from the white skinned people. So he told the people that they 



needed to hide from the whites and keep far away from them. This could be 
accomplished only if the whites never found out about the existence of silver in the 
ground on the islands of the north shore of Superior.  
 
There are various stories about how the knowledge of the silver was leaked. In one 
story a chief of the Ojibwe became proud and had weapons made of silver. When the 
chief was killed in a battle with the Sioux, his weapons were captured and the Sioux 
warriors told the whites. In another story, the secret was told by an Ojibwe to two white 
men who were later drowned in a storm. In some versions of the story, the storm was 
created by Nanabosho, and making such a storm was done in disobedience of the 
Great Spirit. The silver was worthless to the Ojibwe, but Nanabosho knew that if whites 
found out about the silver, they would take the land from the Ojibwe. 
 
However the story is told, it ends with one of the characters being turned to stone. In 
one version, it is Nanabosho who is turned to stone as punishment by the Great Spirit 
for causing the storm to drown the white men and the Sioux guide. In another story the 
man turned to stone was a great Sioux scout disguised as an Ojibwe warrior.  However 
the story is told, it ends with the giant turned to stone and lying on his back forever 
watching over the location of the silver. 
 
Silver Islet, just of the tip of the peninsula, was at its time, the richest silver mine in the 
world and despite its remote location and the challenges of mining silver in the midst of 
the lake with its fierce storms, it yielded large amounts of silver. 
 
These days the Dakota, Lakota and Nakota peoples have moved to the west and a bit 
to the south. The Ojibwe live mostly on the northern shores of the Great Lakes, and 
share some of the traditional territory of the Cree, with whom they share some words 
and other features of their language. And settlers from around the world, many with light 
skin, have come to live in most of what is now known as Canada and the United States.  
 
Through the planning and leadership of the Ontario Provincial Park System, large 
amounts of land have been set aside for public use, giving access to all. Sleeping Giant 
Provincial Park is one of those parks and we have been welcomed here to spend the 
night, paddle in Lake Marie Louise, and view the sleeping giant. Yesterday we drove 
down to the tip of the peninsula and looked out at the lake. Today we will drive around 
to Thunder Bay and look around there before returning to the United States at Grand 
Portage, where there is a museum and many displays honoring the voyageur 
tradition.  Of course, since the exhibits includes a world-famous collection of canoes, we 
will be spending some time looking around. We’ll camp in that area tonight. 
 
And we will hear and collect some more stories that recall the history and the features of 
this land. The silver, however, we will leave where it is.  
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July 7, 2009 – Cascade 

 

 
 
Our collection of pictures has a lot of images of waterfalls. We’ve hiked in to see 
waterfalls all across the United States and Canada. Each is unique and has is own 
beauty.  Last night we camped along the Cascade River, near its outlet into Lake 
Superior.  In the last mile of its trip to the lake the river is in almost continuous cascade. 
There are numerous waterfalls ranging from a couple of feet to more than twenty feet. 
 
The Minnesota shoreline of Lake Superior, from Grand Portage in the Northeast to 
Duluth, was the location of a lot of fur trading. The Northwest Company established a 
major trading post at Grand Portage. It was the site of an historic carrying trail that 
connected the extensive lake and river system of the Northwest to the Great 
Lakes.  The Northwest Company’s system involved using large freighter canoes, 35 to 
40 feet long with seasonal employees from Montreal to come up the Great Lakes each 
summer.  There they would meet the traders who had been working year round in 
distant locations. The traders often lived with the native people and exchanged trade 
goods such as iron pots, mirrors, beads, guns, knives, and a variety of other implements 
for furs. During the height of the fur trade, beaver pelts were prized and used mostly for 
making fashionable hats worn by wealthy European customers. 
 
Prior to the Revolutionary War, the system of trade made it necessary for residents of 
the United States and Canada to be in continual exchange with Europe.  The British 
government did not allow the establishment of textile mills in the colonies, so raw 
materials were imported to England and Scotland and manufactured goods were 



exported. This constant flow of goods provided income for traders and those in the 
transportation business.  
 
The height of the fur trading business was relatively short lived. The Revolutionary War 
changed the relationship between the United States and Britain. The Northwest 
Company moved its trading posts north across the line to Canada. Intense competition 
between the Northwest Company and the Hudson Bay Company resulted in decreased 
profits. Over trapping of some areas combined with increased independence of native 
trade partners to drive up the price of beaver pelts. Changes in fashion caused a 
decrease in demand. The incredible costs involved in shipping demanded incredibly low 
prices for the furs and when the prices rose, profitability fell.  
 
But during that brief period of history, there was an intense period of sharing of 
technology and knowledge between natives and European settlers and visitors. The 
entire system of trade depended upon native technologies. Toboggans, canoes and 
snowshoes were essential to travel in the north woods. Native knowledge of geography, 
medicinal plants, and buckskin clothing were also essential to the trade system. 
Europeans brought a variety of trade goods. Especially sought-after were firearms and 
metal cooking utensils. The French traders usually learned native languages and often 
lived with and married into native families. 
 
The cascading rivers that enter Lake Superior are reminders of the ancient trade routes. 
Kitchi Onigaming - the Grand Carrying Place was the most famous. Just a little ways 
away the gunflint trail is another. These trails are use by contemporary canoe explorers, 
often making the trek from the boundary waters to Lake Superior. In the fur trade days, 
they provided connections for more extensive travels as far away as Great Slave Lake 
and the Athabaska river system. Although there was not single northwest passage that 
allowed large boats to traverse the continent, there was a system of trails and rivers that 
allowed extensive trade. 
 
So as we explore this final leg of our travels around Lake Superior we recall some of the 
history that has been a part of this place. The meeting of cultures is always a rich 
exchange. There is much that happened in this region between natives and those from 
Europe.  Not all of the exchanges were positive. The introduction of alcohol into native 
communities has had devastating effects as have some diseases that were unknown 
before the arrival of Europeans.  
 
But like the Metis families that descend from the common practice of intermarriage, the 
cultures have become intertwined in ways that cannot be separated. We now share this 
place with its incredible resources and challenges. Like the cascading waters rushing to 
the great lake, the flow of history cannot be stopped. Sometimes its course can be 
altered, but we are all a part of a great flow that moves forward from our heritage into an 
unknown future. Along the way there can be incredible turmoil, but there is also 
incredible beauty. 



 
So we will continue to look at the waterfalls and appreciate their power and beauty as 
we ride this cascade of history-making which is our own generation in the story of 
humans on this earth.  
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July 8, 2009 – Stout 
 

 
 
I am trying to figure out what it is with picnic tables in Minnesota.  It appears that these 
people have a need for incredibly over-built picnic tables.  On this trip, we’ve been in 
South Dakota, North Dakota, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan and Ontario. But only 
Minnesota has the penchant for picnic tables that are strong enough to serve as 
foundations for a home. There is only one word for these monstrously heavy pieces of 
outdoor furniture: stout.  I’m not talking about sturdy. These things go way beyond 
sturdy. I’m talking about half-sawn logs of more than a foot in diameter, and rock 
foundations set on concrete footings.  I’m talking about “lift-’em-with-a-crane-and-load-
’em-on-a-semi” stout. 
 
I thought that it might be because of the over-sized stories that come from the 
Minnesota north woods. Paul Bunyan and Babe the Blue Ox are immortalized in several 
larger-than-life sculptures throughout the northern part of the state.  
 
Another theory is that the tables are built in a fashion that makes sure they stay put 
where they have been set.  It isn’t that the wind would move them about, though there 
are some rather stout winds in this part of the world. It is more the tendency of 
Minnesotans to gather in rather large families and pull all of the picnic tables in any 
given area together to spread a buffet. 
 
I also thought that perhaps Minnesotans prefer stout picnic tables because they 
themselves are, well . . . stout. There is a tendency among some of the folks in this 
region to range rather larger than the skinny little models who pose for the pictures in 
the clothing catalogues that keep coming in the mail. Even the Land’s End catalogue 
has skinny people in the pictures. 



 
But I suspect that the real reason that these tables are so stout is that they are designed 
to hold a lot of food. Have you ever seen what a Minnesotan takes on a picnic?  We’re 
used to a few sandwiches and a thermos of coffee.  These people spread out a table 
cloth and get out the fried chicken, tater tot hot dish, four kinds of jello (at least one with 
marshmallows and one with whipped topping), scalloped potatoes, sausage and 
cheese, kippered herring, smoked whitefish, three bean salad, coleslaw, and lemonade 
by the gallon. These people serve french fries with gravy. And that is just for “a little 
lunch.” Did I mention bars. No picnic is complete without at least four kinds of bars and 
if there is any dry ice available at the store they make a dessert by layering ice cream 
bars in a cake pan, covering with whipped topping, drizzling on chocolate sauce and 
cutting into squares. 
 
No wonder they need stout picnic tables. They serve stout picnics. 
 
I bet Minnesotans own more coolers per capita than any place outside of Australia. 
We’ve seen cars pulling cargo trailers filled up and covered with tarps heading out for 
picnics. The convenience stores have “buy twelve, get one free” specials on 20# 
propane bottles. These people don’t just have a propane barbecue, they’ve got fish 
boilers and special pancake grills that are fired by propane. After years of extracting iron 
ore from the northern hills, they’ve got enough steel to make any number of cooking 
appliances. And if it can be fired with propane, they’ll find a way to make it burn hotter or 
brighter or bigger.  
 
It isn’t as if they’ve given up indoor cooking. It is just that preparing food is too important 
a task for Minnesotans to be contained to any single room. I’ve heard that the leading 
cause of garage fires in Minnesota is propane-fired deep fat fryers for cooking a whole 
turkey at once. 
 
Ok, so maybe I’m exaggerating a little. But there is no doubt that there are some really 
stout picnic tables in Minnesota.  
 
We are just thirty five miles from Duluth and the completion of our drive around Lake 
Superior. It may be partly the fact that it is now past the Fourth of July, but the 
Minnesota north shore is the busiest and most populated part of the lake that we have 
visited. The campgrounds are all full and it is a challenge to take a picture of a waterfall 
without getting at least a half dozen people in the picture.  
 
It has been a wonderful trip, filled with great memories. And now it is time to head home 
and get back to work. We’re back in country where our cell phones work after days of 
intermittent service. The cafe’s all have “free Internet” signs, though we’ve resisted 
hooking up. Although I’d love to post the past week’s blogs, I’m reluctant to check my e-
mail. There will be time enough for that this weekend as we get ready for Sunday’s 
service and back into the swing of work.  



 
A few more miles of driving along the lakeshore, a quick stop in Duluth and we’ll be 
heading  for home. We’ll overnight somewhere to break up the trip, maybe a 
campground in Northeast South Dakota, but our attention will shift towards home. We’re 
returning with a lot of photographs and a lot of wonderful memories - and more than a 
few places where we’d like to return if we ever get the chance. We planned two years 
for this trip and we weren’t disappointed. 
 
We’ve seen a lot of things we didn’t expect to see. Who’d have thought it would take 
several trees to make a single picnic table? 
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July 9, 2009 – Storms 
 

 
 
We made it across the state line into South Dakota at about 4 in the afternoon 
yesterday.  Wanting to get off of the Interstate and wanting one final campground before 
home, we headed up highway 12 to Aberdeen and on to Richmond Lake State 
Recreation Area. The campground had plenty of space, as is usually true mid-week 
according to the campground host. 
 
We could tell we were back in South Dakota: “An approaching low pressure is pushing a 
surge of storm activity across the area later tonight. Strong to severe thunderstorms are 
possible after this system moves through later tonight.”  We hadn’t consulted our NOAA 
weather radio since we left South Dakota.  It seems that thunderstorm warnings are part 
of summer camping in Eastern South Dakota.  
 
However, we were tired after a long day’s drive and ready to stop traveling. And we 
didn’t know how far we would have to drive to get far enough south to be out of the 
range of the thunderstorms.  And the weather was beautiful throughout the evening with 
mostly clear skies and a light breeze We’re South Dakotans. We made a severe 
weather plan: “If we get severe winds or hail, we’ll drop the top on the camper and head 
for the shower house to wait out the storm. We’ll put our valuables in the cab of the 
pickup just in case we get a blow that damages the roof of the camper.  Other than that, 
we won’t worry. We can set the wether radio to give us warning of a severe storm and 
we’ll hear it if the winds pick up or there is a lot of thunder and lightning in the area.” 
 
With that, it was time for supper, a short walk, and a bit of reading. 



 
By 9:45, the severe storm warnings started to be broadcast on the radio. A storm 
capable of producing golf ball-sized hail near Gettysburg, a tornado warning near 
Faulkton.  Both of those were significantly off to the southwest, but both storms were 
tracking to the northeast. There was a severe thunderstorm watch of our area that 
continued until 4:30 a.m. The more we listened, the more watches and warnings were 
issued. At one point the weather radio interrupted the first-time reading of a warning 
with another warning. 
 
It was obvious that if we stayed put we weren’t going to get much sleep. 
 
The simple solution, for us, was to drop the top on the camper and drive into Aberdeen 
and get a motel room. The camping fee made for an expensive site to have our supper, 
but it was less than we’d spend for supper in a restaurant and it is difficult to put a price 
on a good night’s sleep. 
 
By 11:15 we were in a motel room, with the camper and canoes in the lee of the motel, 
partly sheltered by the three-story building. During the night we heard wind, rain, pea-
sized hail and lots of thunder. But we were safe and secure and slept without worry.  
 
Chances are we would have been just fine in our camper. There was nothing in the 
weather that we observed outside of the motel that would have been a problem for us in 
the camper.  The difference is that we didn’t have to stay up listening to the alerts on the 
weather radio and trying to figure out which storm was tracking in which direction. It 
wasn’t a very courageous decision for intrepid campers, but except for the time at 
General Synod in Grand Rapids, we hadn’t spent any nights in a motel and we have 
been eating our own food prepared in the camper. Since we had a similar situation on 
the first night of our trip, I assume that making a different decision was due, in part to 
our travel weariness.  Whatever the reason, we decided to stay out of the weather last 
night. 
 
And, when I get a password from the desk for the wireless internet I will post the last 
week’s blogs so those who check will be able to read them today.  
 
It made me reflect, briefly, on the storms that have been endured outdoors by those 
who have gone before. The natives in this area camped in tipis that were very strong. A 
well constructed and well pitched tipi can endure winds up to 100 miles per hour. And 
they provided protection from rain. In the days of buffalo-hide coverings, tipis could 
withstand substantial hail as well. The settlers in their soddies and tar paper shacks 
sometimes didn’t have adequate protection from either the rain or hail. It was a matter of 
how the shelter was constructed. When they did have sufficient shelter, they had to 
listen to the howling winds and the sound of the hail pounding on their roofs.  
 



Severe storms, particularly tornadoes, cause significant damage to substantial buildings 
from time to time out on the plains. We are fortunate to have had to endure relatively 
few such weather systems in our lives. And we are fortunate to have strong shelter to 
which to turn when we decided to play it safe and come indoors.  
 
We’ve got an easy drive home today and a bit of unpacking and settling in to do before 
returning to work tomorrow. This is a different kind of trip for us as sisters and their 
families, as well as an aunt, a cousin and her children have stayed in our home during 
our absence. And we expect to have my sister and mother arrive either just before or 
just after we do, so we’ll be back to our usual pace of life right away. There will be extra 
laundry from the trip, the camper to clean out and get ready for the next trip and boats 
to store in addition to the usual chores of grocery shopping and stocking the house for 
the next few days.  
 
Vacation Bible School starts on Monday, so there is much to do. 
 
But it is good to be heading back to work and back to our regular lives. We’ve had a 
wonderful trip and are full of stories and memories, but each of life’s adventures must 
draw to a close as the next one begins. The adventure of being caregivers to our 
parents and pastors to our congregation is a worthy one for the rest of our summer and 
beyond.  
 
And we enjoy thinking about and planning travels. We talked about and planned this trip 
for at least two years. Who knows where our destination will be two years from now? 
 
We are grateful for a night of shelter and safety, for comfortable sleep, and a wonderful 
home to which to return. It will be good to be home after weeks on the road.  
 
As one adventure comes to an end, another begins . . . 
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July 10, 2009 – Truck 
 

 
 
In the spring of 2005, we bought a new pickup truck. I am usually not one for buying 
new vehicles. Over the years, I have developed enough ability to assess used vehicles 
and make deals that have worked for our family. Initial depreciation on a vehicle is high 
enough that when considering the total cost of ownership, it makes sense to let 
someone else drive the first 30,000 or so miles. But after most of a year of searching, I 
was unable to find the right pickup. We needed a heavy-duty pickup because we knew 
that we wanted to haul a camper and sometimes pull a trailer. The Woodchuck Society 
project was underway and we wanted the ability to haul a significant load of firewood. 
The used heavy-duty trucks that I could find were often abused, showing significant 
body damage or other major problems. Typical on the used market were trucks with 
mileage over 100,000 and uncertain histories.  I did find a couple of trucks that had 
been used for RV hauling or farm work and not abused, but the price was almost as 
high as a new vehicle.  
 
With the price of gas hovering in the $3 per gallon range and heading higher, sales of 
large vehicles slumped across the nation and the manufacturers responded with 
rebates, cash incentives and special pricing.  The factors came together to make it look 
to us like purchasing a new truck was going to be our best value, so we took the plunge 
and spent the most amount of money we’ve ever spent on a vehicle--over double what 
we had ever before spent. 
 
We still think of the truck as new and in many ways it is, but we have had some 
significant and long trips.  With our son and daughter-in-law living on the west coast, it 



has made the round-trip to Olympia Washington and back at least once a year. In 2006 
we traveled extensively in British Columbia with the truck and camper.  In 2007, we took 
it to the east coast and traveled from Connecticut to New Brunswick along the coast 
before returning home across the continent. This year we put 4,046 miles on the truck in 
three weeks, driving around Lake Superior.  And there have been the trips to Eagle 
Butte and Wanblee and a couple of trips to more distant locations in South Dakota and 
Nebraska on church business and pursuing relationships with sister churches . 
 
Our new truck now has 90,000 miles on it. But it is still working well for us.  After we 
arrived safely home yesterday, we were talking about what worked and what didn’t work 
on this trip. The list of what worked was much longer than the list of things that didn’t 
work. Leading the list of things that worked was the truck. With routine maintenance and 
one new set of tires it has served us without any major problems. Each morning we 
would get up, start the truck and head to a new place. This trip we pulled the trailer with 
four canoes, our wet gear and a large toolbox of supplies and tools. The heavy duty 
hitch, trailer wiring, and other features worked without a problem except for a minor 
wiring repair on the first day that was the result of carelessness on my part, not a 
problem with the trailer or the truck. Having the truck to haul the camper that can be set 
up or taken down in minutes really simplifies camping for us. Our bed is made up and 
ready for us each night and and we have the ability to prepare our meals along the road 
as we wish. There is always a place that is relatively free of insects when the flies and 
mosquitoes are thick. 
 
The list of what didn’t work is pretty short. Our camper’s refrigerator failed us on the trip. 
It is likely that the coolant needs to be recharged and the system checked for leaks and 
have any leaks repaired, but we weren’t able to diagnose the problem while traveling 
and block ice is readily available, so we used the fridge as and ice box and didn’t let it 
disrupt our trip. We’ll get that fixed at home.  We had a weld fail on the canoe rack. I 
had a drill and bolts along, so we were able to bolt the pieces together and continue 
without delay, but the weld clearly was not properly made in the first place. We’ll get that 
welded and I’m sure that the manufacturer of the rack will pick up the bill on that, which 
won’t be high.  
 
There are many things that are changing. The days of first-come-first serve camping 
and stopping wherever you happen to be seem to be coming to an end. We stayed 
primarily at state and provincial parks, national forest service campgrounds and only 
camped once at a commercial campground.  There was only one place we stayed, a 
remote campground in Canada, where there wasn’t a sophisticated computerized 
reservation system in place. In South Dakota State Parks, every site is reservable and 
reservations need to be made before noon on the day of arrival. If campers arrive 
without reservations, campground hosts don’t know which spaces are available and 
which are reserved, so even when a campground isn’t full, it may not be possible to stay 
there.  We had reservations most of the places we went and didn’t have problems, but 
had some interesting conversations with other campers who encountered problems with 



the reservation systems. At least a cell phone is required camping equipment these 
days and a computer with an Internet connection is becoming an asset as well.  
 
But we still found lots of places without Internet connections and quite a few places 
where our cell phones didn’t have signals. We only made on cell phone call from 
Canada on this trip. Getting away from the technology was one of he treats for us.  
 
Today it is back to work and there will be plenty of work waiting. Stacks of mail, phone 
calls and e-mails to return. I’ve already been through the first sort on the e-mail 
messages and have a list of follow-up issues that will keep me busy into next week. 
There are quite a few tasks at home that are waiting as well, including staining the 
siding on the outside of the house and catching up with gardening.  My sister and 
mother arrived last evening and we are getting back into the routine of caring for family 
as well.  
 
Life continues and things keep changing. Our new truck has 90,000 miles on it and 
we’ve accumulated a few miles on ourselves.  Like the truck, we seem to have a few 
more miles in us and it wouldn’t take much to get us started thinking about another trip 
to take. Like Lake Superior there are other once-in-a-lifetime trips that we’d love to take 
someday.  
 
But we have just returned from one of those great trips and we are happy to have had 
the opportunity to take it and to enjoy the beauty that this world offers. We are grateful 
to all of the people whose support made the trip possible and are ready to get back to 
the work that needs to be done.  
 
Tomorrow’s blog will have a picture from the hills and reflections on what it means to be 
home. 
 
May your travels bring you as much joy as ours have. 
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July 11, 2009 – Recovery 
 

 
 
A little less than a month ago, as we were preparing to leave for our combined General 
Synod - vacation trip, a storm dropped pea-sized hail in our area for quite a while. I 
don’t know exactly how long it hailed, but it was long enough that the hail was piled up a 
couple of inches thick in the yard and garden. We had set several hanging plants out so 
they could get the rain and the hail came on suddenly enough that I didn’t get those 
plans brought under the porch for shelter.   
 
All around our yard, things looked pretty sad after the hailstorm. Plants had torn leaves 
and bruises and they were laying flat against the ground. In the garden, the tomatoes 
looked like they might not recover. Other plants looked pretty sad.  
 
On June 15, I posted a picture of smashed marigold plants and blogged about the hail. 
At the time, I mentioned Niebuhr’s prayer and the simple truth that we need to develop 
the grace to accept the things that we cannot change. One of the ways that we develop 
that grace is by witnessing the power of this world to recover from things that seem, at 
the time, to be devastating. 
 
One of the plants that was beaten badly by the hail is a shamrock that hangs in our 
kitchen in the winter and on our front porch in the summer. We’ve had the plant for a 
long time and we’ve noticed its ability to recover from abuse and neglect.  We told the 
people who were watching over our house in our absence not to worry about the 
shamrock. “It usually recovers,” we said. Now, about four weeks later, the plant is as 



gorgeous as it has ever been. There are just a couple of leaves with brown spots, 
reminders of the hail, but most of the plant is green and lush and blooming profusely.  
 
Shamrocks are special plants. One of the stories associated with the plants is that 
Patrick, missionary to Ireland, is said to have used the shamrock to teach the concept of 
the holy trinity to new believers. Whether or not the story is based in fact, the plant 
makes those who know the story think of the trinity whenever we see it.  
 
This particular shamrock plant keeps demonstrating to us the power of the natural world 
to recover. Things that seem sick and broken can be transformed into health and 
wholeness through the power of sunlight, fresh air and water. Our lives are like that. We 
experience illness and other setbacks that can be discouraging and even make us 
question our future and the meaning of our lives. But time and a little attention can work 
with the natural healing processes of life to bring us to recovery. Many medical 
professionals describe their work as learning to work with the natural healing of the 
human body rather than attributing recovery to medical intervention alone.  
 
All around our yard and garden there are signs of recovery. The garden is lush with the 
plants we intend to grow. It is lush with weeds as well, but a little time and attention will 
take care of the weeds and we will have plenty of food from the garden. I suspect that 
this won’t be a great year for tomatoes, but the tomatoes love the hot weather and most 
of our hot weather is ahead, so we may be surprised by the end of August at what our 
tomato plants can do. I’ll get them a little extra fertilizer in the next couple of days and 
we’ll see what happens. It is looking like this will be a good year for potatoes and we 
should have some beans to eat before too long. Part of the joy of gardening is watching 
to see what happens. Each year is different and things often don’t turn out the way one 
expects, yet the garden continues to produce food to eat and pleasure for those who 
work there. 
 
We’ve gotten a couple of little showers since we returned home, so we haven’t had to 
water too much, but our dry season is coming and we know that the yard and garden 
will need a bit of attention. This year we will be home the rest of July and all of August to 
make sure that things are in good shape.  
 
The shamrock and the other plants still have much to teach us about the ways in which 
God works in this world. Certainly the power of life to recover from storms is one of the 
lessons. The ways in which three can be one and one can be three is another. The 
exuberance and joy of the blossoms is a third. And, I suspect, there are lessons that I 
have not yet learned from the plants.  
 
How fortunate we are to live in a place that allows such intimate contact with nature. We 
are able to go out side and take a walk in the woods and watch the beauty and power of 
the natural world.  
 



Two days after the hail fell, on the day that I wrote the blog about the hail, a doe had her 
fawn in our back yard, near our garden shed. We had been watching her closely since 
the evening before because she had been hanging around and reluctant to move. The 
new little deer never knew the power of the hail storm. Its mother’s body shielded it from 
the wind and rain and hail.  Now it is eating and growing and enjoying life.  It is kept 
hidden most of the time, now, probably in the tall grass at the back of the neighbor’s lot, 
where they do not mow. I’ve only gotten a couple of glimpses of the little one. But I 
know from experience that within a few months it will be nearly as big as its mother and 
in a couple of years, if all goes will, the fawn will be an adult, indistinguishable from 
other adults in the herd. Along the way we will get to watch the little one grow. Nature’s 
abundance is a daily gift.  
 
May we all recognize and celebrate the gift of recovery in our world and in our lives.  
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July 12, 2009 – Fawns 
 

 
 
Last night was the first night that we noticed the mother deer allowing their fawns to be 
seen. I guess they think they are old enough to be taken out in safe surroundings.  The 
little ones are very frisky and are easily startled. Any sound from me and their little white 
“flags” go up and they head for the tall grass. Their mother will nudge or even kick at 
them if they try to nurse, so they jump and run from mom as well as being startled by 
the sounds of this big wide world. To us it looks as if they are being playful and dancing 
around. 
 
They are really hard to photograph at this stage.  I have to use a long lens, which is 
hard to hold by hand and they don’t come out until the light is low in the evening. It is 
fun to see them and it made the evening seem like a joyous time.  New life is surging. 
 
One of the realities of the fawns is that they do not yet know what does and does not 
taste good.  Marigolds are an example.  The local lore is that deer don’t like marigolds. 
The flavor isn’t to their taste.  And, later in the summer, the deer won’t bother the 
marigolds.  However, this morning there were several marigold flowers that had been 
bitten off and spit out.  The little ones don’t know that they don’t taste good, so they take 
a bite and then change their minds. At this stage, no plant is safe. They will try 
anything.  I wonder if the little ones don’t have all of their sense of smell developed yet, 
or if they just have to learn what is food and what is not. 
 
We never intentionally feed the deer or supplement their diet in any way. I’ve caught 
them eating under the bird feeders where the jays scatter the seeds, but we try not to 



give them any supplemental feed. We don’t know enough about the cycles of nature to 
go messing with them, and there is a problem with overpopulation of deer in our area 
already.  While we love having the deer around to watch, we don’t want to make things 
worse for them and we know that overpopulation can create problems for the deer and 
for the rest of us who live in this place.  
 
It was good to get a treat just for being at home. After a vacation, the work load can be 
a bit overwhelming. Just sorting the mail, paying the bills, sorting out my mother’s 
prescriptions and other tasks took more than four hours yesterday. Another couple of 
hours were consumed running errands and picking up things that we need for everyday 
living. By the time I got to the end of the day, I was tired and didn’t feel like I had 
accomplished anything.  A little treat to remind me of why it is good to live in this place 
was a gift for the evening. Sitting and watching the fawns was a delight. 
 
Today will be a whirlwind of activity. I have the regular morning service, three nursing 
home services in the afternoon and an evening vesper service. In between those 
events, there are family chores, and quite a bit of catching up to do at the church. And 
Vacation Bible School starts tomorrow, so I’ll have to be ready for that adventure as 
well. If I am not careful, I will forget how restful and restorative the vacation was in the 
first place. Whew!  
 
So I look at the pictures of the little fawns to remind myself that life is good and that 
even in the midst of challenges there is great joy. This world is filled with amazing and 
wonderful sights and events that we are allowed to witness. What a treat it is to be able 
to see and to appreciate the beauty that is around us every day.  
 
One of the ancient traditions for praying is to always begin and end with gratitude. The 
discipline of listing the blessings and joys of life helps to give perspective to any 
petitions or concerns we have. Even in the midst of grim circumstances, there are things 
for which gratitude is the appropriate response. Making a regular practice of expressing 
gratitude is an excellent pathway to joyful living.  My lists of thanksgiving are long. I 
have been blessed with a loving family, meaningful work in a beautiful place, a great 
home, and a faithful and dedicated church. I have been given good health, wonderful 
neighbors, and peace in our corner of the world. There isn’t enough space in one blog 
to list all of the blessings that I have received in this life.  
 
The list of blessing exceeds the complaints that I might have. 
 
Another technique for a maturing prayer life is to always pray requests for others before 
making one’s own requests. If I express gratitude and then pray for others, the things 
that I might want or need often see trivial by comparison. The truth is that God really 
does supply the things that I need and I don’t need to ask in order to receive.  
 



So my prayer for today, like my prayers for many days is a song of praise for a world of 
beauty, wonder and awe. May I slow down and open my eyes to perceive the goodness 
that surrounds my every day. 
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July 13, 2009 – Beaver 
 

 
 
I grew up around airplanes.  Both of my parents were pilots and although they later 
branched out into a farm machinery dealership, their first business was the operation of 
our local airport and providing aviation services for a wide variety of tasks from counting 
animals for the Department of Fish and Game to applying agricultural chemicals for 
farmers. Our operation was relatively small. Our specialty was operating light aircraft in 
mountainous areas at high altitudes. Over the years we operated aircraft by Aeronca, 
Stinson, Cessna, and Beech. Our workhorse airplane was the Piper Cub. We had 
several different versions of the cub over the years, ranging from 60 to 150 horsepower. 
The cub had a simple two-seat tandem arrangement, and was pretty good at getting off 
of or on to short, unimproved landing places.  
 
We lived far from the ocean or lakes of any significant size, so we never operated 
airplanes on floats. But I read stories about Canadian bush pilots who flew off of the 
lakes that dot northern Canada. And I knew the name of the consummate bush plane: 
Beaver. de Havilland was a British aircraft manufacturing company. They had a branch 
in Canada which prior to and during World War II, manufactured the company’s 
designs, often from parts and sub-assemblies that were made in England. After the war, 
de Havilland of Canada began to produce its own designs and named them for North 
American mammals. The company has been bought and sold by various other 
companies. At one time it was mostly owned by Boeing and currently is a part of 
Bombardier corporation. Many commuters know the Dash 8 commuter aircraft, but don’t 
know the origin of the number 8 in its designation. It is from simple counting of the 
company’s designs. 



 
The DHC-1 Chipmunk was a basic training airplane. The DHC-2 was designed from the 
beginning to be a bush airplane and was one of the world’s first STOL (Short Takeoff or 
Landing) airplanes. The DHC-3 Otter was a larger STOL airplane. The DHC-4 Caribou 
was the first small airline with twin engines. The DHC-5 Buffalo was the company’s first 
turboprop similar in size to the Caribou. The DHC-6 was a twin engine version of the 
Otter. After that, they dropped the mammal names and went to the Dash system. The 
Dash 7 was a four-engine commuter aircraft with STOL performance. Operational costs 
were high and it didn’t sell well. The Dash 8 has been a much bigger success as a twin-
engine commuter without as much short field performance as the airplanes that 
preceded it from the company. 
 
As a child and teenager, I knew that the Beaver was one of the most sought-after 
airplanes for backwoods performance. It was available on wheels or floats and there 
were straight skis and wheel skis available for the airplane as well. It was famous as the 
airplane of the north country. Powered by a Pratt and Whitney wasp engine with nine 
cylinders in a radial configuration, it had a distinctive sound. The airplane was big by our 
standards, with 450 horsepower and a wingspan of 45 feet. 
 
The truth is that it would not have worked for our operation. We didn’t have that much 
freight to haul, and our airport was 4,450 feet above sea level. While the beaver was 
famous for short field performance, it wasn’t  designed for high altitudes. Most Beavers 
spent their entire lives below 5,000 feet of altitude.  
 
But it has remained one of the airplanes that inspired my dreams. Recently, while on 
vacation, we were able to visit the Canadian Bush Plane Museum in Sault Ste. Marie, 
Ontario. The collection of airplanes there is wonderful and includes CF-OBS, the first 
Beaver delivered to a customer.  It sports a fresh coat of paint in the colors of the 
Ontario Forest and Parks Division. Mounted on a set of floats the airplane is tall, though 
it is somewhat dwarfed by the Otter and other large aircraft that are on display in the 
museum. 
 
It sparked the return of some boyhood aviation fantasies. I bought a couple of books 
about the Beaver at the museum and read them with great joy. 
 
I suppose that my life might have taken a different course. Growing up the way that I 
did, I certainly would have had the opportunity to pursue flying as a career. The 
business involves huge amounts of money these days and it has always been difficult to 
make a profit operating airplanes. True backwoods flying is almost a thing of the past as 
more and more communities have developed runways. Even Alaska’s and Canada’s 
most remote northern communities have airports. Most utility flying is done with 
multiple-engine airplanes these days and most commercial flying is done with at least 
two pilots to share the duties and to provide a constant check on procedures when 
operating such expensive aircraft. 



 
There were a few solo pilots who earned their living flying relatively small airplanes in 
remote locations, but they are mostly a thing of the past these days.  
 
And my life took a different course, one that I do not regret. Pursuing my academic 
interests was a full-time passion. I flew very little as a college student and did not fly as 
a pilot at all during graduate school. I returned to flying for a short period of time after I 
became a minister, but aviation is an expensive hobby for a minister and not a safe one 
unless it is pursued regularly and carefully.  
 
I haven’t lost my appreciation for airplanes.  
 
I have never even taken a ride in a Beaver. I suppose I should buy a tourist hop from 
Harbor Air in Vancouver or Seattle when I am in the Pacific Northwest before the last of 
the Beavers are relegated to museum displays, but I don’t think such an adventure is 
needed. I’m happy with the experiences I have had and don’t need a ride in an airplane 
to fuel any fantasies about what might have been.  
 
Every life has many different options. We can look back and point to a particular 
decision and say that it changed the course of our lives. In my case, most of those 
decisions have been very fortunate. I’ve been blessed with a good life and deeply 
meaningful work. I have had a job that has allowed me to be involved in my family in 
ways that are very important to me. And I have found joy in the life I have.  
 
An occasional trip down memory lane by visiting a museum, reading a book or taking a 
ride in an airplane is enough for me. Like me, most of the Beaver airplanes are over 50 
years old. Their owners are thinking about retiring them and replacing them with newer 
models. I suspect that some of the Beavers have another couple of decades left in 
them. I’m hoping that there are a couple of decades of good work left in me. We will 
see.  
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July 14, 2009 – Vacation Bible School 
 

 
 
I was trying to remember some of the details of how Vacation Bible School was run in 
my home church when I was growing up.  My memories aren’t entirely clear. I think that 
VBS was often held during one of the first weeks of summer vacation. At least I 
remember it being a sort of “in between” time after school got out and before summer 
vacation was in full swing.  And I’m quite sure that our church held VBS during the 
morning. There may have been one or more years when we had VBS that followed a 
school schedule. At least I have a memory of taking sack lunches to VBS at one time.  
 
I’m sure that the VBS programs in our church used some sort of curriculum and that the 
content had to do with teaching and learning Bible stories. There may also have been 
some information about some of the mission programs of the church. I think that we had 
a visiting missionary as part of our VBS one of the years when I was growing up.  
 
But the truth is that I don’t remember any of the themes that were presented, and I 
remember very little of the content. At least I don’t make the connection between what 
was taught and my memories of Vacation Bible School.  If there are Bible stories that I 
learned at VBS, they now have become a part of my general Biblical knowledge and I 
don’t associate them with VBS.  
 
What I do remember is that VBS was something that we did every year when I was 
growing up. And I remember the kids that were in VBS with me.  I can remember the 
teachers, though I am not sure that I remember them as Sunday School teachers or 



VBS teachers. They would have been the same people in a small church in a small 
town.  
 
This week is Vacation Bible School week at our church. There is a lot of excitement and 
there has been a lot of setting up and getting ready for the daily lessons. We’ve got 
about 25 children enrolled in the program this year and their energy fills our building - a 
building that was designed to accommodate larger numbers. 
 
I wonder what these children will remember from their experience. 
 
As an adult and a writer of curriculum, I’d like to think that they would remember the key 
Bible passages that are incorporated into each day’s theme.  I’ve spent a lot of energy 
over the years thinking about the content that should be taught in Christian educational 
settings. And I often think of educational programs in terms of the content. But I suspect 
that for most of the participants in our educational programs, the experience is not 
primarily about the content.  
 
For the children, it is all about the community. It is about finding a group of people with 
whom one belongs. It is about identifying friends, both children and adult, who can be 
trusted, and with whom fun can be shared. It is about being a part of something. 
 
Ministers would like to believe that the choice of a church is about beliefs. We talk about 
the differences between congregations in terms of history and beliefs. We expect our 
members to choose churches based on those beliefs, and some do. But most people 
relate to a church in terms of a sense of belonging. If they feel included and part of the 
community, they can tolerate significant differences in belief. Purity of faith is not the 
most important factor in selecting a congregation. 
 
I know this because what I remember about growing up in the church is not doctrine or 
interpretation or even which parts of the Bible were stressed and which were not 
emphasized. What I remember is the sense of belonging and the people of the church.  
 
Belonging is a challenge in our culture. I grew up in a community where there was little 
change in the population. People tended to stay in our town for a long time. The kids in 
my class were the same kids year after year. There would be a few arrivals, and 
occasionally a few people would move away, but he majority of the members of my 
class lived in the same house all of the way through our school years. Divorce was less 
common and parents tended to keep the same job year after year. We all knew what 
jobs our friends’ parents did. People made life-long commitments to the church and a 
family moving from one church to another raised eyebrows and created a “buzz.” It 
didn’t happen very often.  
 
We live in a different world today. Families are more mobile and often move large 
distances. Families are frequently re-configured and there are many different types of 



families. Jobs and careers change frequently. And there are very few people who think 
of joining a congregation as a lifetime commitment.  
 
With all of the moving around, gaining a sense of belonging is more difficult for adults 
and for children. The challenge for a church is to provide a community that is 
immediately welcoming when one arrives, but also offers opportunities to become more 
deeply involved. Contemporary families don’t want to have to invest years before they 
feel like they are a part of the community.  
 
The challenge is that some things just take time. Some relationships need years and 
more to develop depth. Sometimes it takes going through hard times to develop a 
meaningful relationship. Families that change churches each time that something 
happens that is not to their liking, find that they have no single church to which they 
belong. They become observers rather than members. Then, missing the sense of 
belonging, they continue to search. And the object of their search cannot be found by 
going from place to place, only by setting in and making a long-term commitment.  
 
Vacation Bible School won’t solve all of those problems. It is just one week that is a part 
of a much larger program of congregational life. But we hope that we offer to the 
children and to the parents an entryway into a deeper relationship with the church. By 
adding the memories of this week to other church experiences, we offer the possibility 
of more depth in our relationship. Perhaps there are friendships that are being formed 
that will last and in the future there will be those who will be able to say to each other, 
“remember when?” 
 
I still care about the content of our educational programs. But I know we cannot afford to 
ignore the culture as well.  
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July 15, 2009 – Woodchucks 
 

 
 
One of the projects that has gotten some of my attention recently is a video about The 
Woodchuck Society. It is a mission movement in our congregation that I’d like to 
document. It is also something that resists too much documentation. I think it has some 
important messages to teach about churches and how we go about mission and 
ministry in these times. 
 
What can be said is that the project isn’t about organization - or at least it isn’t about 
creating structures. It doesn’t have a committee, or meetings, or a budget.  Yet it 
continues to grow and flourish and accomplish significant work in our community.  
 
The members of our congregation know the basics well. It started with some folk who 
had extra firewood as a part of thinning trees on their property. They didn’t want the 
firewood to go to waste and so they borrowed a trailer to transport some of the wood 
and invited others to come along for the delivery. It was donated to an energy 
assistance program on the Pine Ridge Reservation. The family kept cutting wood and 
soon there was another pile to be delivered. Over the years, more contacts have been 
made and partnerships have been developed. There are now people who handle 
distribution at Eagle Butte, on the Cheyenne River Reservation and Wanblee on the 
Pine Ridge Reservation. We have made additional deliveries to families when there was 
special need.  
 
A typical delivery these days involves ten or twelve pickups and three or four trailers. 
We can deliver as much as 12 cords of dry, split firewood in a single day. Over the 



years, the church has acquired a donated log splitter, a trailer, and lots of 
firewood.  People now donate logs to the program. We have established a wood lot on 
the corner of the church property and have splitting parties from time to time to prepare 
firewood for delivery.  We also deliver donated hats, mittens, gloves, coats and 
sweaters when we take firewood to our partners. The clothing donations come from as 
far away as Florida and California. Through friendships and other informal relationships 
we have a steady stream of knitted clothing arriving for distribution each year. 
 
The basic plan is to use the resources that we have to help the people that we can. We 
don’t expect to be able to solve all of the problems on the reservations. We don’t expect 
to be able to bring full reconciliation after years of broken treaties and great distrust. We 
don’t expect to create a model for others or a program that can be replicated. We just 
want to do what we can to help. And in our case that means resisting the urge to create 
formal structures. We intend for the people who are involved to be able to spend their 
time delivering firewood, not serving on committees and raising funds. What we have is 
what is donated, primarily in kind donations of pickups and gas to make deliveries. 
Occasionally we receive a large gift such as the wood splitter. We try to be wise 
stewards of the gifts and take good care of them, but the ministry isn’t about those 
things. It is about making friends as we try to help others in the ways we are able. 
 
I know that there are many missions that require a different approach. There are times 
when we want to help those who are in more distant locations and there are times when 
gifts of money are appropriate to respond to needs. Organization is required to prevent 
duplication of services and to learn from the mistakes of the past. Some mission 
relationships are decades and even centuries old and have a history that needs to be 
taught and traditions that need to be maintained. Our congregation continues to be 
generous with its financial resources and we still invest effort in fund-raising for outreach 
programs.  
 
But it is good to have at least one program that doesn’t need a planning process and 
operates without fund-raising activities. On occasion we have even turned down offers 
of cash donations for The Woodchuck Society, suggesting other places where the 
donors might invest their funds, and inviting them to participate by joining a splitting 
party, coming along on a firewood delivery, or even just baking a few cookies for a work 
day. Hands-on ministry that requires a generosity of spirit and time is the core of the 
project. 
 
I hesitate to write too much about the project or to invest too much energy documenting 
our work. I’ve been editing a bit of video and trying to come up with a short way to 
summarize the work. I want to continue to tell the story in ways that invites participation 
and inspires other congregations to develop their own hands-on ministry projects. In the 
spirit of The Woodchuck Society, I want whatever I do to be done with the resources at 
hand and volunteer labor. It won’t be a slick production, just a simple way to tell the 
story.  



 
That is what the Gospel is all about - telling the story of how lives are transformed in 
relationship with Jesus Christ.  We may not make a big splash in the news media. We 
won’t have any billboards or advertising campaigns. We won’t run focus groups or 
identify our target audience - we’ll just go about trying to help others in the way we can 
with the resources that we have.  
 
The phone calls keep coming in. Some have firewood that they want to donate. Others 
want to know how they can get involved. We’ll be having several more splitting parties 
this summer. But there are no committee meetings scheduled. 
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July 16, 2009 – Perspective 
 

 
 
I’m not a big fan of television, and I don’t watch it very often. And when I do watch 
television, I can be pretty critical. It’s not that I am opposed to television, it is just that 
often my life has other events and activities that are more interesting to me than 
watching television. One of the things that strikes me when I watch television is that 
there is no distance in television. Using modern zoom lenses, the camera operators 
zoom right in on the subject, who often appears larger than life on the television 
screen.  This effect must be even more dramatic on large screen televisions. We don’t 
have one of those in our home. It seems rare, in contemporary television, especially 
news broadcasts, to see an entire person in the screen. We see lots of pictures of the 
head and shoulders of the person, and sometimes they even zoom in so close that we 
don’t even see the entire head on the screen. In sports broadcasts, they rarely show the 
entire team. The production is geared to follow the ball, but in most team sports, there is 
a lot of important action that occurs quite a distance from the ball. In football, for 
example, it is difficult to follow the play because the camera doesn’t show the line and 
down field action at the same time. If one is attending a game, one doesn’t get the really 
close up view, but has a broader perspective on the game. 
 
So much of life is a matter of perspective. 
 
Recently I received a new wide-angle lens for my camera as a birthday gift. Our son 
and daughter in law are very thoughtful gift givers and they know how much I enjoy my 
camera. Since the lens is new, I’ve been taking quite a few pictures with it. Last night I 



left that lens on the camera all evening for all of the photographs I took, as I teach 
myself how to frame pictures with the new perspective.  
 
It is interesting to have a lens that allows a picture of an entire room instead of just one 
corner.  Outside I am amazed at how often we fail to look at objects that are close.  I 
stopped on my way home last night to take a couple of pictures of the hills. I was 
thinking that the panorama of the hills silhouetted at sunset would make a great picture. 
The distortion in the wide-angle lens, however, made the hills appear to be very far 
away - they were just a thin line on the horizon. Instead, my viewfinder was filled with all 
of the beautiful things that are much closer - the gentle rolling hills and stock ponds - 
and even the lush grass that was at my feet. 
 
We are being treated to a wonderfully green year, with plenty of moisture. Since severe 
draught has characterized more than half of the time that I have lived in the hills, this 
year is filled with surprise and joy at the dramatic growth of grass and trees. Holding the 
camera in front of my face enabled me to see things from a different perspective. 
 
I recently read a short book by Jason Barger entitled, “Step Back from the Baggage 
Claim.” The book is a set of motivational observations made during a series of airline 
flights that took him to the four corners of the continental United States. He flew from 
Columbus, Ohio, to Boston to Miami, to Chicago, to Minneapolis, to Seattle and to San 
Diego in seven days without setting foot outside of the airport. And he wrote a book 
about his observations about how people deal with the obstacles and delays of airline 
travel and how those observations might be applied to the obstacles and delays of 
everyday life. The opening metaphor in the book is the way that people approach 
claiming baggage. 
 
You know the scene. Everyone crowds so close to the baggage conveyor that no one 
can see the bags coming and some of the people can’t see the carousel at all because 
there is such a crowd pressed too close to the device. It is apparent that if everyone 
would just take three or for steps back and approach the conveyor only to remove their 
own bag, the whole process would be easier and less frustrating for all. But there is 
something in the human urge to be first, or at least ahead of someone else, that keeps 
people all across the world from behaving in a simple way that would make their life 
better. So people crowd too close to the baggage claim and the process is harder for 
everyone.  
 
There are lots of times when our lives would be improved by stepping back and looking 
at things from a different perspective. Sometimes just backing off can make a world of 
difference. 
 
It makes me wonder if one of the things that adds to the stress of so many lives is that 
while we’ve embraced the technology of large-screen televisions, the cameras never 
back off and give a wide angle view of anything. The television picture is so “in-your-



face” that people never see the big picture on any issue or event in our world.  Imagine 
a world in which the normal perspective on television was to present people at their 
actual size and to show events from the perspective of an observer.  What would 
happen if the cameras would back off for a while? 
 
In the meantime, I’m enjoying the wide-angle perspective this week. Maybe it is 
because I’ve only been home from vacation for a week. Vacation is another way to step 
back and gain perspective. Sometimes it is good to look at and think about your home 
from a distance.  
 
Of course this whole essay would be different if the gift had been a telephoto 
lens.  There was great wisdom in the selection of the gift. And for that I am very grateful. 
May you find ways to step back as you go through your life today. 
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July 17, 2009 – Balance 
 

 
 
Luke and Landon put on a little demonstration with their unicycles for the participants in 
our Vacation Bible School last night.  They’ve been riding unicycles for at least a couple 
of years, and are getting pretty accomplished. They can mount their cycles in several 
different ways, pedal with only one foot, go forwards and backwards, and turn quite 
sharp corners. They can make the cycles bounce and turn in the air.  The other children 
thought that their skills are “awesome.” They are. 
 
I never learned to ride a unicycle. I grew up around bicycles and have known how to 
ride a bike for most of my life, but although I’ve tried on a couple of occasions, I have 
never spent more than just a few minutes trying to learn to ride a unicycle.  Luke told us 
that it takes a couple of weeks of practice to get at home on the cycle and after that it is 
a bit like a bicycle, the feel comes right back every time you return to riding.  



 
It was impressive to watch their confidence with their cycles and their ease in 
demonstrating their skills for the other children. And the other children were obviously 
impressed with their skill. They were attentive to the demonstration and clapped 
enthusiastically when it was finished.  
 
I often speak of ministry in circus terms. My most oft-used metaphor is juggling. Ministry 
involves many different tasks and one has give part of one’s attention to each one. It 
also requires a rhythm of activity to keep everything going at the same time. The 
problem with the metaphor is that like riding a unicycle, I have never learned how to 
juggle. At least I can’t perform the trick with multiple balls or bean bags. My juggling 
seems to be restricted to the many activities of my personal life and career.  I am pretty 
good at caring for my family while caring for a congregation, preparing sermons, 
engaging in administrative tasks , writing and editing and pursuing several other 
projects at the same time.  
 
But maybe I should start using the unicycle as my metaphor for ministry for a while. 
 
We come from a 4,000 year tradition of radical monotheism. That is, in contrast the 
tendency of some other religious practices and traditions to explain the world in terms of 
multiple gods or deities, our tradition has been adamant in asserting that there is only 
one God. The power of the storm and the miracle of birth come from the same source. 
The bounty of harvest and the beauty of the rainbow have the same creator. The 
experience of God in nature and the experience of God in community are linked in a 
common God. We even go so far as to assert that our God is the same as claimed by 
other religious traditions. 
 
It is a bit like riding a unicycle. There is only one thing that holds us up. And the one 
thing is constantly in motion. God is living and active. Sometimes God gets ahead of us 
and we struggle to keep up. The metaphor of balance works quite well for our life in 
faith. Of course, like all metaphors, it is imperfect. Like juggling, I can’t ride a unicycle, 
so I don’t know exactly what it feels like. And of course a unicycle can be mastered and 
such is not the case with God. God is always in control, even when we have the illusion 
that we are in charge.  
 
It is a challenge of talking about God at all. Our language is limited and imperfect. Each 
time we try to talk about God, we fail to express all of the qualities of God. Our language 
falls short of the reality and no combination of words, no matter how well-crafted or 
poetic, can really give a complete picture of God. The Bible, while being truly inspired 
and unique among all other writings as sacred scripture, is, nonetheless, only one 
expression of faith. It is the best we have. It is not God. Worshipping the Bible is idolatry 
as certainly as is worshiping any other object. One’s attention is focused on something 
that is less than God. 
 



The best of our theology falls short of a systematic understanding of God. That doesn’t 
mean that one shouldn’t try to think and talk and write about God. It just means that one 
ought to have the humility to understand that God is even greater than the words we 
use to talk about God. Our human enterprises are imperfect, a pale reflection of the 
ultimate reality. The first letter to the Corinthians says it well, “Now I see in a mirror 
dimly, but then we shall see face-to-face. Now I understand in part, but then I shall 
understand fully, even as I have been fully understood.” 
 
We can use lots of analogies and metaphors. God is like many different things. But we 
must always confess the simple reality that our analogies and metaphors fall short of 
the reality that lies beyond.  
 
Maybe it is thinking about God that is like riding a unicycle. One needs to maintain a 
sense of balance. If one focuses too much on the ways that God is distant and different 
from us, one loses balance because God is also intimate and close and knows us fully. 
If one only speaks of God’s power, one loses balance because God is also gentle and 
loving and compassionate. If one emphasizes God’s judgment, one loses balance 
because God is also the source of forgiveness. Thinking and talking about God requires 
a good sense of balance. 
 
It appears, from watching the boys ride their unicycles, that it requires a bit more 
attention than riding a bicycle. They needed focus in order to maintain their balance. 
Talking about God is similar. We need to pay attention to what we are saying and the 
impact of our words on others. Theological thinking is definitely a sport that welcomes 
and encourages amateurs. One doesn’t have to be a graduate of a seminary to think 
theologically. But it is an enterprise that demands our attention and focus. Taking 
theological thinking lightly can result in skimming across the surface of faith and missing 
the depth that is present. 
 
OK, so maybe it is a stretch to compare riding a unicycle with thinking about God. After 
all, I’ve never learned to ride a unicycle and I’m approaching the age where I should get 
to work at the task if I am ever to learn the skill. Those who say “it’s never too late,” 
aren’t referring to riding a unicycle. As balance and physical dexterity deteriorate with 
age, the day will come when it is too late, or at least when the skill of riding a unicycle 
won’t be mastered. I suppose that thinking about God is similar in that way as well. If 
one doesn’t invest time in the present, there will be less time in the future to think about 
and understand God more fully.  
 
I guess it is all a matter of balance. 
 
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. 
  



July 18, 2009 – End of an Era 
 

 
 
40 years ago, we spent a lot more time than usual watching television because the 
astronauts were about to land on the moon. They had blasted off on July 16. The actual 
landing was July 20. Like so many events of that time in our lives, we watched the news 
on CBS and the coverage was anchored by Walter Cronkite. The times were different. 
Most people received their television by antenna. There were only three major 
networks. Our home had a bit of a bias for NBC, home of the Huntley-Brinkley hour. 
Chet Huntley was from Reed Point, twenty miles from our place. We knew his mother. 
Yes, the evening news was a full hour in those days. News was a larger part of 
television broadcasting.  
 
For whatever reason, we were watching CBS coverage of the moon landing. It is one of 
those moments that one remembers. And we all remember Walter Cronkite’s voice and 
demeanor in reporting the news. For one reason, he kept it up much longer. He was still 
anchoring the news a decade after Huntley retired. 
 
It is said that the term “news anchor” was invented for the style of reporting that CBS 
and Cronkite developed around the coverage of the 1952 presidential election, where 
Cronkite provided studio coverage of both conventions with reporters on the convention 
floor feeding stories to the central news desk. In 1962, Cronkite took over as the host of 
the CBS Evening News, a position in which the nation watched him until his retirement 
in 1981. At that time, in a broadcast interview, he lamented the trend in television of 
shorter and less substantive coverage of all news events. He continued to produce 



special reports for television long after his retirement and his voice continued to be “the 
most trusted voice in America.” 
 
Even without the tabloid coverage and the star status afforded to contemporary media 
figures, we knew Cronkite. He broke down for several seconds after announcing the 
death of President Kennedy. The cameras stayed on him and we watched as he took 
off his glasses, wiped the tears, took a breath, and continued. His almost breathless 
coverage of the moon landing was punctuated with an audible sigh when the landing 
module was successfully on the surface of the moon. He said later that the landing had 
left him speechless despite all of the preparation and carefully written scripts. They went 
ahead and broadcast the silence The network wasn’t interested in projecting image. 
They were interested in telling the story and using a human being to convey the news.  
 
Cronkite had worked with Edward R. Murrow the broadcaster who led CBS from radio to 
television. The Murrow style that was adopted by Cronkite included carefully crafted 
scripts and carefully chosen words. By using scripts to cover the news, there were fewer 
chances for mistakes and misunderstanding.  
 
They took the news seriously and treated honest reporting as a sacred trust.  
 
Cronkite must have been aware that he had the power to influence people. It has been 
reported that when he reported his opinion that the war in Vietnam could not be won, 
President Johnson said “If I’ve lost Cronkite, I’ve lost middle-America.” Johnson’s 
decision not to seek re-election was heavily influenced by the way in which his 
presidency was reported by the major news networks.  And Water Cronkite and the 
CBS Evening News were big factors in his decisions. He covered powerful stories for so 
long that we associated him with power. And we believed that he was telling us the 
truth. He was. 
 
So much has changed. Just as television replaced radio as the major source of news for 
most people, the Internet has now replaced the television. When we want to catch the 
breaking news, we turn to our computers and not our television sets. Television is 
delivered by satellite and cable and there are so many different channels from which to 
choose that there is no one network that can gain the share of the viewers that was the 
case during the height of Cronkite’s career. For better or for worse, our attention span 
has shortened and we invest less time and less energy in catching up on the news. 
There are many more ways to find out what is going on, but we are, in general, less 
informed than we were a couple of decades ago.  
 
It is the way of the world. Times change. People do not go on forever. We know that 
Cronkite’s generation is nearing the end of its time. Huntley died in 1974, the year I 
graduated from college. My father died in 1980. Cronkite, between the two in age, lived 
to the age of 92. He had been in failing health in recent months and we had not seen 
him on television for some time. Somehow it seems appropriate that his death occurred 



during the 40th anniversary of one of the biggest stories of his time: the Apollo Moon 
Landing. As we look back, his face and voice are a part of almost all of the anniversary 
stories.  
 
As he used to conclude the news, “That’s the way it is.”  
 
But there is more to the story because we will remember the way it was. And even 
though we cannot halt the passage of time or change the reality of death, there are 
some things about the past that we miss. Walter Cronkite is one of the things we will 
miss. 
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July 19, 2009 – Building 
 

 
 
The lectionary that directs the use of Scripture in worship for many congregations has 
an alternative track during this time of year. The readings from the Epistle and Gospel 
are shared by all who use the Revised Common Lectionary, but the Hebrew scriptures 
and Psalm have two tracks. Individual congregations or groups of churches can choose 
which track to follow. Our congregation is on the alternative track this summer. This 
track allows for a more in-depth exploration of the historical books. Today’s reading is 
from 2 Samuel and reports a discussion between David and Nathan. Nathan is David’s 
advisor who often finds himself in the position of interpreting God’s intentions for David 
and for Israel.  
 
In this particular passage, David expresses his interest in building a great sanctuary - a 
religious house. He says that it is not fair for the ark of the covenant to be housed in a 
tent while David himself lives in a fine house constructed of Cedar. He proposes that a 
building at least as grand as the royal residence be constructed to house the sacred 
scrolls. Nathan, interpreting to David God’s intentions, tells the kind that the timing is off, 
that God will not allow such a project to proceed. The temple will be built, but only after 
David’s life.  
 
It is a struggle that has engaged religious institutions for millennia. How much of our 
time, energy and financial resources should be invested in a building?  Since God is 
everywhere it follows that God can be worshiped in any place. A special structure 
dedicated for a single purpose is not required for the worship of God. Furthermore, the 



scriptures remind us that acts of charity and kindness, deeds of justice, and 
demonstrations of mercy are forms of worship that are acceptable to God.  
 
Our congregation has benefitted from having a beautiful and very useful building. Our 
sanctuary is a fitting place for worship and it is equipped with instruments for beautiful 
music and a sound system to make it easy to hear and understand what is spoken. 
There are comfortable pews for sitting and beautiful windows that allow the light to fall in 
colored patterns on the room.  
 
This year we celebrate 50 years of having this building as the home of our church. It is 
the fourth building that has housed our congregation in its history and the one we have 
occupied for the longest amount of time. It continues to serve us well and has the 
potential of being our church home for many years to come. It serves us well, however, 
as the result of continual investment. Maintenance has not been deferred. The 
maintenance of the building and the operation of its systems consume a large portion of 
our annual budget. And we have treated these costs as fixed costs - ones that cannot 
be foregone.  
 
Because the energy consumed to heat the building is one of the largest items in our 
annual budget, we have begun to explore ways to heat the building more efficiently and 
cut costs by consuming less. It isn’t an easy project. Many of the systems that would cut 
energy consumption come with high price tags and even though the long term costs 
would be lower, the initial investment could be high. How much money do we spend 
now in order to save money in the future?   
 
Such decisions are made in the midst of ever-changing circumstances. The 
technologies for reducing energy consumption are changing. New boilers and other 
systems are far more efficient than those that were available a few years ago. But there 
will be even more efficient systems available in the future. When is the right time to 
make such an investment? 
 
The stories of our people show us that such matters are not decisions to be undertaken 
by a single individual. Even when we were experiencing a centralized monarchy with 
decision-making power resting on the shoulders of the king, wise kings chose their 
advisors carefully. In David’s case, Nathan was attentive to prayer and to the 
discernment of what God wanted as well as what the politics of the time demanded. It 
was the call of God that was given the most important role in the decisions that David 
made regarding a building to house God’s law.  
 
We, too, would be well advised to consider God’s call carefully as we proceed with our 
decisions. The future of our congregation does not rest on what building we have or 
how up-to-date its systems are. The future of our congregation rests on our faithfulness 
to God’s call. If we become obsessed with our building, our program, our comfort, our 
things we will lose sight of God’s call. 



 
Seven years ago, in the summer of 2002, we hosted a visit by Pastora Dorotea from our 
sister congregation in Los Guido, Costa Rica. Their neighborhood has a lot more 
children than ours. Their Vacation Bible School attracts so many children that the 
building is stressed to its capacity. In an impoverished community the church building is 
modest and tiny. As we walked through our building with Dorotea, she kept being 
amazed at how big and useful our rooms were. For those of us who had visited the 
church in Los Guido, we were aware at the huge luxury of space that we enjoy. At one 
point in our conversation we began to speculate on what it might be like if the building 
we have here in Rapid City could be replicated in Costa Rica. We weren’t seriously 
considering such an idea, we were just saying things like, “If we had a commercial 
kitchen like this in Costa Rica . . .” or “Imagine having all these classrooms for Vacation 
Bible School in Costa Rica . . .” 
 
It was a lesson that I have not forgotten. We are very fortunate to have such a 
wonderful building. And we have a responsibility to use it well for God’s work.  
 
Perhaps Dorotea is the voice of Nathan for our congregation. Whenever we become 
tempted to focus our attention too close to home, she calls us to remember our 
connections with other faithful Christians who serve in other parts of the world.  
 
I have a friend who laments the temptation of churches to develop what he calls an 
“Edifice Complex.” His pun carries a serious truth. When we focus too much attention 
on our structure - our building - we develop a disorder that can cripple our ministry.  
 
As we face the decisions of managing our building and caring for the resources that we 
have been provided, may we take care to listen carefully for God’s voice and call for our 
congregation. 
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July 20, 2009 – Farewell, Teacher Man 
 

 
Photo from the cover of the book, Teacher Man. 
 
Frank McCourt only wrote three books. I read all three, though not in the order that he 
wrote them. I’m not sure how I first discovered his writing, but most likely I read a review 
of one of his books - that’s often how I discover books that I want to read. The 
book, Teacher Man, had me laughing and crying and amazed at the antics of a life of 
teaching in a challenging setting. McCourt had a knack for telling stories in a way that 
makes the reader feel like he or she is sitting in the classroom. Teacher Man is the 
report of thirty years of teaching in New York City Public Schools.  It begins with the 
story of a fight the broke out in his classroom on the first day that he worked at McKee 
Vocational and Technical High School in 1958. A sandwich was hurled in the fight. Mr. 
McCord picked up the sandwich and ate it. The gesture got the attention of the students 
and opened the door for learning instead of wasting time. 
 
His struggles to really teach in settings that were often extremely challenging resulted in 
creative assignments for students that never would appear in formal 
curricula.  Discovering that his students were fabricating excuses for missing class, he 
turns the exercise into an assignment. Since it was the only place where he was 
witnessing any significant fiction writing from his students, he starts at that point and 
teaches them how to write by having them use their creativity to learn rather than to 
avoid learning.  
 
The book has many stories about encounters with administrators and other “higher 
ups,” who have escaped the classroom and spend their days creating forms and 



guidelines, developing tests and snooping on teachers. His defiance of bureaucrats 
made me want to cheer for teachers everywhere who put up with so many pressures 
that distract from the real process of educating and getting students to think for 
themselves.  I found myself cheering for Mr. McCourt in each encounter with 
administrators. 
 
McCourt’s other two books provide an understanding of the forces that formed this truly 
outstanding teacher. Angela’s Ashes, his first book, is a chronicle of intense poverty and 
an examination of the intense grief of a mother who has three of her children die. But it 
is also the story of a survivor and the forces that give McCourt the qualities of dogged 
persistence that enable him to survive in a career that many others tried and 
abandoned. ‘Tis tells the honest, though often not pretty story of the adolescent and 
young adult who makes about every mistake in the book. He swears, he sleeps around, 
he drinks too much and he is a major contributor to a failed marriage. The book is well-
written yet disturbing in the frank way that it tells a truth that is painful. 
 
But somehow a true teacher emerged from all of those experiences. From the depths of 
poverty the world might have simply gained another alcoholic whose stories were 
known only to his drinking buddies. Instead we received a teacher with a gift of helping 
young people who themselves grew up in difficult circumstances that threatened to 
crush their spirits. And we gained a storyteller who crafted three books that I would 
recommend for every teacher to read. Even more, I wish that administrators and 
educational policy setters would read the books.  
 
And now the story of Frank McCourt has reached its conclusion. There will be no more 
books. Another of Angela’s children has died, but only after 78 years of living, almost of 
half of which were invested in teaching. His impact on his students has literally changed 
the world in ways that will continue to be revealed as the years go by. His books 
continue to carry the ability to inspire teachers and advocate for common sense from 
politicians and others who purport to shape eduction in our public schools.  
 
“When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived it all.” he wrote. “It was, of 
course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth your while. Worse 
than the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable Irish childhood, and worse yet is 
the miserable Irish Catholic childhood.” While Frank McCourt wrote eloquently about his 
miserable childhood, he didn’t dwell there. Instead of becoming a victim of the misery in 
which he grew up, he became a gift to others by the way that he told the stories of his 
life. “I dealt with my past, and my future and my present by writing about it. And it’s a 
gift. I wish everybody had it because it eases all kinds of distress.” 
 
Over the years, Frank McCourt gave that gift to so many high school students. Thirty 
years of teaching creative writing is a gift even more significant than the three books 
that tell the stories of his life. He inspired his students to deal with their past, present 
and future by writing about it.  



 
Frank McCourt died yesterday at the age of 78. He was the kind of person who might 
have died as an infant, or a young child or a young adult. Somehow he survived. And 
we are far richer that he lived to tell his stories. His books will be wonderful gifts for 
teachers for years to come.  
 
Farewell, Teacher Man! 
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July 21, 2009 – Sheepherder 
 

 
 
On Sunday, at the installation of the new pastor at Belle Fourche, Marc Stewart quoted 
Archer B. Gilfillan from his book, Sheep: Life on the South Dakota Range.  I ended up 
borrowing the book after the worship service and have made my way through about a 
third of it. 
 
Who would have thought that the definitive book about sheep herding in the west would 
have been written by an Ivy League seminary educated scholar with a broad knowledge 
of classical literature?  Who would have thought that a man who chose to work as a 
sheepherder would be articulate and a delightful author? Gilfillan worked as a hired 
sheepherder near Buffalo, SD, from 1916 until 1934. The book was originally published 
in 1929 and was re-printed in 1993 by the Minnesota Historical Society. 
 
Gilfillan devotes a chapter of the book to describing a sheep wagon.  There were still 
plenty of sheep wagons in the country when I was growing up. Most of the ones I 
remember had rubber tires and sheet metal had been used to replace the original layers 
of canvas for the roof. The time of year-round living in sheep wagons had passed by the 
time I can remember. They were used for summer sheepherders up in the mountains on 
government pastures and some were used bunkhouses or even guest accommodations 
on ranches. A typical sheep wagon had a wood stove for heat and cooking, one bed at 
the far end, and a small table and chair for sitting.  There was usually a window at one 
end and a door at the other. The door was usually split so the top half could be left open 
while the bottom half was shut. Screens covered the windows. There are plenty of flies 
and mosquitoes in sheep country. 



 
I never worked on a sheep ranch, though we had friends who lived on the ranches in 
the area. Our town claimed to be the “Wool Shipping Capitol of Montana.” At one time 
our town handled more wool than any other in Montana. Over the years, the business 
changed and the wool warehouse was finally torn down when the Interstate highway 
came by.  But we had some pride in our sheep herding heritage. The school mascot 
was the Sheepherder, a distinct contrast with the Cougars, Tigers, Broncs, Redskins, 
Wolves, Lions, Eagles, and other team names in our area. I didn’t think much about it 
when we were growing up - it was just part of the way things were. 
 
Montana had some deadly fights between those who raised cattle and those who raised 
sheep. Sheep need to be actively tended when on pasture. If not, they will eat the grass 
in one place down to bare dirt. The herder needs to keep them moving from place to 
place. And a  band of 1,000 sheep will quickly become three or four bands without the 
skill of a herder and a couple of good dogs. Sheep are also more vulnerable to 
predators than cattle.  And there was intense competition for the federally-owned land 
that was available for summer pasture on grazing contracts.  Since our town had one 
bar that was frequented by sheepherders and another that was the place cowboys hung 
out, I assumed that every town was the same and that sheep and cattle folks just didn’t 
get along all that well.  
 
These days sheep are trucked from one place to another, but I remember the days 
when the way sheep were moved was on their own four legs. It was a kind of exciting 
day in the early summer when the bands of sheep were trailed through town on their 
way up the river to the mountains. There were two families that had permanent sheep 
camps up the river from our place and they coordinated the moving of their animals so 
that they didn’t get mixed in the narrow valley.  It was kind of fun to be in a car that 
encountered a band of sheep being trailed. We’d drive through the band at a snail’s 
pace and the sheep would part in front of the car and then close in after it. They would 
be walking so close to each other that some of the sheep would panic and attempt to 
crawl up on the backs of other sheep to get out of the way of the car.  
 
The herders used dogs to keep the sheep together and a series of whistles and yells to 
give instructions to their dogs. There was usually a boss on a horse, but some of the 
sheepherders just walked behind the sheep as they made their way up the valley.  
 
The sheep wagon was at the rear of the band, sometimes drawn by one or two horses 
and sometimes pulled by a jeep or pickup. I suppose that the contents of the wagon 
jostled and rattled as it rolled along, but the journey was usually a slow one. On the 
other hand, most sheep wagons had at least one crack in a window pane somewhere, 
and the ones that did have a mirror, usually sported a crack in the mirror as well.  
 
The Bible uses a lot of shepherd images. The 23rd Psalm is one of the most well-
known, but there are all kinds of references to God as shepherd of the people of this 



world. Jesus is also referred to as the good shepherd. As a result, pastoral names are 
also applied to my vocation. People often call me “pastor,” which means shepherd. 
There are a lot of images of Jesus with a few sheep in the background. Those 
comparisons sort of confused me when I was growing up. In our Sunday school books, 
the sheep were always clean and one might assume sweet-smelling. Real sheep are a 
bit different.  Although we memorized the 23rd Psalm and knew that “The Lord is my 
shepherd,” we also know that real sheepherders had a tendency to be alcoholics. More 
than once in my growing up years, local sheepherders were held up as examples of 
what one might become if one didn’t study hard and succeed in school. 
 
The lingo was simple. “Shepherd” was the biblical word that applied to God and Jesus. 
A “sheepherder” was the kind of person that lived on the edge of town and spend 
summers in the high country with the sheep. I remember thinking that they were 
separate professions. 
 
The days of isolated sheepherders with their bands of sheep are passing. Sheep 
production is more carefully managed these days. Most of the pasture land is fenced 
and ranchers have four wheelers to help them move their critters. Sheep wagons are a 
thing of the past or something that is kept around the place as an amusement. There 
are plenty of used travel trailers that can be used as temporary bunk houses when they 
are needed. 
 
The romantic image of “shepherds out watching their flocks by night,” may be far from 
an accurate picture of the reality, but there is something genuine and real about a 
person who earns a living from raising animals. I’m glad I grew up around such people 
and learned to respect them and their way of life.  
 
Archer Gilfillan grew up back east and came out west to herd sheep. Who knows the 
reasons why he made the choices he did. I grew up out west and made different 
decisions with my life. Somehow we shared a bit of the same culture - enough to make 
his book a very interesting read for me. And perhaps there is some truth in a book about 
sheepherding that can be applied to a pastor’s job. At any rate I’m enjoying the book. 
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July 22, 2009 – The Pace of Life 
 

 
 
The most beautiful sunsets around here require a few clouds in the sky. We have pretty 
sunsets every night, but the sky-filling colors come only when there are clouds to reflect 
the setting sun. Today’s picture wasn’t taken last night - it is from some time ago when I 
caught the sunset on my way home one evening. But I have been thinking of how many 
clouds we encounter in this life and how the ups and downs are a part of the beauty of 
life.  
 
I shy away from giving too many details of my life in this blog. It isn’t that I have anything 
to hide. In fact, the details of my life may be a bit boring for most readers. But I am 
cautious about telling stories that are not mine to tell. So much of my life is wrapped up 
in the lives of others and their stories belong to them and not to me. Since most of the 
readers of this blog are friends from our congregation, it is easy and natural for them to 
identify the people of whom I speak. 
 
But I am tired this morning. The pace of work and life has been intense since we 
returned from vacation. A short reflection on yesterday might give a sense of some of 
the things that are going on.  
 
A little after 7 a.m. yesterday, one of the saints of our church passed from this world to 
eternity. The event wasn’t dramatic, but it was powerful for the members of her family 
who witnessed it. After 90 years of living, she had taken a serious fall last week. A 
broken arm and a broken hip caused her intense pain. She wasn’t a good candidate for 
surgery with congestive heart disease, lung cancer, and a tiny, frail body. But on Friday 



the surgery was completed in an attempt to alleviate her suffering. The pain did 
decrease, but there was little time or energy left for conversation or relationship with her 
family, whose vigil that had begun when she broke her hip continued until yesterday 
morning. After a few tears, there were plans to be set in motion, relatives to notify, a 
visit to the funeral home to be arranged, musicians to call, ushers and others to be 
asked to help and serve. Due to the family’s complex schedules, the funeral will be 
Saturday. Due to the regulations of the national cemetery, the committal will be Monday. 
The two days I had set aside to catch up with work at home now have events 
scheduled.  
 
At the hospital later yesterday I sat for some time with church members who have 
become friends as they continue to struggle with a serious cancer diagnosis. The 
treatment plan seems to make sense and there is reason for hope, but this is a deadly 
serious condition. I had some time alone with the couple. She sat at his bedside, held 
his hand and stroked his forehead as together they spoke of some of the triumphs and 
tragedies of 65 years of married life. At 87 and 88, they have seen a lot. The sudden 
death of a granddaughter-in-law in childbirth, the struggles of a great grandson who 
faced and overcome multiple problems from the moment of his birth and who now uses 
a respirator for everyday living, the ups and downs of ranch life, hard times and good 
times -- all kinds of things flowed together as they recalled the challenges of family life. 
They are realists and ranchers. They know about life and death. They do not expect to 
go on forever. They know that one of them will die before the other. They are willing to 
take whatever comes without regret. But they also are eager to continue living and 
appreciative for whatever time they yet have together. The shifts changed at the 
hospital while I was there and a new nurse’s aid came in and introduced herself. She 
asked the patient how he felt. He closed his eyes and sighed and said, “mostly 
thankful.” At first she didn’t understand, so he repeated what he had said. I noticed a 
tear in the corner of his wife’s eye. She wasn’t the only one. Life is too precious to go on 
forever, but if I had the power to grant them an extra year or an extra decade I would do 
it without hesitation. 
 
The news at the hospital isn’t all bad. I had brief visits with to other couples in the 
hospital, both with a member recovering from a successful surgery. Hip reconstruction 
is a wonderful procedure that results in the patient having a substantial reduction in pain 
that is evident almost immediately. While tired and facing the rest of the summer for 
rehabilitation, the joy of having the surgery behind was evident. My visit in the surgical 
intensive care unit was a moment of gratitude. A very delicate and complex procedure 
to remove a small benign growth from right next to the pituitary gland at the base of the 
brain had gone just as planned. The patient was awake and alert and the substantial 
pain that was part of initial recovery was being well controlled. The prognosis is very 
good in this case, but the couple was exhausted after a day of tension and waiting.  
 
There are times when my work is public and visible. I stand up in front of hundreds of 
people and lead worship and preach sermons. It still amazes me that I can do such a 



thing. But much of the work that I do is not visible, nor should it be visible. Somehow, 
through the grace of God, I am invited into some of the most intense and personal 
moments of people’s lives. Mostly I am there as a witness. I pray with individuals and 
families. I offer words of comfort and assurance from scripture. But much of what I do is 
stand as a simple witness to the dramatic events of life.  
 
Late in the afternoon, when I had a few free moments before a meeting of the 
Department of Stewardship and Budget to review the church’s financial condition, I 
checked my e-mail. A large curricula project in which i am involved is proceeding to 
initial review and the senior editorial staff needs to identify which components of the 
areas I am editing are ready to go to reviewers. There is at least six to eight hours of 
work that must be accomplished in order for me to get the information to them and I am 
the one who needs to do that work - before I go to bed tomorrow. This is work that will 
yield benefits to the church - but the benefits will not be seen for at least a year and then 
will not be fully known throughout the congregation. It is work that must be done, but 
which remains unseen to most of the people I serve. 
 
But I am not blogging about this to complain. I have a good life and am blessed with 
wonderful work. I’m blogging on this topic in part because it is easiest to write about the 
things that are foremost on my mind and I can’t spend too much of my time blogging 
today.  
 
There is work to be done. And if I am a bit tired at the end of the day, that is part of the 
beauty of life. It takes a few clouds to make a beautiful sunset. 
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July 23, 2009 – Lighthouse 
 

 
 
On our recent vacation, we visited several different lighthouses that are located around 
Lake Superior. The lighthouses are maintained as public attractions, often containing 
displays about the history of mining, ore transportation and other parts of life along the 
shores of Lake Superior. For the most part lighthouses as navigational tools for shipping 
have gone by the wayside, replaced with more accurate guides for ships that travel on 
the lakes and oceans of the world.  
 
The notion of a light in the midst of a dark night and the faithfulness of the attendant 
who serves long hours in an isolated location to provide for the safety of others are 
attractive ideas. And the architecture of the lighthouses is unique. They are photogenic: 
often clinging to rocky islets or outcroppings.  
 
Significant technological development went into light houses as they were improved to 
make the light visible from great distances. There was a significant improvement with 
the development of Fresnel lenses, which redirected vertical light rays into a horizontal 
plane and focused the horizontal light into one or two directions at a time, with the light 
beam sweeping around as the lens rotated.  
 
Churches have used lighthouses as symbols for years.  Using the faith declaration, 
“Jesus is the light of the world,” a church is seen as a place that is called to share the 
light of Christ with the world. In Matthew 5:14-16, Jesus declared that his disciples are 
the light of the world and that those who follow are called to let their light shine and not 



hide it. Through many interpretations and embellishments over the years, churches 
have associated with lighthouses.  
 
Our church is located on a hill. We are on a small rise, with a taller hill behind the 
building. Viewed from the East, it looks as if we are nestled about midway up the hill. 
One distinctive feature of our property is a large white outdoor cross that is lit at night 
and easy to see from quite a distance. But it would be presumptuous for us to claim to 
be the only source of light in our community. There are many other faithful Christians 
who express their faith in different congregations and live in ways that bring light and life 
to others as well.  
 
The coastlines required many lighthouses. A single navigational light can only warn of a 
single hazard.  One light alone basically signals “stay away from here” pointing out the 
location of rocks, reefs, or other dangers. It takes multiple lights to mark a safe harbor 
on a stormy or foggy night.  
 
Like all analogies, the lighthouse is an imperfect analogy for the role and function of a 
church. It only tells part of the story.  
 
Lighthouses are seen as part of our history. Onboard radar and global positioning 
receivers with moving map displays, depth finders and other navigational devices are 
more accurate in helping ships to avoid hazards and stay on course. While some of the 
technologies are carried on-board, ships are still dependent upon external sources of 
information. But in today’s shipping satellites in orbit around the planet give the 
information needed to determine position.  
 
There are some who say that churches are also fading as essential institutions in 
society. It isn’t a rejection of religion, but rather a sense that the institutions that we have 
formed are imperfect and serve for a limited amount of time. While attendance and 
participation in churches has fallen and the decrease is especially evident in mainline 
congregations, it doesn’t seem like we are facing obsolescence at any point in the near 
future. To those who note that many congregations have a predominance of elders, I 
point out that the population of elders is increasing and we aren’t likely to run out of 
retired people at any point in the near future. But even deeper, congregations still meet 
needs that are not being met by other elements in our society. The communal practice 
of religion is deeply meaningful and the support provided by congregations is important 
to a wide cross section of society. While we must change and adapt to our times, it isn’t 
yet time to turn all of the churches into museums and tourist attractions. We still have a 
vital function and a role to play in our communities.  
 
So for now we haven’t adopted lighthouse images for our congregation. After all, our 
location is about as distant from a really large body of water as one can get. We know 
more about shepherd images than we do about coastal life. But don’t look for us to turn 



off the light on our cross anytime soon. We’re planning to be around to serve our 
community for many years to come.  
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July 24, 2009 – Crowd 
 

 
 
Our community has a summer outdoor festival each Thursday evening, with live 
entertainment and food served in the downtown area. A couple of blocks of a street are 
blocked off, a stage set up, and people gather to hear the music and enjoy summer 
outdoors.  We don’t often participate in the events.  Living about ten miles from 
downtown, sometimes when we get home after a day’s work we just don’t feel like going 
back into town. And we occasionally have meetings that conflict with downtown 
events.  But last night we headed back into town after supper because friends were 
performing and we wanted to hear them. And we haven’t created enough opportunities 
for my mother to get out of the house and participate in the life of our community, so last 
night seemed like a good opportunity. 
 
There was a wonderful crowd gathered to hear Kenny Putnam, Christine Albert and 
Chris Gage as they sang and played.  Their music is always a delight. Chris Gage and 
Kenny Putnam have been playing together for decades and they have a style of working 
together that is delightful. We weren’t disappointed by the music. And the crowd was a 
real cross section of our community. All ages from tiny babies to people in their 
seventies and eighties  were literally dancing in the streets.  
 
But it was a crowd. Everyone wanted to get a place where they could see the musicians 
as they performed. And a street is only so wide and after about a half a block it gets 
hard to see over the heads of the other people. We wandered around for quite a while, 
looking for a place where we could park ourselves. We were using a wheelchair to help 
my mom maneuver in the crowd and to give her a place to sit. A wheelchair is a 



marvelous device and the crowd was very helpful. People would move out of our way as 
we pushed the wheelchair and helped us find places to stand.  Still, being in a 
wheelchair in a crowd of people who are standing up often means that your field of 
vision is very limited. Finding a place where mom could see over the crowd was a real 
challenge. Finally, during a break in the band’s performance, we found a place behind 
some people who were sitting in lawn chairs where she had a good view of the stage 
and she was able to see the performers during the entire second set of songs.  
 
I have to admit I’m not much for crowds.  I prefer small groups of people in more 
intimate settings. I enjoy being with people I know, but am not very interested in being 
part of a mass of people, especially when they are mostly strangers. But last evening’s 
gathering seemed to bring out the best in our community. People were in a good mood 
and enjoying the music. And we had opportunities for brief conversations with a lot of 
our friends as we moved through the crowd of people. A free event, with no admission 
charge, attracted some people that I don’t normally see at concerts. I recognized a 
couple of faces that I normally only see at the mission mixing with folks who I normally 
only see dressed in suits and ties. There were elders dancing with small children and a 
reasonable mix of natives and newcomers and as diverse a crowd as you can gather in 
a community with very small African, Asian and Hispanic populations. As crowds go, 
this was a pretty pleasant one. 
 
And the timing was about right for our energies as well. We left home around 7 p.m. and 
returned just after 9. A couple of hours is a good outing for our family at this stage of our 
lives.   
 
So we set aside the list of things to be done, let the weeds in the garden grow for 
another day, and left the lawn un-mowed for one more evening and enjoyed the simple 
pleasure of just being a part of our community.  
 
The evening had its share of nostalgia as well. Chris and Kenny used to play with the 
Red Willow Band and the Red Willow band used to play a lot of songs by Tom 
Peterson. Chris and Christine have a new CD of Tom Peterson songs and they sang a 
few of them. It wasn’t quite like listening to the Red Willow Band, but there was enough 
interplay of fiddle, guitar and bass to bring back some pleasant memories.  
 
As I get older and my life seems a bit complex, I know that there are times when I want 
to shy away from crowds. There are just too many people, too many unfinished 
conversations, too many impressions to make. And it is not possible to fully relax with 
so many people. Some have expectations of what a minister should look like or do. 
Some have requests to make or news to share. And I can be quite happy sitting in my 
back yard watching the deer and not talking to anyone. Although I know that life is a mix 
of solitude and community, there is enough community in my life that I sometimes seek 
solitude when the rest of the community is gathering. I have some appreciation for those 
who hide in monasteries to pray. 



 
So I was pleased to discover that I haven’t turned into a total recluse who shies away 
from every crowd. There are times when it is good to be a part of the crowd. Last night 
was one of those times. 
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July 25, 2009 – Point of View 
 

 
 
Last week, I participated in the dedication of a new addition to Golden Living Bella Vista 
Nursing Home. The facility is our community’s only service provider dedicated 
exclusively to providing care for victims of Alzheimer’s disease. Due to a state-wide 
moratorium on building new nursing home beds, the addition was not the much-needed 
expansion, but rather an addition that increased services to a resident population that is 
stable. The facility operates with a waiting list most of the time. The new addition has a 
new room for physical therapy, an indoor courtyard, a new dining area and a modest 
lounge area for the people who live there.  
 
The dedication ceremony was held outdoors near the northwest corner of the Bella 
Vista building. Bella Vista means “beautiful view” and the facility does indeed have a 
beautiful view. From their hilltop vantage point, I was able to look across town to our 
building and see it from a vantage point that is not common for me. A couple of days 
later I returned with my camera and took a few pictures from the hill.  
 
Compared to the big box churches that are being built in many different locations, our 
facility isn’t big.  We don’t have a gymnasium and our sanctuary is not designed to seat 
thousands. Still, it is a large structure for our neighborhood. Our sanctuary seats nearly 
500 people and we have a large fellowship hall with a commercial kitchen, a parlor with 
a service kitchen, a large multi-purpose fireside room a half dozen class rooms plus a 
nursery, library, office areas and sacristy. There is a choir loft with additional storage 
and office areas in the balcony. We have enough room for our congregation. In addition, 
we have adequate parking for our facility, and a large lawn that surrounds the building. 



That means that in our immediate neighborhood, which is a residential area, we are the 
largest structure and occupy a significant amount of space. And when I approach the 
building to go to work, it is evident that it is a substantial structure. 
 
But when viewed from across town, our building fits well into its environment. Although it 
is at the top of a rise, other hills stand around and above it so that it looks like the 
church is nestled into the hills in a place where it belongs. It makes me wonder if the 
architect had spent any time on the hillside across town looking at the building site. 
 
After fifty years, most of the people who see our building don’t have any memory of 
what the area looked like before the church was built. Most of the homes that surround 
the church were built after the church building. The neighborhood is a desirable location 
to live with its beautiful pine-covered slopes just a few blocks from the downtown 
business area. The ridge to the west protects the area from the most severe storm 
winds and the view to the east is gorgeous. It is not a bad place to go to work. 
 
Most of us go through life, however, without considering other points of view. We get 
fixated on how things look to us and don’t spend much time thinking about how they 
look to others. Bella Vista is a short drive for me. I can visit residents whenever I have a 
few spare moments. We currently have two members who live in the facility and another 
who works there. It is nearby and accessible from my point of view. But from the point of 
view of he residents, our church may seem like a distant location. They no longer drive 
and cannot be allowed to even leave the facility without supervision. Many lack the skills 
to be safe walking along the road or crossing a busy street. They are dependent upon 
others for the freedoms that we take for granted.  
 
For one of the people who lives there, the church is more of a distant memory than a 
present reality. When I stand with him at the window and point out our outdoor cross, he 
can remember that it is his church - or at least that he once attended the church. When 
prompted, he can sometimes remember that I am “that new guy” who is a pastor. But 
his clearest memories about church have to do with events that occurred 25 or more 
years ago. The church is much more of a pleasant memory than a present reality from 
his point of view.  
 
For those of us who live in the more populated areas of our state, the ban on new 
nursing home beds makes no sense whatsoever. The need is evident in our town and 
there are many families that cannot find a space for their loved ones to live. People live 
in assisted living facilities who are in need of skilled nursing care and some families 
have to travel to other towns to visit loved ones because there are no beds in our town 
for them.  I suppose the ban looks different from the perspective of an administrator of a 
nursing home in a rural and isolated area. As the population declines, there are fewer 
people to occupy the facility and less income to keep the organization operating. With 
health care costs rising at a rate that is significantly higher than other sectors of the 
economy, some rural facilities are facing decisions that may lead to their closing.  



 
How things look depends on your point of view.  
 
I’m grateful for the many opportunities I have to get out of our building and to look at our 
church from different points of view. I know that there are those who see our facility 
primarily as a venue for concerts, and others who know only the cross at the end of 
Clark street. There are folks who know something of our firewood project and others 
that know about us from our work with Habitat for Humanity. Those who call our church 
their own and who worship regularly in our community constitute just over 1% of the 
people in our city. Our market share, as they say, is not very large. But from the point of 
view of our members, our church looms large in their life story. For the family whose 
mother and grandmother’s life will be celebrated at today’s funeral, it will be the only 
place in town for a little while.  
 
I’m glad I took a couple of pictures of how our church looks from across town. We’re not 
the whole city, just one part, nestled in among many others. We are closer to our 
neighbors than we sometimes think and more dependent than we often admit.  
 
My job will continue to take me to Bella Vista in all seasons of the year. I think I’ll take 
my camera and get some images from other seasons. It’s good to look at things from a 
different point of view. 
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July 26, 2009 – Calm Waters 
 

 
 
The Gospels report different versions of Jesus walking on the sea. In the Gospel of 
John, the disciples are rowing toward Capernaum at night. The sea is rough and there 
is a strong wind. After rowing three or four miles, the disciples see Jesu walking toward 
them on the sea. The sight terrifies them, but Jesus calms them. In Mark’s Gospel, the 
disciples at first think that they have seen a ghost. In both versions of the story, the 
waves are calmed and the destination is easily reached. 
 
I wasn’t raised in a nautical tradition. I grew up far from any substantial bodies of water. 
We knew mountain creeks and rivers, but didn’t have much experience with lakes and 
oceans. Our family would visit my Aunt and Uncle’s place on Flathead lake periodically 
and they usually had one or more boats, but they were piloted by others and it never 
occurred to us to venture out onto the lake at night or when the weather was anything 
but perfect.  
 
In my travels I have had opportunities to visit oceans and big lakes and I have found a 
great attraction to the water. The attraction of the water is the way that I got involved in 
building canoes and kayaks and the reason that I keep wanting to build more boats. 
There is something wonderful about walking along the shore of the water and there is 
something wonderful about going out onto the water in a boat. A canoe or kayak gives a 
great perspective on the water. Both afford the paddler the opportunity to sit low on the 
water and to feel the motion of the swells as the boat rises and falls. It is a wonderful 
feeling and a real delight to slip quietly across the water with little effort.  
 



On occasion, I have had opportunities to paddle into the wind. Progress is slow, but the 
feeling is exhilarating with the feel of the wind on the face and the splash of water from 
the bow of the boat. But I am a timid boater. I travel near to the shore and I take my 
boat out of the water if the paddling gets too rough or the wind and waves get too high. I 
have never really scared myself in one of my boats. But I think I can understand a bit of 
how it might feel.  
 
Rowing or paddling a boat is fairly complex, if you think about it. First of all, there is the 
process of the boat slipping through the water. The shape of the boat determines both 
its stability in the water and the ease with which it can be propelled through the water. In 
general, the more stable the boat, the harder it is to push it through the water. Secondly, 
water is rarely still. The water through which the paddler travels is in motion. In a river 
the motion is obvious. At least the general direction of the current is easily determined. 
In a large lake or ocean, the currents are less obvious, but exist all the same. Thirdly, 
the boat is not totally submersed in the water. Part of the boat is also traveling through 
the air. And the air affects the boat. A high bow that makes it easier to go through 
waves is exposed to the wind and the wind attempts to weathervane the boat - to turn it 
so it faces into the wind. The harder the wind blows, the more difficult it is to steer the 
boat.  
 
These factors were known by the disciples more by instinct than by analysis. They had 
grown up in fishing families. Boats were a part of their lives. And much of the fishing on 
the Sea of Galilee was done at night, so the disciples were no strangers to navigation 
by dead reckoning. There were some features that they could recognize, but often at 
night on the open water the direction of the wind determined the direction of paddling 
and when the wind shifted, the boat would reach landfall off course and they would have 
to paddle along the shore to reach their destination.  
 
Storms were an immediate threat to the safety and the lives of the paddlers. And storms 
could come up quickly. Their approach couldn’t be seen at night.  The disciples knew 
the feeling of being at the mercy of the wind and waves.  
 
It is hard to tell which part of the story seems more miraculous to the disciples - Jesus 
being able to travel across the water without the encumbrance of a heavy boat, or his 
ability to calm the wind and waves. Both represented conditions that were unknown to 
the disciples. Rowing across the water was just plain hard work. Walking on land 
seemed easy by comparison. And rowing meant that one was at the mercy of the wind 
and the waves. The thought of being able to control them was pure fantasy for those 
who grew up fishing from row boats. There were a few primitive sales, but full 
understanding of the aerodynamics of modern sailing rigs was far from the most 
technologically advanced of the time. Sails were used for downwind travel. If you 
wanted to go into the wind, you had to row. 
 



So the story became one that had to be told. The tellers of the story weren’t interested 
in the details. Jesus’ ability to approach them without a boat and his presence calmed 
the wind and waves. It was instantly a story worth telling. The analysis and theological 
reflection came later.  
 
Those early disciples had an advantage over us in understanding the dynamics of their 
situation, however. They knew that they did not have the power to control the weather. 
The same is true of us, but we have found some ways in which our intervention and 
manipulation of weather has some effect. Human activities do have an impact on the 
climate, but just how significant that effect is remains to be seen. The bottom line is that 
we are not in charge of the weather, and there are many things in this world that are 
beyond our control. Modern scientists are hesitant to use God as the explanation for 
everything that they don’t understand, but the choice of words doesn’t change the fact 
that there are forces in this universe which are far beyond human control.  
 
Contemporary people find it hard to picture a human being who could walk on water or 
an authority that could calm storms at will. Jesus is difficult to understand. God’s 
presence in human form is challenging to understand. The very stories that made it 
easier for ancients to believe sometimes can make it more difficult for belief in this 
generation. The gospel writers didn’t collect stories with the 21st century in mind. 
 
But these are the stories that have been treasured by our people for so many 
generations. And we tell them without knowing all of the details and sometimes without 
fully understanding the events or their meaning. What we do understand is that God 
continues to surprise and delight people - our relationship with God yields amazement 
and stretches our ability to understand. Each encounter with God helps us see that this 
universe is far more vast and far more complex that our ability to understand. It is a 
miracle that we can understand even part of it. 
 
I continue to paddle calm waters and I continue to meet God in that experience. Some 
of the stories of God are difficult to tell. They stretch the limits of language. Other 
experiences are easier to relate. But there is no doubt in my mind that God is revealed 
in waters wild and calm. Recognizing the presence of God brings wonder, amazement 
and joy. 
 
May you discover wonder, amazement and joy today. 
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July 27, 2009 – Not Quite a Salesman 
 

 
 
My father-in-law is 89 years old. The last time he drove was nearly four years ago. The 
time has come to sell his pickup. We kept it for a while because he had some pride of 
ownership and because the pickup was used by various family members from time to 
time. The right time for the family isn’t exactly the right time for the market. Sales of 
vehicles are down in general and although the pickup doesn’t have very many miles, it 
is getting older in years. Add to that the fact that it is a 2-wheel-drive vehicle in 4-wheel 
drive country, it didn’t exactly generate a lot of calls when I advertised it in the local 
paper recently. Still, it will probably sell quiet easily. It only takes one customer. 
 
The truth is I’m not much of a salesman.  I have a little understanding of vehicles, and I 
know how to look up prices on the Internet and discover a reasonable price. I have 
some experience with selling a few vehicles in the past. But selling isn’t something 
about which I get excited and it isn’t something that I look forward to doing.  
 
I’m not sure why I’ve turned out this way. In other ways, I am quite a bit like my dad. 
And my dad was a good salesman. He had a sense of what people wanted and he kept 
his mind tuned to the market. He would often have a sense of where a trade-in would be 
going when he was making the initial deal. He had a mind for remembering the amount 
of money he had tied up in an item and the amount he needed in order to make a profit. 
He loved talking and visiting with people and met strangers easily. And he was 
successful as a salesman. 
 



I have a brother who has made the majority of his living selling, mostly vehicles. He 
enjoys selling and has achieved quite a bit of success.  
 
But I am, at best, a reluctant salesman. It is sort of strange, because I don’t mind asking 
people for money. I will roll up my sleeves and go to work to raise money for causes in 
which I believe. And my technique is as straight-forward as my father’s when he was 
selling farm machinery: be honest and upfront about the cost, even about the need for 
the business to make a profit to cover overhead. My philosophy of fund raising starts 
with telling the people what you will do with the money they donate, and then doing 
exactly what you said you would do. 
 
There is a big difference, however. When I am raising money for a cause, I don’t 
presume to know anything about what the donor is able to give. I don’t try to tell 
someone how much they should donate. When you have an item to sell, the price is a 
critical factor - and sometimes it requires significant negotiation to arrive at a price. 
When I am raising money I focus on convincing someone that making a donation is a 
good idea and don’t focus my attention on how much any individual donation produces.  
 
In sales, the price is very important. I know the principles: set the price in a fair range 
and be aware of the market. Use the NADA guide to help determine the value. Leave 
some room for negotiation. Everyone enjoys feeling that they obtained a bit of a 
discount. Don’t tell the customer what can or cannot be afforded, stick to conversation 
about what is a good deal and a fair price.  
 
And there is a significant difference in this particular deal. The truck is not mine. The 
price obtained is not a part of my immediate family’s finances. I feel an obligation to 
obtain a good price for my father-in-law. He deserves a fair deal for his truck.  
 
Of course this responsibility doesn’t rest on my shoulders alone. There are other family 
members who are willing to help. We’ll be using the Internet to get the word out about 
the truck and we may not need to have much direct negotiations about price. The sale 
might not be to a local person. 
 
But I’ll be pleased when the deal is made, the truck is delivered and the check is 
deposited. It is just one more thing that is a normal part of life that needs to be done. 
And I ought to work on my skills as a salesman anyway. The inventory is rather high in 
our house. Although most of the possessions we have will be given to family members 
or donated to the rummage sale, there are probably a few other things that ought to be 
sold. And we’ve reached the life phase where we should definitely be thinking about 
inventory reduction. 
 
I don’t think I’m ever going to become much of a salesman. If I had to make my living 
from commissions, we might be getting hungry around our house. That’s OK. I’m not 
expecting any commission from this sale anyway. And I definitely do believe in the 



cause of my father-in-law, who is a wonderful person and the best father-in-law anyone 
could ever wish to have. I don’t have any problems telling anyone that he deserves a 
good deal. And I know that this truck is lightly used and will make a good deal for the 
person who purchases it. I just have to find that person. 
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July 28, 2009 – Using Time Wisely 
 

 
 
Last night was a deadline for a team of writers to submit initial drafts of a number of 
components in a new educational resource that is under development at Pilgrim 
Press/United Church Press. The components that have been prepared by a dozen of 
those writers now are on my table for editing before going back for some revisions and 
becoming available around the end of this year. At the same time as I am working on 
the first edit, reviewers will be offering their reactions and suggestions. The process 
sounds complex and it is. The project has been carefully designed to encourage 
collaboration between writers, editors, users and others so that the resources that are 
developed will meet the needs of the congregations that we serve.  
 
The next couple of months will require that I devote some significant blocks of time to 
the project each week. The work is complex enough that it won’t work to try to spend a 
few minutes here and there.  The writers have been giving large blocks of focused time 
to their tasks since may and now it is my turn to focus my attention and energy in order 
to keep the project moving smoothly and coordinate my efforts with the efforts of senior 
editors, publishers and other people who are a part of the project.  
 
It is exciting to be back to work on a large collaborative project. I get a lot of energy and 
enthusiasm from my colleagues in this process and focusing my attention on resources 
for teaching and learning helps me to become a better teacher and to serve our 
congregation with renewed energy and enthusiasm. 
 
The project demands that I be proactive about time management. Time is a limited 
resource. There are only 24 hours in a day. And no one is able to stay awake to invest 
all of them in working. Trying to extend the day and sleep less can result in less 
efficiency, increased mistakes, and a decrease in productivity. The job is to find the 
balance of recreation and work. I find that I need to find appropriate times for family, for 
personal time and space and for work. And with a job that has many different tasks and 
many different focuses, just managing my work time is a balancing act. Like other 
creative enterprises, one can’t just stop thinking about a project at will. Sometimes 



projects overlap and one task can inform another. Sometimes projects conflict and the 
demands of two divergent tasks pull one in different directions.  
 
I have not always been an effective manager of time. I have wasted precious moments, 
and I have gotten mixed up in my priorities. The ministry is not just a matter of putting in 
lots of hours, one has to make choices about how those hours will be spent. I’ve not 
been one to shy away from work, but I haven’t always gotten the most important job first 
in line and sometimes I work hard at projects and tasks when my time could have been 
better invested in another arena.  
 
Just the process of planning can consume a significant amount of time and energy. And 
I have much more enthusiasm for doing a job than for making plans. Sometimes the 
best way to get things done is to just do them, even if the order of tasks isn’t the most 
efficient. 
 
The resources that I will be editing over the next couple of months focus on the practice 
of Christian hospitality. Hospitality is one of the strengths of the congregation that I 
serve, but sometimes we have been less than intentional about our hospitality. 
Occasionally we discover something that works by simply doing what comes naturally to 
us. I suspect that there is much that I can learn by doing the activities that the writers 
have created. Our church can benefit from these resources while they are still in 
development.  
 
That may be an exercise in justifying the amount of time I’ll be spending editing while 
still trying to keep up with the work of serving as pastor to a complex and exciting 
congregation. But I think there is more to it than my rationalizations. I really believe that 
part of the collaboration of the project involves the collaboration between our 
congregation and the publisher of the resources.  
 
We always practice our faith in the context of living congregations that have changing 
needs and shifting priorities. We always practice our faith in the midst of people who 
have a wide variety of needs and circumstances. And life can be unpredictable. Illness 
can appear when not expected. Loss and grief can not always be predicted. The life of a 
congregation can bring surprise every day. In the midst of this reality, we are called to 
be a community of hospitality that reaches out with a warm welcome to people we have 
not previously met. Our ministry is constantly engaged with the existing congregation 
and the emerging congregation that is shaped by each new person who comes to visit 
and share our journey.  
 
So these will be busy days. And they will be full days as I adjust to this new project and 
these new priorities for my time. My prayer is that my time can be invested in serving 
the whole church and that we not only become proficient in writing exercises to guide 
individuals and congregations in the practice of hospitality, but also in the actual 
practice of hospitality in the life of our congregation.  Our faith has always been more 



than just good ideas and thoughtful words. Our faith is always more about how we live 
than what we say. And yet words are important. Editing, revising, improving and working 
with words is one of the ways that the church is served. 
 
As we go through this season of our lives together, I hope that I will continue to grow in 
wisdom, especially the wisdom of how to invest my time well in the work of the church. 
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July 29, 2009 – Repairs 
 

 
 
Although I enjoy building boats, my boatbuilding has its genesis in the love of paddling. 
My first boat was a direct result of wanting a canoe and not having the money to buy 
one. So I built one. That led to building another. Swamping the second canoe led to 
building my first kayak, and so it goes. Each boat has been built with paddling in mind. 
And I use my boats quite a bit. From time to time the smooth varnished surfaces are 
scratched by rocks and the boats suffer the indignities of being hauled around.  And, 
once in a while, there is a repair that needs to be made.  
 
The first kayak that I made is one of my favorite and most-used boats. It is built from 
plans by Nick Schade and is a great beginner’s kayak: very stable and easy to paddle. 
But it was my first effort. The foot pedal system that I made for the boat didn’t work out 
at all. The cam for adjusting it kept losing teeth and I ended up installing a set of 
commercial adjustable pedals after  a couple of years. Another part of the boat that I 
now build differently is the coaming. The coaming is the rim around the cockpit. It has a 
lip on it so that a spray skirt can be attached to seal the boat around the paddler. The 
coaming also takes a lot of pressure because it is where the paddler places his or her 
hands when getting into and out of the boat. When I stand up after paddling, I usually 
push down quite hard on the coaming as I lift my body to a standing position. 
Sometimes, I place my paddle across the coaming behind myself and use the paddle as 
a lever against the coaming.  
 
The coaming developed a small crack on our recent trip. The crack didn’t in any way 
interfere with the paddling or the trip, but it has been on my list of needed repairs and 



last night I took a few minutes and brought it into the garage for repairs.  I’ll also sand 
down the boat and give it a couple of coats of varnish while I have it in there.  
 
Upon examination of the crack I discovered that my original laminations had not failed, 
as I previously suspected. As is often the case with glued wood, the glue held perfectly, 
but some of the fibers of the cedar split where they are glued to the more dense 
mahogany coaming. The repair is pretty straightforward, I used a syringe and a thin 
piece of plastic to work epoxy into the joint and then clamped everything together. When 
it dries, I’ll sand of whatever excess epoxy I didn’t get wiped up. Epoxy is hard and no 
fun to sand. Then I plan to reinforce the joint with a layer of fiberglass cloth imbedded in 
epoxy. The final product will look exactly the same as the original, but will be quite a bit 
stronger.  
 
As is true with many boatbuilding projects, a bucket of clamps is important to get the job 
done. In order to get everything in the right place, I used a clamp every 1/2 inch around 
the affected area. It took more time to put the clamps in place than it did to work the 
glue into the affected area.  
 
Clamps are interesting tools, and I’ve written about them before in this blog. There isn’t 
much more that can be said than has already been written. They are supporting tools. 
They hold things together while other things work. Sometimes, like this repair, the 
clamps hold things in place while the glue dries. When I am bending wood, the clamps 
hold the steamed wood in the right shape while it cools and dries.  
 
Clamps are always temporary. They are used in one stage of building, offering their 
strength to a task, and are later removed. The final product doesn’t show off the clamps. 
When it is done properly all of the signs that clamps have been used are removed. The 
final product carries the memory of the clamps without showing them off.  
 
And my clamps spend most of the time in a bucket. In fact I have several buckets of 
clamps, sorted by size and type.  
 
Like boatbuilding, most of the tools that God uses in the life of our community are often 
not immediately visible. People notice the beautiful building but don’t remember the 
sacrifice and hard work that enabled it to be there. Often they don’t think of all of the 
work that is done to keep the building ready for use. Cleaning and maintenance are 
done when there are few people around. But they are essential to the life of he 
congregation. A well crafted sermon can involve hours of research. It is not uncommon 
for me to have a half dozen books open as  I prepare for a worship service. Some of the 
work and research is done months in advance. We usually are choosing hymns and 
worship themes about three months before a worship service. 
 
When someone notices how well things fit together, we feel like our work was time well 
invested. When things don’t go as planned, we try to make corrections to avoid the 



same mistakes in the future. I am most relaxed and natural as a worship leader when I 
am well prepared. Things that look improvised are often well rehearsed.  
 
The shop of every boat builder needs a bucket of clamps. A few extra clamps are 
important for the moments when you are in the middle of a job and need just one more. 
A small repair never uses all of the clamps in the bucket, but it makes the builder glad to 
have all of the clamps.  
 
This evening the clamps will come off of the boat and go back into the bucket. They’ll 
take up extra space and I’ll struggle to figure out where to put the bucket so that it is 
easily available, but out of the way for other jobs. 
 
Perhaps as I remove the clamps one by one, I can think of the people who help support 
our church behind the scenes and give thanks for their work. It’s good to have such an 
abundance of faithful workers. 
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July 30, 2009 – Wildflower Garden 
 

 
 
Last year, in response to receiving a free packet of seeds, I planted a couple of small 
areas near our back deck to wildflowers.  I repeated the process this year, purchasing 
the seeds from a local store.  The results are as fun as last year. I call the little patches 
our wildflower garden.  The areas are attractive to the deer, so I rigged up a little flag 
with some loose cloth to startle the deer when the wind blows and that has so far 
protected the plants from being eaten. 
 
The question in my mind, however, is just how wild can a patch of flower be when the 
seeds come from a packet and are carefully tended?  Among the blossoms in the 
wildflower area are daisies.  We also have daisies in our more formal flower beds 
around the front of the house.  Of course we also saw daisies growing wild along the 
shores of Lake Superior in our recent trip. Those flowers are undeniably wild. I suspect, 
however, that it isn’t quite fair to call the two patches near our deck truly wild. 
 
I’m not sure of the source of the seeds, but I think it is likely that they are harvested from 
carefully cultivated plants. It certainly would be much more efficient and relatively simple 
to get seeds from a controlled area rather than going out into the countryside and 
harvesting seeds from plants that are growing naturally. And such a harvest would 
certainly affect the propagation of the plants in the wild.  
 
The seeds are mostly for annual plants, though there are a few perennials among the 
mixture and some of he plants go to seed and contribute to next year’s blossoms.  
 



One thing that makes our wildflower areas unique is that I can’t tell which plants are 
weeds until they begin to blossom, so there is very little weeding. And the plants are 
randomly arranged because I plant by scattering seed. The look is certainly less formal 
than areas where we have bedding plants.  
 
But it is far from being truly wild.  
 
It is fairly common for us to use language in imprecise ways. Labeling foods “natural” 
may or may not mean that they were grown in ways that are different from the foods 
that do not bear that label. “New and improved” is a marketing term that is often applied 
to products that are far from novel and essentially similar to ones that were previously 
available. “For a limited time only” seems to be code for “you’ll be listening to this add 
for a long time.” Terms like “heart healthy” or “cholesterol lowering” don’t describe the 
qualities of actual foods being sold, but rather to the use of those foods in moderation 
and the elimination of certain other foods from the diet.  
 
The list goes on and on and is not limited to the use of language in labeling or 
marketing.  
 
Our denomination calls ourselves “The United Church of Christ,” though we are rather 
loosely connected and often our diversity shows better than our unity.  And the 
exclusivity of the pronoun “The” doesn’t change the reality that other denominations are 
also dedicated to Christ. But then Presbyterian churches do not hold exclusive right to 
their mode of organization and Lutheran churches aren’t the only congregations that 
carry on the traditions of Martin Luther. For that matter Baptist churches are not the only 
ones that practice baptism by immersion. 
 
We seem to sort of know what we mean even when our words could be interpreted in a 
different manner. The use of imprecise language doesn’t keep us from communicating 
and it doesn’t prevent us from living lives of faith.  
 
But I think it is good for us to examine our use of language from time to time. 
Sometimes, when what we say isn’t really what we mean, it might be good to choose 
different words.  
 
I don’t think I’ll abandon the use of the term “Wildflower garden.” My friends and 
neighbors seem to know what I mean when I refer to those areas with those words. And 
I don’t expect the producers of the seeds to instantly change the labels on their 
packages to “domestic seed mixture,” or “mixed blooming varieties.” I probably couldn’t 
find the right packets of seeds in the store if they were completely accurate in their 
labels. I don’t know the correct names of most of the flowers in those beds. 
 
And I don’t think I will abandon what seems to me to be a healthy skepticism of the 
language of advertising and the labels on items offered for sale.  



 
Words are the tools we have for communicating and communication is essential to our 
lives. We do, however, need to realize that words are imprecise. Often 
miscommunication is the result of choosing the wrong words rather than having the 
wrong intentions. Care in choosing our words is important. 
 
May we continue to search for the right words to say. 
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July 31, 2009 – Play Ball! 
 

 
 
There is plenty of news for baseball fans in our town this week.  Tonight the city’s two 
American Legion baseball teams, Post 22 and Post 320 will meet after both teams 
advanced in the state Legion tournament. Post 22 has a longer history, a bigger ball 
park and the home field advantage for the game, but Post 320 has lots of ardent fans 
and with high school sports there are lots of factors that come to play in any game. The 
game will bring out a big crowd and lots of enthusiasm.  There are still some hard 
feelings over the very existence of the second American Legion team in our town and 
you can get strong opinions from talking to locals about whether or not the second team 
is a good idea.  
 
In little league news the Harney team beat out Canyon Lake to advance to the Midwest 
tournament. The two teams met for the North Dakota/South Dakota championship. We 
new before the game started that only one team could win. Pitching was the story of the 
evening with Canyon Lake limited to only four hits in the 3-0 loss. 
 
The newspaper, however, didn’t report that our church league team emerged from the 
tournament Tuesday night with a second-place trophy.  We’re not the biggest church in 
town, so the process of fronting a good team year after year is a challenge. There are 
two divisions in church league softball in our town and a few years ago our team was 
moved into the tougher “A” division. We’ve fared well there. Tournament play was 
exciting, with our team pulling off a 12th inning victory to advance to the championship 
round undefeated.  The other team had suffered a single loss in the double-elimination 
tournament so their victory in the first match up set the stage for a second game, our 



team’s third game of the evening. With two players laid up with injuries, a victory was 
not to be for our team and we ended up with the second place trophy - a great showing 
and a fitting finish to the year. 
 
I confess that I am not the world’s greatest sports fan. In fact, I’m not much of a sports 
fan at all. I enjoy watching a game from time to time and I follow local players in the 
paper, but I don’t have the passion for games that some exhibit. 
 
Our church team is the product of the dedication and work of others, with my support, 
but without much participation on my part. Our coach, Dick James, and a couple of 
players do the fund-raising, recruiting, and organizing that is required for our church to 
front a team each year.  And the team members aren’t all members of our congregation. 
The group from our church is too small to front a team, so we end up including people 
from other congregations who don’t have a team.  This year, I think we had at least a 
couple of Catholics, one Jew and perhaps a Lutheran or two on an eleven-man team. 
The purpose of the league is to have fun and to build connections between 
congregations and that goal is achieved each year. 
 
I have noted that over the years the trophies are getting bigger. This year’s second 
place trophy is significantly taller than previous first place awards. I was joking in the 
office that we’d have to get a new trophy case to display the hardware the team is 
bringing home. Of course we don’t have a trophy case at all, but there is a display case 
in the fellowship hall where the trophies are shown. 
 
The softball team illustrates one of the wonderful realities of life in the church. There are 
many places in our congregation where people make connections that are not 
dependent on pastoral leadership. I do little other than give verbal support to the softball 
team and it gets together, raises funds, recruits members, participates in events, and 
provides a connection to the church for folks who might not otherwise find their place in 
this institution. There are other groups within the church that are self-starting, self-
managing and that are a part of the life of the congregation and require little or no 
leadership from the church’s official structure.  
 
And the truth is that there were more people involved in the summer men’s’ softball 
team than the Department of Worship’s summer vespers program. The team played 
more games and drew larger crowds than the six worship services that were very lightly 
attended. Not that numbers is the appropriate way to evaluate the quality of worship, but 
there is a sense that it takes a certain number of participants to justify the effort that is 
invested. I am sure that the Department of Worship will evaluate the summer program 
and is likely to make significant changes before the season comes around next year.  
 
The total life of the congregation is much broader than just the areas where the pastor is 
active. Meaningful relationships develop outside of official programs. The Holy Spirit’s 
action is not limited by the actions of boards and committees.  



 
So I’m sure the team will play ball next year. Who knows? Maybe the fellowship of the 
baseball diamond is fertile ground for faith to grow. 
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