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June 1, 2009 – Pine Pollen 
 

 
 
One of the sure signs of spring in our neighborhood is the pine pollen. There is no 
shortage of the stuff. As pollen goes, the grains are fairly large and the yellow color 
makes it easy to identify. And it is everywhere. A little rain will make rivulets of pollen on 
the driveway and in the streets. A car left out overnight gains a contrasting color. Some 
of the pollen will blow off when driving, but it is sticky enough for some of it to survive 
sixty miles per hour. It works for the pine trees. They seem to do very well around here. 
 
There are folks with allergies who suffer at this time of the year, but it is very rare for 
peoples allergy problems to be caused by the pollen from the pine trees. The pollen is 
simply to large to the the cause of the symptoms. And there is plenty of other pollen in 
the air. It is just that the pine pollen is so visible that it gets the blame. An allergist once 
told me that it is the pollen that is so small you don’t see that causes problems for 
people.  
 
Some people believe that pine pollen is a natural beauty enhancer and it is included as 
an ingredient in some facial creams.  Chinese herbalists prescribe pine pollen as a 
therapy food and beauty enhancer. In some places pine pollen is collected, compressed 
into capsules and sold as a dietary supplement. One Internet advertisement for pine 
pollen capsules claims the following benefits: 
 
Enhanced metabolic function of the skin and nourished hair roots, adjusted endocrine 
system, improved constitution, raised immunity, improved stamina, improved 
heart,  Improved metabolism and regulated weight, Accelerated liver activity and 



regulated bile secretion, regulated endocrine, inhibited atrophy of sexual glands, 
regulated prostate function for men, cold prevention, lowered body fat, nourished brain, 
increased strength and stamina. 
 
From reading the advertisements, it seems that if one only consumed enough pine 
pollen, one would have very few problems at all. I mean who can resist nourished hair 
roots, regulated weight and lowered body fat?  I had no idea what a treasure is out there 
on my driveway. 
 
I probably would have never thought of eating the stuff.  I’ve run my finger across the 
car windshield and turned it yellow, but I’ve never stuck the finger in my mouth while it 
was covered with pollen. And even though there is a lot of it around, I don’t have the 
energy to collect it to a container or process it to sell to others.  
 
It is just one of those things that is a part of living where we do that doesn’t really 
require much action. I get out the hose and wash of the porch and deck. And I wash the 
cars from time to time. Some of it gets into various filters and those need to be cleaned 
or blown out with compressed air. But for the most part we ignore the pollen.  
 
The pine pollen is, for me, a sign of the abundance of nature. There is simply more 
pollen produced than is required for the trees to propagate and maintain health. Nature 
doesn’t stop at just enough - sometimes there is an exuberance of nature that cannot be 
contained.  
 
If we left nature to itself, there would be a lot more pine trees.  Mowing stops seedlings 
before they become trees. The natural process is interrupted by our sense of what looks 
good around our homes. We tend to want to choose where the trees grow.  On the 
other hand, left to itself, the natural cycle would produce periodic fires that clean out 
underbrush and occasionally wipe out whole stands of trees. Photographs of the hills 
before settlement show that there were fewer trees than there are today. One of the 
theories is that prior to settlement the hills had very large fires that cleared entire stands 
of trees as well as periodic smaller fires that cleared stands and consumed fallen trees.  
 
What this would would be like without humans is a purely intellectual exercise. The 
reality is that we are here and we participate in the natural processes. We have an 
impact on the plants and animals that surround us. And, like other parts of this universe, 
we are capable of reproducing at high rates. Human overpopulation and crowding is a 
reality. And our impact on this planet is dramatic.  
 
But we have an advantage over the pine pollen. We have awareness of the world 
around us. We have eyes to see and minds to remember. We possess the capability to 
look at the world and reflect on its meaning. We can appreciate the beauty and enjoy 
the abundance of nature. That awareness gives us special responsibility to care for the 
rest of nature and to consider carefully the impact of our actions. We are capable of 



making choices that result in good or evil. We can learn from past actions and even, on 
occasion, correct mistakes that we have made.  
 
We get to choose whether or not we eat the pine pollen. For now, I’m going to let the 
stuff lie where it has fallen. Aside from washing it off a few places like the cars and 
decks, I’ll let nature recycle the elements in the pollen through the natural processes. 
Who knows, if it is that good for humans, imagine what it might be doing for the garden. 
If there is some deep lesson to be learned from pine pollen, I haven’t yet learned it. It 
just is. And it seems worthy of note even though it doesn’t have a big impact on my life 
or the lives of others.  
 
Enjoy the pollen if you can. It won’t be long before pollen season has ended and we go 
on to another topic of conversation. 
 
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. 
  



June 2, 2009 – A Simple Boat 
 

 
 
Several years ago, shortly after having moved to South Dakota, I built a small solo 
canoe. I had a book about constructing lightweight canoes that had the lines and 
measurements of a “Wee Lassie,” a small canoe that has been constructed with various 
materials in a variety of variations for more than a hundred years. At the time, with a 
new job and a couple of kids facing college, there wasn’t a lot of excess money in our 
family and I sought to build the canoe without spending too much money. I built the 
forms and strongback out of scrap lumber and I began to frequent local lumberyards, 
going through their fence-grade cedar looking for a few boards with fewer knots than the 
others.  
 
I ripped the strips on a 50-year-old table saw that I had inherited from Susan’s 
grandfather. The rip fence slipped a bit from time to time, so I secured it with a couple of 
large C clamps. I did install a new blade and it did a good job of cutting the strips. I 
didn’t have access to a planer, so variations in the width of the strips had to be sanded 
out later. I rigged up a router table of sorts to cove and bead the strips. The first phases 
of boatbuilding involved very few dollars and a lot of sawdust.  Because I was using low-
grade lumber, there were plenty of knots and I had to cut them all out. There were few, 
if any, strips that were as long as the canoe. I set up a jig for a hand saw and another 
on a sanding disk to create scarf joints. I spent days scarfing the strips until I had 
enough to start attaching them to the form. 
 
Little by little the canoe emerged. Because of the way I was building it, there was a lot of 
sanding involved and I ran my bare hands over every square inch of that little boat 



again and again. By the time I had the hull formed, I knew every bit of the boat with 
great detail and had identified every flaw. Some flaws were corrected. Some I decided I 
could live with. This boat was only my second canoe project. I have a lot more tools and 
a lot more experience these days. But the results were pleasing to my eye.  
 
The most expensive part of the project was purchasing the fiberglass cloth and epoxy to 
put on the outside and inside of the boat. I constructed the bulkheads, decks and 
gunwale system out of materials scrounged from a variety of sources. Some of the 
mahogany trim came from the church rummage sale. I did purchase a couple of sealed 
hatch covers from a boat supply store and when it came time to register the new boat 
vanity prevailed and I had a couple of brass plaques engraved with the serial number. I 
suppose I spent somewhere between $200 and $250 by the time all of the expenses 
were added up. I never kept track of the time invested. It was all recreation time and 
however many hours I spent cutting assembling and sanding were inexpensive 
compared to the cost of hiring a psychologist to teach me how to manage my stress. 
 
I remember the first paddle of the boat. I took it to the lake alone, without any witnesses. 
I wanted to make sure that I had a sense of how it floated, balanced and paddled before 
I showed it to anyone. It handled like a dream. The simple hand-caned seat was in the 
right location and the single thwart made an acceptable backrest. I soon had acquired a 
double paddle which made it even more nimble in the water.  
 
It is a simple boat. It is about 13’ long and weighs about 40 pounds. I can pick it up with 
one hand and carry the paddle in the other. Over the years I have paddled it in lakes 
and streams in a half dozen states and even paddled it in the Puget Sound off of 
Whidbey Island. It was on that trip that I decided to make my first kayak, but that is 
another story entirely. 
 
As happens with other boatbuilders, I am sure, additional projects came along. I built 
another tandem canoe so that I could take family members along for paddles and I 
started building kayaks as well. I re-canvassed and repaired a couple of Old Town 
canoes. The wee lassie got hung from the rafters way in the corner of the garage. I think 
that it stayed there without being paddled for at least three years.  
 
A little reorganizing and a trailer that enables me to transport canoes and kayaks easily 
and it was convenient for me to take the little boat for a paddle yesterday. Paddling that 
simple little boat I couldn’t remember exactly why I ever thought I would need any other 
boat. Except for its limitations in carrying cargo and passengers, the little boat has 
everything a person could want. It is stable, nimble, easy to paddle and a good platform 
to sit and take pictures of the world around. It is attractive enough to garner 
compliments from onlookers and swift enough to go almost anywhere. It displaces little 
water, so it can be paddled in very shallow areas where other boats cannot go. It has 
enough freeboard to handle light chop or a bit of whitewater in a river. It is very quiet on 
the water and allows a closer look at the birds along the shore and the beavers near 



their lodge. Even the geese don’t get too upset when I paddle by as long as I don’t 
come too close. 
 
The little boat, a paddle and a life jacket are all that are needed to have a great time.  
 
There comes a point in every life when one shifts from acquiring to shedding 
possessions. I haven’t quite reached that point. I still can imagine other boat projects 
and I have a couple of sets of plans that I keep studying. I suspect that I’ll have 
something under construction by the middle of next winter. But there is a limit to the 
number of boats that any one person can use and store. Short of buying a barn or a 
warehouse, we’ve about reached that limit. So some of the canoes will need to find new 
homes sooner or later.  
 
The wee lassie will be one of the last boats with which I part, I suspect. It is a good boat 
for an old man: light weight, simple and yet stable and easy to paddle. Sometimes the 
best things in life are the simplest. If I built sailboats I would spend hours stepping 
masts and rigging sails. If I build motorboats, I would spend hours working on engines. 
As it is, I have more time to be on the water in my boats because I don’t build anything 
that is complex. Simple is a good match for me. 
 
It was a delightful way to spend a couple of hours yesterday. Paddling the little boat was 
like having a conversation with an old friend. I didn’t have to worry about making 
mistakes, I knew that we’d get along whatever happened. I returned to the shore 
refreshed and renewed and ready for the events of a busy week.  
 
Life is good when one has a simple boat.  
 
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want 
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June 3, 2009 – Blue Flags 
 

 
 
One of my favorite late spring/early summer flowers is an iris that we call blue 
flag.  Actually this type of iris grows in a variety of colors from deep purple to light blue 
and produces several different shapes of flowers. I’m not sure of the technical plant 
genetics, but it is a common plant in all of the places where we have lived and the 
plants are resilient, often growing and producing blossoms for decades after humans 
have ceased to tend the plants. I don’t know if they also occur naturally in our area, but 
it is possible. The flowers grow from bulbs and blossom annually. 
 
On the open prairie, blue flags often mark the place of a former homestead. Through 
the process of decreasing the size of Indian reservations, the land of the western 
Dakotas were late to open up for settlement. Although the Great Northern Railroad had 
made its way across northern North Dakota, other railroad service was also slow to 
come into the area. Much of the homesteading west of the Missouri River in the 
Dakotas took place after 1906, when the United States Government realized that 160 
acres is insufficient to support a family in the plains and homestead allotments were 
increased to 320 acres. This meant that there were fewer homestead shacks out here 
than in the eastern part of the states. Still two homesteads per square mile meant that 
homesteaders could often see a half dozen or more other shacks on the open prairie. 
 
A lot of the shacks were constructed by “land grabbers” - people who did not intend to 
live permanently on the land, but rather who intended to met the minimum requirement 
of the letter of the law to gain title to the land. Out here gaining ownership of the land 
meant filing claim to an available parcel, constructing a house (often a 10 x 12 shack), 



taking up residence for a minimum of eight consecutive months, and publishing the 
claim signed by a minimum of four witnesses for several consecutive weeks. There was 
a fee associated with proving up a claim, but it was generally less than $2 per acre.  
 
So even though there were lots of homesteaders who didn’t remain residents of their 
land, most of the land had at least temporary homes constructed on them. The shacks 
are long gone these days. Years ago one used to be able to find some rusting tin cans, 
depressions where root/storm cellars were dug, and other evidence of occupancy, but 
most of those signs are gone these days.  
 
At many sites, the iris continue to bloom. 
 
When one thinks about the rigors and challenges of homesteading and about the social 
norms of the time, it is amazing how many women were involved in homesteading on 
the prairies. Roughly ten percent of all homestead claims were filed solely by women. 
There were single women trying to gain some equity, married women trying to add to 
the family’s real estate holdings, sibling groups and widows who held out after the death 
of their husbands. In addition to the homesteads occupied solely by women, there were 
a lot more homesteads where women lived with their husbands on the land.  
 
There was plenty of work on every homestead. Prairie life was tough. Supplies had to 
come from long distances. May homesteads lacked a water source and water had to be 
hauled, sometimes three or four miles or farther. One homesteader is reported to have 
said, “I’d dig myself a well if it didn’t take so much time to haul water.” Vegetable 
gardens often didn’t produce enough food. Farming was attempted, but there are 
patches of prairie that never will produce as farms. Grazing sheep or cattle was a huge 
job in the days before fences. 
 
But despite the hard work, there was time to make a little beauty as well. Families lived 
in relative isolation and they would invest a little time fixing up their homes. There were 
tar paper shacks with wall paper on the inside. And there were flowers planted around 
the homesteads. It is possible that the popularity of the blue flag iris was that it was free. 
Homesteaders would gather the bulbs from the open prairie and plant them into beds 
around their shacks.  But the fact that they grow from bulbs meant that they would 
tolerate travel over long distances, so it is also possible that homesteaders brought 
varieties of iris from places farther east when they came out to homestead. 
 
One can speculate on the history of the iris plants and some of the guesses may be 
accurate. What we do know is that the flowers that add beauty and joy to our lives grow 
in places where others have had the opportunity to see and enjoy them in years now 
passed.  
 
Each year I look for the blue flags on the prairie and in the hills. And each year they give 
me pause to think about others who came to this place before I arrived. We tend a few 



iris around our home. It is possible that they will remain after the home is gone. Who 
knows for sure. Our time on this earth is short when compared to some of the plants. 
But one of the things we are able to share from generation to generation is beauty and 
the appreciation of a splash of color. 
 
May our lives never become so organized or our gardens so formal that we fail to 
appreciate the blue flags across the prairie. 
 
Copyright © 2009 by Ted Huffman. I wrote this. If you want to copy it, please ask for permission. thuffman53@mac.com. If you want 
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June 4, 2009 – Oatmeal Cookies 
 

 
 
I like oatmeal cookies. For my tastes, I prefer ones with raisins but without nuts. I know 
that others prefer pecans or walnuts in their oatmeal cookies, but I’m happy with the 
basics.  The recipe on the Quaker Oatmeal box is a good basic oatmeal cookie recipe, 
and for most of my life, I haven’t been one to adjust recipes or make innovations. When 
I make chocolate chip cookies, I usually use the recipe on the chocolate chips. I have a 
tendency to eat a bit more than I should, and I have a bit of a sweet tooth, so it isn’t a 
good idea for us to have too many cookies around the house, but I’ve been known to 
buy packages of cookies from the store, when I get a hankering for sweets and from a 
financial point of view, baking our own cookies makes more sense. 
 
So, from time to time, I bake a batch of cookies. 
 
Four or five years ago, the Good Morning circle at our church published a cookbook. It 
was one of those wonderful church cookbooks where people submit their favorite 
recipes. Church cookbooks are usually full of treasures, and this one is no exception. 
The recipes in the book have been tested by good cooks and they have submitted only 
their best ones. There are two good recipes for oatmeal cookies in that book, neither 
are the same as the one on the oatmeal box. One of the recipes makes a smaller batch, 
but is easily doubled. It is low in salt, doesn’t have too much sugar, has a healthy dose 
of cinnamon, and uses the same amount of flour as oatmeal. The results are a good, 
basic oatmeal cookie.  
 



The other recipe is titled, “The Best Oatmeal Cookies,” It might just be right. The secret 
to this recipe is soaking the raisins in the eggs and vanilla for an hour before mixing up 
the cookies. The raisins plump up and the cookies are delicious. I’ve baked quite a few 
batches of cookies using that recipe. 
 
But there is something about the claim to be “the best,” that intrigues me. And for some 
reason a while ago, I began to experiment with the recipe and make small adjustments. 
I don’t know if it was arrogance - that I thought that I might be able to improve on “the 
best.” Perhaps is was a matter of individual taste - different people have different ideas 
of how they want their food. Whatever the reason, I have started to experiment when I 
bake cookies.  
 
Since, I have a tendency to eat too many cookies, I started by reducing the amount of 
sugar. This helps make the cookie a bit more healthful and it helps me to eat fewer 
cookies when I sit down with a glass of milk or a cup of coffee. I had already been 
baking the cookies without the nuts and adjusting the dry ingredients in a cookie recipe 
that uses butter can result in a flatter cookie. So I started substituting shortening for part 
of the butter and adding more oatmeal to keep the dough dry and the cookies plump 
and moist. 
 
I like raisins, so one day I thought, “What if I double the amount of raisins?” That worked 
pretty well, so the next time I baked a batch, I tried the same principle with the vanilla, 
which I also like, upping the amount from a teaspoon to a tablespoon. That batch threw 
off the moisture balance a bit, so I needed to adjust the dry ingredients a bit.  
 
The recipe had gotten too complex for me to remember, so I began keeping notes, 
writing down what I had done on small slips of scrap paper that we use for our shopping 
lists. The cookbook began to sprout little slips of paper and I couldn’t always remember 
which one was the most recent. I started keeping my notes in the computer, updating 
the recipe with comments on how well various ingredients worked.  
 
Since I like oatmeal, I started using the ratio of oatmeal and flour from the oatmeal box 
recipe instead of the one from “the best” cookies.  
 
Then one day I thought, “I like brandied fruit.” I dug around in the back of the upper 
cupboard and, sure enough, there was some brandy purchased for some other recipe 
and forgotten. I added a small amount of brandy to the raisins as they were plumping 
up. Hmm . . . tasty. But that threw off the liquid to dry ingredients ratio again, so the next 
week I adjusted the ratios again. For several weeks, I baked a batch of oatmeal raisin 
cookies every week. I would put the raisins in to soak before I started baking bread and 
mix up the cookies while the bread was rising. The oven would be hot from the bread 
baking, so I’d go ahead and bake the cookies right after the bread.  
 



The recipe isn’t quite perfect, but it is pretty good. I don’t know if others would judge my 
cookies to be up there with “the best.” Mine are a little less sweet, have a lot more 
raisins, and I haven’t got the texture down quite perfect yet. I thought about adjusting 
the oven temperature or the cooking time, but I’ve resolved to keep the temperature the 
same as for bread, which is a memorized recipe that I don’t vary week to week. Maybe 
I’ve come up with a recipe for “pretty darn good oatmeal cookies.” 
 
The problem is that I’ve been baking too many cookies. We have a constant supply of 
cookies around the house. Even when I give cookies away, I’m eating too many 
cookies. I need to cut back. Too much of anything isn’t a good idea.  
 
The funny thing to me is that I never used to be one to experiment with recipes. I just 
follow the instructions in the book. And one might expect to become more set in one’s 
ways as one ages. Innovation is often the product of younger people. Who knows what 
led me to start messing around with recipes - and to start with “the best,” is probably not 
a prudent place to begin adjusting ingredients. I’ve often heard it said, “Don’t mess with 
success!” 
 
But it is entertaining to play around with the recipe, and it doesn’t take much time at all. 
It’s not good enough to publish in a cookbook, but I have started to share the actual 
cookies with friends.  
 
I suppose that if I really want to get creative, I might do better to work on recipes for 
vegetables and other dishes that promote good eating and are more healthful for a 
family with a history of diabetes. The best recipe in the world won’t do me any good if I 
have to give up eating cookies altogether. It isn’t like dessert is essential to sustaining 
life.  
 
I guess I’ll leave the cookbooks to the real cooks and not worry about making my own 
recipes, but I may continue to experiment with oatmeal cookies from time to time.  After 
all, I still have several church cookbooks if I ever need real recipies. 
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June 5, 2009 – Ties 
 

 
 
We keep working on the project of organizing old photographs, but it doesn’t seem that 
we are making much progress. Part of the reason is that we keep running into 
photographs that spark memories and stories. Recently, Susan found a photograph 
from my childhood.  It shows my father and brothers with me. We’re all wearing white 
shirts, red vests, and dark ties. One of the five is wearing a different kind of tie than the 
others. Guess which one!  
 
These days I almost always wear a bow tie when I wear a tie. Back then, I opted for the 
other kind - perhaps I was looking for a way to stand out from the others. I really have 
no memory of the occasion or why I was wearing the tie I chose. I doubt if it was 
because I didn’t have a bow tie. And it certainly wasn’t because one was easier than the 
other to wear. I’m sure that all of the ties in the picture are clip-on style. It is possible 
that more than one of the ties in the picture belonged to me and that as the owner of 
multiple ties I got to choose which one I wore and which I would loan to a brother.  
 
These days I don’t have to worry about what kind of tie to wear to stand out from my 
brothers. I’m sure that none of the rest of them have worn a tie in the past decade and I 
doubt if any of them have any bow ties among their clothes.  
 
There are other subtle things in the photo which are interesting to me.  Dan, the brother 
who is second from the left in the picture above, is the only one of the boys who is 
wearing a long-sleeved shirt.  I’m sure that wasn’t his choice. When you’re third in line in 
a string of boys, you rarely get to wear clothes that weren’t handed down from an older 



brother. But there are similarities between our father an Dan to this day. Dad was a 
good salesman and he earned much of his living from selling airplanes and farm 
machinery. Dan has earned his living selling cars for most of his adult life. Dad bought 
an old auto court with several tiny cabins and fixed it up into a summer home for our 
family. Dan bought an old hotel and remodeled it into a home for his family.  
 
Of course all of us boys have traits and characteristics that resemble our father. The top 
of dad’s head doesn’t show in the picture, but the pattern of bald areas on his head in 
that picture are almost identical to the way my head looks these days, although in that 
picture dad is a little younger than I am today. 
 
I used to blame the fact that my ears stick out on my wearing glasses, but all of the guys 
in the picture have ears sticking out and only one is wearing glasses. I probably come 
by the ears naturally. 
 
In the picture you can tell our ages by our height. The youngest brother is the shortest 
and each of us displays our birth rank by our height. These days we are reverse stair 
steps. The youngest is the tallest and I’m the shortest, though the difference between 
me and Vernon, the one closest to me in age, is so small that we have to stand back to 
back with a ruler on our heads to tell which is the tallest. Since I usually wear cowboy 
boots and he doesn’t , I appear taller in family pictures. 
 
Pictures like that one are always fun in our family because not only are we different 
persons with different tastes and different personalities, we also have different 
memories. I haven’t looked at that picture with my brothers for a long time, but it is likely 
that each of us will remember different details about the picture. The picture hanging on 
the wall in the background is not familiar to me at all, another brother might remember it 
very well. I remember enjoying the times when we dressed alike. We did that a lot. 
Another brother might remember dressing alike with less fondness. We might tell 
different stories about why one of us is wearing a different tie.  
 
But the picture reminds me of the passage of time. We’re still two years apart.  But in 
that picture, we’re about 5, 7, 9 and 11. Now we’re 49, 51, 53, and 55. Our lives have 
taken different directions. We live in three different states now, with the closes two living 
200 miles apart. Only one, the youngest, stayed in the town where we grew up. Our 
educations, careers and families are very different. We’ve all been married. Two of us 
remain married with our first wives, two have experienced divorce. It is hard to count the 
number of children we have between us, because there are step children and blended 
families involved. The youngest brother is a grandfather. The rest of us haven’t come to 
that place in our lives.  
 
But all of us are fathers and each of us has passed on some of the qualities we received 
from our father. The way in which we have been fathers has been deeply influenced by 
our father. There is a bit of him in each of our children.  



 
In a little more than three years I will be the same age my father was when he died. It 
looks like I will be granted a longer life than he had. But each of us has a limited amount 
of time in this life. We are all finite. None of us goes on forever. Amidst the rapid 
passage of time and in the face of the inevitability that our time will come to an end, it is 
good to have reminders of another time. We are all shaped by the events and the 
people who are a part of our lives. It does us well to recall those evens and remember 
those people.  
 
All four of the other guys in that picture are important parts of my life today, just as they 
were when that picture was taken. And I am immensely grateful that I grew up in the 
family that was mine.  
 
And it is fun to look at the picture - we were rather cute in those days. We’ve grown out 
of that cuteness these days, but we’re still brothers. 
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June 6, 2009 – Home 
 

 
 
Our son and daughter-in-law are in the process of purchasing their first home. After a 
few years of being renters, they are ready to have a place that they can call their own 
and begin the process of gaining some equity in an investment. The downturn in the 
real estate market and special programs for first-time home buyers have helped make 
this summer the right timing for them to make this move.  
 
Their process of shopping and making a deal has put me in a reflective mood. On the 
one hand, this isn’t a big event in my life. They have taken all of the responsibility for 
their decision and while, they have consulted with us as parents, we have not been 
directly involved in any of the negotiations, decisions or arrangements. There is no 
small amount of joy in seeing the responsible adult our son has become and listening to 
his thoughts as he makes mature and wise decisions. 
 
My reflections also have been about location. The home they are buying is in Olympia, 
Washington, 1182 miles from our home - two days’ drive. For now we’ve ended up in 
two different states with a couple of states in between. Our daughter is living in England, 
so our family has quite a bit of physical space separating us from one another. And 
sometimes I wonder how we ended up in South Dakota. 
 
When I was a child growing up I assumed that I would always live in Montana. It was 
where I was born, it was a beautiful place, there was plenty of space, and most of the 
people I knew lived in Montana. My grandparents on both sides of the family lived in 



that state as well as most of my aunts, uncles and cousins. I didn’t give much thought 
as to where I would live.  
 
Even as I became an adult, I used to think that I would live in Montana. Sure, we left 
Montana to go to graduate school  - there aren’t any theological seminaries in Montana. 
And then, when we were ready to accept our first call to serve a church there weren’t 
any congregations in Montana who were looking for pastors with our particular 
qualifications. So we moved to North Dakota for our first parish. First parishes are 
usually short-term calls as pastors acquire skills that cannot be taught in seminary and 
become ready to accept positions with more responsibilities and larger salaries. The 
average stay for first parishes is somewhere around four years. Since we had gone to 
four-year high schools, spent four years in college and four years in seminary, the 
pattern seemed clear. But we had an uncommonly good match with our first parish and 
we ended up staying seven years.  
 
And we moved to Idaho and from Idaho to South Dakota. Do not pass go. Do not collect 
$200. No stops in Montana on our way. And we are very happy in South Dakota. We’ve 
been here for fifteen years. We serve a wonderful church and have a really nice home 
in a beautiful location. If you add up all of the years, I’ve lived out of Montana a lot more 
years than I lived in that state.   
 
These days purchasing a home doesn’t necessarily mean that it will be the place you 
live for the rest of your life. People sell homes in one state and move to another. We did 
just that when we moved from Idaho to South Dakota. But there is something that 
seems a bit permanent about our son and daughter-in-law purchasing a home in 
Washington. They like the place that they live and purchasing a home within walking 
distance of the place he works makes sense in many ways.  
 
It is simply the case that we will live more distant from our children than was common 
generations ago. We have the good fortune of modern technology help us stay 
connected. We are much more able to travel than were earlier generations. And we 
have great tools to stay in touch. We are used to regular and significant conversations 
with our children via telephone and computer. We have a face-to-face conversation with 
our daughter over Skype at least once a week.  
 
It isn’t like the days when adventurous youth said good bye to their parents back east 
and headed out to the Dakotas to homestead and never again had a conversation with 
the folks they left behind. Often they didn’t even know the fate of loved ones living in 
distant locations. Immigrants who came to this country left their families behind never to 
see them again. People have been exploring and leaving loved ones behind ever since 
Abram and Sarai left the land of their parents and headed out to the land that God 
would show them. I am descended from nomadic people. Although there have been 
branches of the family who settled in the same place for long periods of time, my direct 
descendants on both sides of the family rarely lived in the same place for more than two 



generations since immigrating from Europe. There is a long trail of places where 
members of our family used to live.  
 
Our time is limited. We are only here for a little while. And even something big like a 
home is not truly permanent if one looks at the scope of history. It is a dwelling place for 
a little while and then we live somewhere else.  
 
Psalm 90 begins, “Lord thou hast been our dwelling place in all generations.” Our home 
- the home of our people in all times - is with God. It is not a particular structure or a 
specific piece of real estate.  
 
We are even calling the house that our son and daughter-in-law are purchasing “their 
first home.” In our minds they will one day sell this home and move to another one. In 
the parlance of real estate they are purchasing a “starter home.” Its small size and 
relatively low price may not meet the needs of their family in all phases of their life, but it 
is a good way to begin gaining equity as opposed to renting an apartment.  
 
One of the theological commitments of our family of faith is that ours has never been a 
place-centered religion. Among the dramatic discoveries of our forebears is that God is 
not limited to any particular place and that when we move from place to place God is in 
the new place. We have been a people of history, not a people of place. As beautiful 
and as wonderful as some of the places we have lived are, there are new places and 
new beauty yet to unfold.  
 
So to our son and daughter-in-law, “welcome home.” And the same message to our 
friends and to ourselves as well. Here we are at home for a little while. With God we 
have a home forever. 
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June 7, 2009 – Holy Mystery 
 

 
 
Today is Trinity Sunday. The Sunday after Pentecost is set aside each year to 
contemplate the relationship of the three persons of the Trinity. The problem is that the 
trinity is an intellectual concept that we use to think and speak about a reality that is 
beyond our powers of comprehension. We can think about God, but we cannot think 
God. We can entertain ideas about God, but God is far more than an idea. it is no 
wonder that the words of sophisticated theological arguments are often full of jargon 
and meanings that are different from the common usage of words. When we talk about 
God, we usually don’t know what we are talking about at all. 
 
This doesn’t keep us from trying to talk about God. Because we have experiences with 
God - encounters with the Holy - that are very real indeed. Even though those 
experiences defy the power of language, we can’t help talking about them. Our words 
fail to describe God, they can only point in the direction of God. 
 
For millennia, our people have used wind as an analogy for God. God is like the wind. In 
both Hebrew and Greek, the word for wind is used to name the presence of the Holy 
Spirit. In his instruction to Nicodemus, Jesus reminds him that just as we do not choose 
the time or place of our birth, we are also not in control of experiences of rebirth. In the 
Gospel story, Nicodemus is clearly confused by Jesus’ words. We are too. 
 
But confusion is not a reason to abandon belief. Humans are constantly striving to reach 
beyond normal limits. Just because we can’t understand a phenomenon doesn’t mean 
that we shouldn’t try to understand it.  



 
Early in the life of the Christian church, people began to argue about the nature of God. 
Eyewitnesses had experienced Jesus as a human being. He wasn’t somehow a 
“pretend” human being, or God playing the part of a human being. He was a real human 
being, flesh and blood, and mortal. He really died. Yet they also knew that God came to 
us in the form of Jesus. Some argued that if Jesus was fully human, he couldn’t be fully 
divine. Some argued that if Jesus was fully divine, he couldn’t be fully human. After 
much discussion, the mainstream of the church came to the conclusion that it wasn’t an 
“either/or” situation. Jesus was BOTH fully human and fully divine. It makes sense, 
almost. 
 
But even if that were resolved, so many of the members of the newly-formed church 
had not had the experience of knowing Jesus face-to-face. They knew the stories that 
had been told by witnesses. They knew the events that had been reported. Their 
experiences of encounter with the holy were less concrete than touching the hand of 
another human. The Holy Spirit was exciting and wild and unpredictable - and like 
nothing else they had encountered. “The sound of a mighty wind” or “tongues of flame” 
were combinations of words used to try to describe something that was clearly 
indescribable.  
 
The doctrines that grew out of the early church speak of God as a holy trinity: God in 
three persons. God is creator. God is Christ. God is spirit. The creator is God. Christ is 
God. The Spirit is God. But Christ is not the same as the Spirit. And the Spirit is not the 
same as the creator . . . the words fall of into confusion. Because they are a human 
devise, a logical framework to speak about something that is beyond our powers of 
understanding. 
 
Which leaves us with a significant problem when we try to pass the historic faith on to 
another generation. Our words cannot be the only tools used to convey the truths that 
we have inherited. Because our words are inadequate. 
 
It may be that when our words fail, we are called to sing our faith. Since the 1860’s we 
have been singing Reginald Heber’s words set to John Dykes’ tune: 
 
Holy, holy, holy! Lord God Almighty! 
Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee; 
Holy, holy, holy, merciful and mighty!  
God in three Persons, blessed Trinity! 
 
We have not felt particularly compelled to explain the song. We simply appreciate the 
powerful connections of words and music that somehow express more than a sermon or 
a speech or a rational argument is able to express. 
 
We sing: 



 
Immortal, invisible, God only wise, 
in light inaccessible hid from our eyes, 
most blessed, most glorious, the Ancient of Days, 
almighty, victorious, thy great name we praise. 

Words by Walter Chalmers Smith sung the ST DENIO, a Welsh melody from John Roberts’ hymnal. 
 
And: 
 
Open  my eyes, that I may see 
glimpses of truth thou hast for me; 
place in my hands the wonderful key 
that shall unclasp and set me free. 
Silently now I wait for thee, 
ready, my God, thy will to see. 
Open my eyes, illumine me, Spirit divine! 

Words and music by Clara Scott. 
 
I enjoy the give and take of theological argument.  I like to engage in discussion and 
debate about the nature of God. I spend quite a bit of time and energy trying to write 
about God.  
 
But sometimes, even when you are a very verbal person like me, you have to sing your 
faith. 
 
Today I am very grateful for the music. 
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June 8, 2009 – Green 
 

 
 
We’ve had several days of moist weather in the hills. Yesterday, in the late afternoon, I 
gave my lawn what I was calling a “Portland trim.” It had stopped raining, but the grass 
wasn’t really dry. I mowed it anyway. In places where there is a lot of rain, one 
sometimes has to mow the lawn when it is wet or it won’t get mowed at all. Other than 
the clippings clumping a bit, I don’t think it hurts to mow the grass wet. 
 
The trees are going through their spurts of growth and everything is turning green. It is 
beautiful. And it is amazing, when one looks across the hills, at how many different 
shades of green there are. The trees are a darker color than the grasses and there are 
subtle variations displayed by individual plants.  The black earth of the garden is 
sprouting a lot more green as the peas, beans and potatos break through the earth. 
Rows of Spinach and radishes are showing the color.  It is a season of growing. 
 
The word green has its roots in the Old English verb growan, “to grow.”  There is a 
fundamental relationship, as deep as our language itself, between life and growth and 
the color green. Green is not a primary color, but rather a mixture of blue and yellow. On 
a traditional color wheel, it is the compliment of red. Some animals that are green, such 
as frogs and lizards, have the appearance of being green because of a mixture of blue 
and yellow layers in their skin. Plants are green because of the chemical chlorophyll. 
There are many insets and animals that have green appearances because of 
adaptation to be able to hide in plants. But green also appears outside of the world of 
living things. In the minteral world, chromium gives various rocks a green color. 
Emeralds are gemstones that are green. 



 
Culturally, green has a lot of different meanings. The color is associated with sickness. 
“You’re looking green around the gills,” is a phrase to mean that a person is looking like 
they are sick. But green is also associated with life, being the color of vegetation. In 
politics, green has been adopted by groups who work for environmental protection. In 
advertising, green refers to companies who have environmentally friendly products. In 
the United States, green is the color of currency and the color is associated with wealth. 
It is the color of prosperity. Green is a popular color in the flags of many countries 
around the world. Interestingly, the majority of the countries who use green in their 
national flags are near the equator, with more countries with green flage being in the 
southern hemisphere than the northern. Green is an especially popular color for flage in 
Africa and the Mid-east. The flag of Libya is completely green. 
 
The meaning of green and the status of the color varies widely in different cultures and 
language groupings as well. Many Asian languages have no word distinguishing blue 
from green. Even though modern Japanese has a word for green, many other words 
reflect the ancient practice of making no such distinction. The word for the “go” traffic 
light is the “blue light,” and the leaves of trees are often referred to as “blue.”  In Thai, 
the modern word for green also means “smelly,” indictating unpleasant associations 
with the word.  
 
In many parts of the Middle East and into Africa the word for green is the same as or 
similar to the word for black. In Persian the word for green can also mean “dark.” in 
Sudanese Arabic dark skinned people are described as “green” instead of “black.”  
 
All of this nearly trivial information about the color doesn’t change the simple fact that it 
is a a very beautiful color. And we are fortunate to live in a place with so much green. 
And I am grateful for the moisture that helps the plants produce this lovely color. Recent 
memories of dry years, brown fields and too much fie and smoke in the hills heighten 
our appreciation of the present greenness. And, of course, we do live in South Dakota, 
which means that whatever the weather is like right now, it will change. Cool 
temperatures and moisture in the air may be a description of this morning, but might not 
be the way it is this afternoon.  
 
I’ve had green on my mind for a couple of days because of the beautiful color outside 
and because yesterday was the day that we began wearing green as a liturgical color. 
In Western Christianity, green is the color of Ordinary Time. For those of us who wear 
stoles when leading worship, we wear our green stoles more than any of the other 
colors. Starting on Trinity Sunday, green is the color all the way until the beginning of 
Advent, though Protestants often wear read for Reformation Sunday at the end of 
Ordinary Time. In the Eastern Church, green is also worn for Pentecost.  
 
The orignins of green as a liturgical color are unclear, but it is known that vestments 
have diplayed green almost as long as there have been any such clothing. Green was 



an important color in Rome and evergreens were important parts of Roman 
celebrations. Since Christianity had its first dramatic growth within the Roman empire, 
there are many Christian customs and traditions that have a connection to Roman 
culture.  
 
So these days, I’m seeing green and I’m wearing green. It is a pleasant association. 
How fortunate we are to have eyes and brains that work together to allow us to perceive 
and appreciate the colors of this world.  
 
May the green in our world be a sign for us to keep growing in this season of our lives. 
 
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. 
  



June 9, 2009 – The Crisis is Here 

 
Yesterday Rapid City Regional Hospital announced that it will be closing its library 
entirely. Patient library services simply will no longer be available. The computers and a 
few journals and the room where the library is located will remain available, for a while, 
to medical staff. It is another in a series of cost-cutting measures undertaken as the 
hospital faces a continuing financial crisis.  
 
I admit to being sensitive to such announcements. Our son is a medical librarian in 
another city. The cuts at the hospital are hitting a bit close to home for my tastes. The 
last major department cut in the hospital was the chaplaincy department. The hospital 
no longer has any professional chaplains.  
 
Common wisdom in the community is that the painful cuts are required in hard 
economic times. The hospital doesn’t have enough revenue and the only option is to cut 
expenses.  
 
Budgets always reflect the priorities of any institution. Once the decision has been made 
that cuts must be made, the decisions about what cuts are made reflect the values of 
the institution. In the case of our hospital, there have been across the board salary cuts 
and cuts in benefits to employees which have affected all employees. The impact, of 
course, is much deeper on those whose only income is from salaries. There are other 
ways to gain income from the hospital. Many specialty services at the hospital are 
provided by group practices and specialty providers that are owned by physicians and 
others who work at the hospital. These are often seen as fixed costs. The nurse who 
inserts a flexible catheter in the arm of a patient may be an employee of the non-profit 
hospital. But that person might also be an employee of Infusion Specialties, a contract 



service provider. It is almost impossible for a patient or a patient’s family to know which 
services are provided by the hospital and which are provided by contractors. There is a 
complex web of non-profit and for-profit service providers at the hospital. The majority of 
for-profit service providers at the hospital are physician owned. Salaries aren’t the only 
way to make money in the health care business. 
 
Outside of all of the complex financial schemes which surround any enterprise as large 
as a hospital, there are more fundamental values that are reflected by the hospital’s 
decisions. The recent cuts reflect an attitude about other professions that is frightening. 
Chaplains and librarians are seen as non-essential to health care. The assumption is 
that anyone can say a prayer or use a computer to look up medical information. The 
truth is that physicians and other health care providers are turning to far less qualified 
consultants. Instead of a chaplain with a minimum of a masters degree and several 
semesters of Clinical Pastoral Education, a volunteer who may or may not have had any 
formal education is called in. Instead of using a trained librarian to put the latest 
research in the hands of the doctor, a drug company representative who may not even 
know the names of other therapies is consulted. Anyone who has ever used the Internet 
knows that while there is a lot of information available it is not all of the same quality. 
And while doctors are highly educated, they have little or no training in theology or in 
computer-based research. The choice of which consultants they use affects the quality 
of the care provided. 
 
There are hospitals with far smaller budgets that have well-educated professional clergy 
as chaplains and maintain competent library services. Those hospitals have made other 
financial decisions. They may not have a duplicate heart catheterization lab. They may 
not be in the process of converting their building from patient rooms to luxury private 
suites. They may not have multiple administrators with six figure salaries. They may not 
be heavily invested in physician groups and satellite medical practices.  
 
The decisions and priorities of the hospital are set by a Board of Trustees. As a 
community hospital, the trustees are members of the community, although there was a 
dramatic shift in our hospital when the majority of the board shifted from at large 
community members to physicians who practice at the hospital. These days it is more 
difficult to find out who the members of the board are. Without a trained librarian, you 
won’t find the list of the trustees on the hospital’s web site. Significant care has been 
invested in decreasing public access to the members of the hospital board.  
 
Actually if you go to the hospital’s web site, the first tab is “payment.” The word “care” 
only appears in a link to another web site. 
 
It is easy for an outsider to criticize any organization and I am aware that the criticism in 
today’s blog is not the whole story of an institution that has a large number of dedicated 
and faithful servants who work tirelessly to provide care to people. But it is undeniably 
true that being the nation that spends the most amount of money per capita on health 



care has not bought us the best care. Increasing revenues will not change the basic 
values and orientation of the health care industry in our nation.  
 
No matter what health care legislation is passed by congress, it is unlikely to change the 
simple fact that we live in a community that believes that some people are worth more 
than others. The average salary of one physician in our community is five times the 
average salary of a chaplain, which is a moot point now that there are no more 
chaplains. It used to be that churches were patrons of the arts, but the largest 
consumers of artwork in our community are medical buildings. There are examining 
rooms in medical practices in our community that have multiple pieces of original art. 
Two story “atrium” lobbies are common. The high cost of medical buildings is not just 
due to advanced technology. It is also due to a high degree of luxury.  
 
The community raised a lot of money through donations to construct a hospice house 
that is not available to patients who are on medicaid, has no chaplains, and is the site of 
a very small percentage of deaths in our community. It is a service that is available to a 
few, not a service that is available to all. 
 
Enough of my complaining, however. As I said earlier, it is easy to complain.  
 
What we can do is to increase our participation in giving care. While there are times 
when professionals are needed and care must be purchased, we can give care to 
others without expecting reimbursement. We can increase the amount of care we 
provide for family members in our homes. We can increase the amount of care we give 
to our friends and neighbors. We can make more visits to those who are in the hospital 
and nursing home. Not every service of value has to be transacted with financial 
reimbursement.  
 
Scientific breakthroughs have advanced medicine in our time, but the truth is that it was 
religious concern that has always been at the core of health care in our nation. Our 
community hospital has deep roots in a facility that was founded by a church. More 
hospitals and nursing homes have come out of prayerful congregations than any other 
source. The universities where the research is conducted and the doctors are educated 
were started by churches.  
 
The solution to the crisis may not lie in the government or the universities or the medical 
schools. The solution may be in our faith, our commitment and our caring.  
 
Enough ranting about the problem. The time has come for people of faith to become a 
part of the solution. 
 
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. 
  



June 10, 2009 – But Wait! There’s More! 
 

 
 
A scene frequently played out in almost any retail store in Rapid City (and probably 
most other towns as well): 
 
Clerk:  “That will be $47.70.” 
Customer:  “Is a check OK, or do you prefer that I use my debt card?” 
Clerk:  “I can take a check.  Do you have a rewards card?” 
Customer:  “No.” 
Clerk:  Would you like a rewards card?” 
Customer:  “No.” 
Clerk:  “It doesn’t cost anything and you can use it to earn valuable discounts and 

even cash rewards.” 
Customer:  “How do I get the rewards?” 
Clerk:  “You just show us the card every time you shop and your rewards will add 

up. In addition, we send you a birthday gift each year.” 
Customer:  “How do you get the birthday gift to me?” 
Clerk:  “It will come in the mail.” 
Customer:  “So what you are saying is that if I give you my address, you’ll start 

sending me lots of mail? I already get too much mail.” 
Clerk:  “This is good mail.” 
Customer:  “I’ll pass on the rewards card.” 
 
I just checked my wallet. I have two hardware store cards, two grocery store cards, one 
bookstore card, and one coffee shop card. I also have frequent flyer cards from three 



different airline companies, a punch card from another coffee shop, a stamp card from a 
car wash and a discount card from the place where I get the oil in my car changed.  And 
I turn down more of those cards than I accept. 
 
I get e-mail and regular mail from most of the places whose cards I have in my wallet. I 
don’t know if I save much money, but the grocery cards get me to buy gas at certain 
stations and the hardware cards get me to keep coming back to the same stores. 
 
All of this has gotten me to thinking. I think we need a frequent worshiper card for the 
church. A simple punch card will do. For every five times you worship with us you get a 
free pass on the collection plate. Just deposit your punch card instead of cash when the 
ushers pass the plate. Don’t forget to pick up another card on your way out of the 
church. 
 
But wait! There’s more! 
 
Save your cards for even more valuable rewards. After earning only 100 worship points, 
you are entitled to a reserved pew. Accumulate 250 worship attendance points and you 
are entitled to one free wedding. This offer good only to brides and grooms, not 
transferrable, void where prohibited by law, mothers of the bride need not apply.  1200 
worship attendance points and you can have a funeral at no cost to yourself. Soloist and 
luncheon not included. See in church display for details. 1800 worship points gives you 
a free pass to get off of any church board of committee - no questions asked, no 
excuses needed. Some restrictions apply read the fine print in the church bulletin.  
 
But wait! There’s more! 
 
Present your frequent worshiper card for in-church discounts on classes, Bibles and 
other religious books, prayer shawls, crosses and a host of other special items. Tax not 
included. Show your frequent worshiper card at coffee hour and you are entitled to take 
three cookies instead of the usual one. Bring it to potlucks and take two plates through 
the line on your first trip.  
 
And don’t forget to check our our daily specials. We’ve got free worship bulletins at the 
door every Sunday, 15% of every prayer on Mondays, free advice from the pastor on 
Tuesdays, no charge choir rehearsals on Wednesdays, discounted Bible studies on 
Thursdays, free coffee for volunteers on Fridays and workdays most Saturdays. 
 
But wait! There’s more! 
 
You frequent worshiper card entitles you to exclusive member benefits such as in-pew 
bread and juice on the first Sunday of every month, hospital visits, communion in the 
nursing home (with your choice of wine or juice), your choice of a favorite hymn once 
each year, and two-for the price of one baptism available to all parents of twins. Show 



us your frequent worshiper card and you’ll be invited to all Woodchuck Society splitting 
parties and deliveries as well as pay your own way trips to Costa Rica. 
 
This offer is only available for a limited time. Don’t delay, get your card now.  
 
And don’t forget! This offer is not available in stores. 
 
Of course we have a lot more offers that are not available in stores. Like forgiveness for 
sins and fullness of life, courage in the struggle for justice and peace, and eternal life in 
God’s realm which has no end - just for starters.  
 
The truth is that the church isn’t a business that is in need of marketing. And every time 
we try to treat it like any other business, we lose sight of our true calling. We are called 
to serve, not to win. We believe that the first shall be last and the last shall be first. We 
understand that a little child shall lead.  
 
And we don’t measure our success by counting members or dollars in the collection 
plate.  
 
At its core, the practice of Christianity is not about member benefits or getting 
something for nothing. We worship and serve out of gratitude for God’s goodness to us, 
not because of a desire for some reward. When Christianity is reduced to a system of 
rewards it becomes as silly and exaggerated as a frequent worshiper card. This is not to 
say that there isn’t plenty of marketing going on in contemporary religion - there is. And 
there are plenty of practitioners of religion who promote Christianity in terms of what you 
can get out of it. The personal benefits of being a Christian have to be among the top 
themes in sermons.  
 
But wait! There’s more! 
 
There is a faith to which individuals and communities are called to serve without 
expectation of reward, but rather out of gratitude for the many gifts of this life. There is a 
faith where individuals and communities worship not because it is an obligation, but 
because it is a natural expression of their faith. There is a path of service and sacrifice 
where disciples follow Jesus instead of their own desires. There is a meaning that is 
deeper than skimming across the surface of life wondering, “what’s in it for me?” No 
membership card is needed, no scorecard is kept. It is all about relationship with God 
and relationship with the people God has made in the image of God. Discovering that 
faith is worthy of a lifetime of seeking and searching. Practicing that faith involves joy 
that is its own reward. 
 
Every day I pray for the people who, through the grace of God, have come into my life. I 
don’t pray that they find rewards in the terms of the world, but rather that they might 



discover the peace that passes all understanding and the joy that no one can take 
away.  
 
And just when you think it’s over . . . But wait! There’s more! 
 
Really. 
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June 11, 2009 – Moving Pianos 
 

 
 
Volunteers have been some heavy lifting at our church in the past couple of weeks. Last 
week we moved a 6’ grand piano from the church parlor upstairs to the balcony, where 
it replaced a smaller piano as the primary instrument to accompany our choir. Yesterday 
we moved a 9’ concert grand from storage at a shop to our sanctuary, where it joins our 
9’ piano for a concert on Saturday. There is a lot of effort involved in moving these big 
pianos, and it takes expertise as well as just plain hard work.  
 
It raises the question of how much of our church resources we invest in music. Music 
has long been a priority of our congregation and over the years the congregation has 
invested heavily in instruments including a pipe organ, several pianos, sets of hand 
bells and hand chimes, and choir directors, organists and others who produce music for 
the congregation.  
 
Music isn’t our only priority, however. We are primarily a mission church - what we do is 
serve others. We have a wide variety of mission and outreach projects and activities 
and we have dedicated volunteers who are willing to invest heavily in serving others 
through their direct hands-on work as well as generous donations. 
 
Somewhere in all of the things that we do there is a balance, though we make no claims 
to having achieved the best balance. 
 
There have been some tender feelings over some of the things we have done. There 
are dedicated and faithful members who wish we had made some decisions in different 



ways. With all of the activity of organ construction and piano moving some other tasks 
have been put on the back burner. Scheduling our sanctuary has meant that not 
everyone has been able to have rehearsals when they wanted. We juggle and we try to 
balance, but we don’t always get things perfect. 
 
Yesterday was, in some ways, typical for our congregation. Volunteers helped move the 
pianos in the morning. The organ builders arrived in the late morning to continue tuning 
the organ in preparation for a concert. The office opened at its usual time. There were 
rehearsals scheduled in the early afternoon for singers and people were coming and 
going in preparation for the picnic of the Woodchuck Society. Around the edges, I spent 
some time with a member whose feelings had been hurt by the actions of another 
member, had a special service of healing for a member with significant health concerns 
and kept up with the usual routines of my life. By the end of the day I was tired, both 
physically and emotionally. Things were winding down at the church. The picnic was a 
great success as folk were finishing clean-up in the kitchen. I had elders to transport to 
their homes and was packing up my things to put in the car.  
 
I walked through the sanctuary to listen to the organ. After weeks of tuning, the builders 
have taken to playing the instrument a bit at he end of the day when they are getting 
ready to go home. The sanctuary was dark and the organ builders and I were the only 
ones in the room. They didn’t know I was walking through the downstairs as they were 
in the brightly-lit choir loft. One of them was playing “Fairest Lord Jesus” on the 
instrument, adding new voices with each verse. He started with a soft, flute registration 
on the choir division, then went through several different ranks of reeds as he added 
more and more ranks of pipe. After several verses, he moved his hands to the great 
division and hit the couplers so that he could play the entire instrument. 
 
The sound brought tears to my eyes.  
 
I have envisioned grand organ concerts. I have worked hard to put our congregation in 
a position where we can offer a wide variety of music to our congregation and to our 
community. I have poured over lists of names of organists and wondered who might 
best introduce the organ to our congregation and help them understand the purpose of 
all of the work and all of the expense. 
 
And I forgot that the instrument isn’t primarily for performance at all. It is about worship.  
 
With no “audience,” and without the complexities of technically demanding music that 
requires days of rehearsal, a simple hymn memorized by an organist decades ago, rang 
out in an empty room. It rang out because God is good. It rang out because God has 
given incredible talent to some people. It rang out because a large group of people have 
pulled together to create an instrument that no one person could afford on his or her 
own and that no single individual could build. It rang out because silence isn’t the only 
way to pray. 



 
And the music that I heard last night comes from pipes that have a service life of at lest 
500 years. Long after my time in this place has ended, those pipes will continue to sing 
to the glory of God. 
 
A lone voice or a simple instrument could have voiced the same emotions and carried 
the same meaning for its witnesses. Despite all of our efforts, it wasn’t the organ that 
made the moment, it was the faith.  
 
The life of the church and be a struggle and often it is. We are diverse people and we 
don’t always see eye to eye. There are tender feelings and sometimes we take things 
personally that were never intended that way. We are human and we make mistakes 
and not all of our mistakes can be undone. We are finite and don’t have enough time or 
money for all of the things we might want. We have to make decisions and prioritize our 
investments. As deeply meaningful as the path of discipleship is, it is not an easy road. 
Sometimes I am frazzled and weary and have to struggle to keep from making really big 
mistakes. 
 
But it isn’t about me. 
 
It is about God. And God’s call to serve others. 
 
It is about worship. And offering our highest and best to God because God is the source 
of all that we have and all that we are.  
 
The effort of moving pianos wouldn’t be worth it if the reason were to impress an 
audience. Three years of organ construction wouldn’t be worth it if the reason was to 
make us happy or proud or give us reason to boast. These efforts are meaningful only if 
they are offered to God and if they help others come to a life of service in the name of 
Jesus Christ.  
 
Moving pianos and the Woodchuck society make good companions for a day. Faith and 
service. Hard work and well-earned rest.  
 
Is it worth it? Absolutely.  
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June 12, 2009 – Gray Skies 
 

 
 
We’ve had several days of gray skies and light rain. The moisture is wonderful for the 
hills and things are very green around here. People who have been in this country for 
decades report that a couple of wet weeks in June is typical of the weather pattern that 
preceded the drought years. But in country where the sun usually shines, we aren’t 
used to cloudy skies day after day.  Many places around the world have entire seasons 
when it is cloudy almost every day. But we are used to seeing the sunshine and blue 
skies most days.  
 
Yesterday was a sort of gray day for a family in our community. The matriarch of the 
family, after living a long and meaningful life, is coming to the end of that journey. She is 
in a local nursing home, receiving hospice care and as each hour passes she has less 
consciousness and awareness than she had before. Her family has gathered, children, 
grandchildren and great grandchildren. They are waiting for a death, which like all 
deaths, has a timing which is uncertain. It might be hours and it might be days, but no 
one is expecting that it will be weeks or months. These things happen on God’s time 
and not our own.  
 
There are some rich and valuable and meaningful aspects to their gathering. I have 
been visiting their mother for some time now, taking her communion, reading scripture 
and sharing a prayer. So I have a sense of familiarity even though I had not met her 
family face to face before yesterday. The stories that they have told me about their 
mother fit well with the stories that she has told. And they are experiencing the warmth 
of family love as they sit quietly and visit and remember. Like most families, the 



memories are good. And in the years to come, those memories will become cherished 
friends.  
 
The gray skies were an appropriate companion for the family gathered in that room. 
They had the curtains drawn, instinctively knowing that this was a private family moment 
and not a time when they wanted to have too many others looking in.  
 
After leading a communion service with the family in the afternoon, I went back to work 
and saw to some other activities and events, but I stopped by the room on my way 
home in the evening. A son-in-law of the woman asked me, “Where is the line?” 
meaning the distinction between life and death. I responded that in my observation for 
many people it isn’t a line or a barrier, but a gradual process. I added that the distance 
between this life and what is to come is only great when viewed from our perspective - 
from this side. I suspect that to those who have gone before we are as close as we 
have ever been and that the separation that we feel when a loved one dies is not 
perceived as separation to God and those who are with God.  
 
Sometimes life isn’t black and white. Sometimes gray is a good thing.  
 
I suspect that when they look back on this season of their lives, they will discover that 
they didn’t lose their mother all at once. There were little losses as she became less 
independent and as she developed more and more health problems. There were little 
losses when she moved into the nursing home and their visits were more institutional 
and less like coming home. There were little looses when she didn’t remember things as 
well as she once had. Although there will come a day and an hour when her death has 
been completed, it isn’t so much that there is a line that is crossed as a process that has 
reached its conclusion.  
 
Before the development of scientific methods, when the ancients observed death, they 
became aware that one of the differences between life and death was that living beings 
breathe. Breath itself was revered as sacred and that sense of the sacred was built into 
the languages of our faith. In both Hebrew and Greek the word for breath is the word for 
spirit as well. The human spirit and human breathing were seen as connected. And 
when a person stopped breathing, it was understood that the spirit had left that person. 
No longer was that person alive. 
 
As our powers of observation and collective memory were strengthened, we began to 
observe other distinctions between life and death. For some time we have focused on 
the circulatory system as the center of our life force. We have begun to understand the 
role of the heart in keeping us alive. Doctors and others check for the presence of a 
pulse to determine life and death. A person is declared dead when there is no 
heartbeat. Even though there are some techniques that can re-start a recently stopped 
heart, we still think of circulation as a mark of a living person. And we have treated that 



as a sacred concept as well. We speak of love being in the heart and of the feelings and 
concerns that we hold most dear as being “in our hearts.”  
 
More recently we have learned of the role and function of the human brain in making us 
alive. Doctors even speak of “brain death” as a state where there is still breathing and 
circulation but there is no chance of consciousness ever being re-gained. And as we 
learn more about the functions of the brain we are discovering that many of the religious 
sensitivities and awareness of humans are functions of the brain to which we are 
genetically predisposed.  
 
In future generations we will understand life and death even better as we continue to 
build on the knowledge of previous generations and add to it the discoveries of our own 
times. 
 
But I doubt if we will ever come up with a complete understanding. Even when many 
more aspects of our nature are understood, we will never fully understand the complete 
nature of life and death. It remains a mystery. There are gray areas in our 
understanding. 
 
There was mystery present in that room yesterday and there will be mystery when I 
check in on the family this morning. The vigil that they are holding will make them tired, 
but the love of family and friends will also add to the strength and resilience that they 
already possess. They will remember these days with mixed feelings. Some memories 
will be pleasant and others more painful.  
 
This morning as I prepare for my day, the skies are clearing over the hills. There are a 
few clouds on the horizon but we’ll see blue skies and sunshine today. We really know 
that the fog will lift and the clouds will dissipate and clear skies will return. The apostle 
Paul wrote of that experience: “Now I know in part, but then I will know fully, even as I 
have been fully known.” 
 
I suspect that the vigil will come to a conclusion soon. We will put a date on the death of 
a mother and grandmother. We will plan a funeral and go on with our lives. But we will 
have to wait a little longer before we really understand this mystery. Gray areas will be 
with us for all of our lives until at last the evening comes for us and we enter into the 
rest of death itself. Then and only then will we experience the brightness of a new life 
and the glory of a new day. 
 
For now, is is good to have a little gray. 
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June 13, 2009 – Faded Dreams 
 

 
Family photo. Restoration by Kenny Putnam, ImageUp. 
 
Not many people know where Isabel, South Dakota is located. Even South Dakotans 
don’t know. “That’s up by Eagle Butte, isn’t it?” “I think it’s in Ziebach County.”  Yes, it 
isn’t too far from Eagle Butte. Forty six miles isn’t too far in that part of the country.  But 
actually it is in Dewey County. It’s about 20 miles to Timber Lake, the county seat. And 
Timber Lake is where most of the children from Isabel will be going to school next year, 
now that the school in Isabel has closed. 
 
Life has never been easy in Isabel. The land is dry and farming is questionable some 
years. There have been some reasonable crops of dry land wheat and flax grown there. 
Mostly it is ranch country. Sheep and cattle have enabled a few folks to make 
something of a living in the area. According to the 2000 census, about a third of the 
people in Isabel live below the poverty line, with more than half of the children living in 
homes that are below the poverty line. The per capita income for the community was 
$7,919 in 2000. With 239 people living in 89 households, it isn’t that big a town. There 
are plenty of sports stars who earn more per year than the whole town of Isabel.  
 
People in Isabel are used to having to travel for almost everything. You have to go down 
to Dupree to find an automated teller machine. There is no funeral home in town. 
Grieving families call over to Mobridge or up to Lemmon when then need to bury a 
loved one.  There is no minister that lives in town, though there are regular services at 
Holy Cross Church and at Isabel Baptist as well.  
 



The Isabel Dakotan, the weekly paper, is hanging on for the present, though most of the 
advertisements come from out of town and most of the subscriptions are mailed to other 
places as well. It doesn’t earn enough to support a family, but it supplements the 
income for its editor and publisher. 
 
There used to be a lot more there. In the homesteading days, people had dreams of a 
thriving community. With a claim shack on every quarter section everyone had 
neighbors. And there were services and businesses getting started in town as well. 
Isabel had a hotel and hardware store and a grocery store. But as soon as the claims 
were proven, most of the people left town. One winter in that country is enough to make 
one think of warmer places. And there has never been a good way to earn a lot of cash 
in Isabel. The population peaked in the late teens and early twenties. 
 
There is a bit of coal in the ground and the veins aren’t very deep. Surface mining 
brought in a little income for a few and provided heat in a land where there weren’t too 
many other fuel sources.  
 
Sylvester Loveless Price came to Isabel and went into business. He arrived after the 
initial flood of homesteaders to open a pharmacy. Of course he had to broaden his 
interests in order to stay in business. He helped area families with a bit of first aid and 
his store became a contact point for folks to get the doctor when it was absolutely 
necessary. And when people reached the end of their lives, he helped make funeral 
arrangements, even made caskets for a while. He sold a lot of general merchandise as 
well as the medicines and compounds of a drug store. He put in a soda fountain and 
sold ice cream. He leaned to repair watches and clocks and sold a few of them as well. 
Whatever it took to earn a living for his family he gave it his best.  
 
There were four children: three girls and a boy. It was hard work, but he got those kids 
raised. Well, mostly raised. The youngest was still in school when he died. And the 
great depression was raging and the dust bowl was devastating the rural areas on the 
plains. There was no hanging on to the drug store after he died. His widow took in 
laundry. His daughter worked hard at whatever jobs that could be found. During the 
depression everyone was poor. The Prices were really poor.  
 
By the time of the war, there was only one member of the family left in Isabel. The 
oldest daughter had married a local farmer, coal miner, jack of all trades, and they had a 
tiny house on a small farm just outside of town. They made it to the end of the 1950’s 
and then left the farm for the Rapid City Area.  
 
The widow and the youngest daughter lived in a few different locations until ending up in 
Garrison, North Dakota at the time the Garrison Dam was being built. That’s where the 
daughter met the man who became her husband and started her own family. She 
moved a couple of times with her husband, first to Libby, Montana, and later to Billings, 
Montana.  



 
But she always thought of Isabel as home. Once they got to Billings she always 
subscribed to the Isabel Dakotan to get the news of the folks back home. She bought 
the county history books when they were advertised in the newspaper. Sometimes she 
would get an opportunity to go back to visit.  
 
The drugstore was long gone. She herself had moved away. She had done a beautiful 
job of making a home for her family in another city. But somehow Isabel was still her 
home town. She saved clippings and entire issues of the Isabel Dakotan. And she had a 
few pictures that she treasured. One of those photos pictured Sylvester in the drug 
store. It was a reminder of something significant in her past. 
 
I know because I married her daughter. And the picture is still a family treasure. And 
even thought I don’t have any of the memories, I know some of the stories.  
 
Our identity is not just a collection of our own experiences. We are shaped by the 
experiences of those who have gone before us and those we have grown to love. A 
great deal of what I know about the history and culture of rural South Dakota I learned 
from listening to family stories. And if I have any qualities that make it possible to 
endure hard times, I have gotten them from the stories of those who have gone before 
as well.  
 
The official histories that are written up are tiny in comparison with the history that we 
carry in our lives. The stories we know would fill a book, but there might not be anyone 
else who would want to read it. Besides we’ve never written the book.  
 
But someday that photo will be passed down to another generation and after that 
another. Who knows how long the stories will accompany the photo with sufficient 
quality for the photo to be treasured? One day someone will pick up the photo and not 
know the significance of the names on the back or the place called Isabel, South 
Dakota. They will just know that it is an old photograph.  
 
Every old photograph has a reason that someone kept it all of these years. Every one 
tells part of the story of how we got to this place in our shared history. A few continue to 
be treasured and valued.  
 
May we pass on the pictures and the stories to our children as faithfully as our parents 
passed them on to us. 
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June 14, 2009 – Henri 
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There are some people that your feel like you have known for a long time, but you have 
never met face-to-face. Most of these people enter my life through their writing. Henri 
Nouwen is certainly one of those people in my life. I think that he is, in many ways, a 
mentor for a generation of clergy. Those of us who were in Seminary in the 1970’s read 
has books as quickly as he wrote them. Some were simple reflections on the spiritual 
life. Books like, “With Open Hands,” were reflective sermons. “The Wounded Healer,” 
spoke to us of the quality of serving from all of one’s life, not just the strengths that we 
have been granted by God. His journals of his sabbaticals gave protestants a feel for 
the life of a Trappist monastery, and a life of service. 
 
While he was being a virtual mentor through his books, we knew that he was being an 
actual mentor for students at Harvard and Yale and that his lectures on pastoral ministry 
were shaping the character of ministry of our generation.  
 
Part of the spiritual guidance that I have received from Henri Nouwen is that he wrote 
and spoke frankly about the process of writing as a spiritual discipline. I sometimes 
have trouble explaining to people the purpose of this blog. It is a means of 
communication and the words are written to be read, but it is also a spiritual discipline, 
the process of writing might be sufficient in and of itself. My motivation comes from my 
need to write.  
 



Still, it is a struggle to write. There are days when I don’t feel like writing. There are 
times when my words seem repetitious and I feel as if I have exhausted every topic that 
is within me. There are days when I would rater go for a walk or paddle a canoe before 
facing the computer and the blank screen waiting to be filled with words. There are days 
when I feel like my words are not very meaningful. 
 
But there are also days when the words flow and I have to limit the length. And there 
are days when I feel like I am making connections with something very deep and very 
spiritual in this world through the process of writing.  
 
In my writing I often feel very close to Henri Nouwen. I return to his books again and 
again. In “Reflections on Theological Education” he writes: “every time I overcome these 
fears and trust not only my unique way of being in the world, but also my ability to give 
words to it, I experience a deep spiritual satisfaction . . . What I am gradually 
discovering is that in the writing I come in touch with the Spirit of God within me and 
experience how I am led to new places.” 
 
Writing, when undertaken as a spiritual discipline does bring the awareness of the 
presence of the Spirit of God to one’s awareness. There are times when I see things 
more clearly and sense God’s presence more closely.  
 
So I try to imitate Henri in my own imperfect fashion. This blog grew out of the journal 
writing that I started during my 2006 sabbatical, a journey that started for me with the re-
reading of Henri’s “Sabbatical Journey.” I don’t write books, and Henri never blogged, 
but I do write essays and I do write every day in a similar manner that I pray every day 
and I read scripture every day. These are all important elements in maintaining a 
spiritual balance for me. In these adventures I feel inspired and supported by Henri 
Nouwen, a man I never met face-to-face, a man who died all too soon, but nevertheless 
a man who has been a mentor and a companion on my journey. 
 
Yesterday, as she rehearsed for a concert, Angela Kraft Cross told me of how Henri 
Nouwen had been a mentor and a guide for her spiritual journey. Angela Kraft Cross 
writes music. She is a gifted and disciplined pianist and organist. Her life has led her to 
more fully develop her skills as a composer. She has written several pieces for the 
organ and piano.  
 
Last night, in concert, she played an homage to Henri Nouwen. Its title comes from his 
writing: House of fear, house of love. Nouwen spoke of the tendency of every human 
institution, including the church, to try to motivate people with fear. God doesn’t work 
that way. God motivates people with love. Again and again Jesus invites those who 
would follow to release fear and anxiety and receive God’s love.  
 



Angela’s composition was new to me yesterday. She has performed it before, but I had 
not been there to hear it and I have had to be in and out of the church during her 
rehearsals, so I did not hear the entire piece until the concert last night.  
 
I am a preacher and a bit of a writer, but I am no genius like Angela Kraft Cross. My 
gifts lie in a different arena. Our paths have crossed this one time and may not cross for 
many years. We live in different parts of the country and our callings are to different 
activities. But last night, as she played the organ and I sat in the audience, I had the 
sense that we belonged to the same family - or at least the same community. I could 
sense Henri’s influence on her music as surely as it has been an influence to my writing. 
The place of our connection, of course, was not Henri Nouwen, though we share 
appreciation and a sense of connection to his wonderful spirit. The place of our meeting 
is the Holy Spirit that is active and alive in this world. When we look deeply into 
ourselves, we discover that place that we hold in common with others. The holy that is 
within us is nonetheless holy. 
 
And as I listened, I was reminded how the Spirit uses many languages to connect with 
people. Words alone are insufficient. Music, with its ability to engage our emotions, 
opens us to God’s presence as well. Worship with out music is appropriate in some 
settings and at some times, but worship with music is more accessible to some of those 
who come to worship. The role of the musicians is as critical as the role of the preacher. 
This I must never forget.  
 
In the preface to his book, “Holy Longing,” Ronald Rolheiser dedicates his book to Henri 
Nouwen, saying: “By sharing his own struggles, he mentored us all, helping us to pray 
while not knowing how to pray, to rest while feeling restless, to be at peace while 
tempted, to feel safe while still anxious, to be surrounded by a cloud of light while still in 
darkness, and to love while still in doubt.” 
 
We are indeed fortunate to have the writings of Henri Nouwen and their power to inspire 
us.  And, from time to time, we encounter others whose lives have been shaped by this 
remarkable man and his connections with the spirit within.  
 
Thank you, Henri. 
 
Thank you God, for the git of Henri. 
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June 15, 2009 – Hail 
 

 
 
We got hail late Saturday afternoon. It wasn’t big, about pea-sized, but it hailed for at 
least 15 minutes and the ice piled up enough that there was still quite a bit of it left the 
next morning. It wasn’t big enough to damage cars or the roof, but it really did a number 
with the garden.  All of the plants in the garden look pretty sad. Some plants pretty 
much have the leaves stripped off of them. Others have holes in the leaves.  
 
Our garden wasn’t too far along. It has been cool this spring. So things will probably 
recover pretty well. The potato plants are pretty hardy and the peas and beans will 
probably be ok.  I’m not as confident about the tomatoes, but I have three plants that 
were sheltered and they may have to be the mainstay of the garden this year. Since we 
will be traveling for three weeks now, we’re going to be gone during the time when we 
should be working on the garden. 
 
The flower beds didn’t do too well, either. One of my favorite beds is a little triangle 
where Susan plants marigolds. They look pretty sad. The blossoms are on the ground 
and the leaves all show signs of damage from the hail.  
 
But the power of the earth to recover from such events is truly amazing. A couple of 
weeks will make a big difference. With a little sun and moisture most of the plants are 
going to survive. We will be pleased when we return if there isn’t another hail storm.  It 
may be a good time to be gone so that we aren’t looking at the little plants every day 
while they produce new leaves and blossoms. 
 



Actually, we didn’t have it bad compared to some other areas. Just a little ways to the 
southeast they got golf ball sized hail and there was significant damage to vehicles and 
roofs.  
 
The weather has amazing power. We live in a part of the world where we are free from 
some of the most devastating storms. We don’t get hurricanes and we are out of the 
path of most tornadoes as well. Even our winter weather is not as severe as it is for 
folks who live out on the prairies. The hills provide good shelter. But they also are a 
good incubator for thunderstorms and sometimes for hail. We can get a lot of rain in a 
short time when the thunderstorms park over the hills. Flash flooding is common in the 
creek beds and gullies. Still, compared to almost anyplace else in the world, we are 
fortunate in the weather that we receive.  
 
Today is dawning bright and clear. The forecast calls for a chance of thunderstorms in 
the afternoon and evening for the next week or so. And with the amount of rain we’ve 
had the past few days there is a flood watch that remains out through tonight. Who 
knows, we may be in line for ore hail, but that doesn’t happen too often around here. 
 
When it was hailing there was a sense of inevitability about it. There is nothing that we 
can do about the weather. Once it stars hailing it is too late to put things away. 
Whatever damage that will occur is going to happen. Since we have a secure house we 
have a safe place to watch and wait. And watching and waiting is all one can do.  
 
One of the tasks of maturing is learning which things one can change and which things 
cannot be changed. The famous serenity prayer, attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr, is as 
eloquent a statement of this reality as i  know: “God grant me the serenity to accept the 
things I cannot change; courage to change the things I can; and wisdom to know the 
difference.” 
 
It is a good prayer for today and for every day. 
 
A NOTE TO REGULAR READERS:  We are leaving on a trip today. We will be camping 
for most of the next week. Although I’ll be writing the blog every day, it probably won’t 
make it to the web site until the end of the week or early next week. Postings will be 
irregular for about three weeks as we vacation and attend the General Synod of the 
United Church of Christ.  Thank you for your patience. 
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June 16, 2009 – On the Road (Sort Of) 
 

 
 
Yesterday our launching from home seemed a bit like a comedy of errors. The process 
of leaving your home when others will be staying there is different from leaving it when it 
will be empty. We had to make decisions about what to leave in the refrigerator and 
what to take, and similar things.  We were both tired from the activities of the past few 
weeks.   
 
Then I started making mistakes. The first was that I backed up to hook onto the trailer 
with the camper raised. I almost never drive anywhere with the camper raised, but ten 
feet didn’t seem like much of a journey. I was watching my mirrors carefully and I was 
backing where I had backed lots of time before. But with the top up the camper doesn’t 
fit under the eve of the roof. I felt a resistance without hearing a sound.  There were a 
couple of shingles on the roof that were messed up, the corner of the canvas on the 
camper was ripped, and two lift struts were bent. The repairs, though temporary, took 
more than an hour.  I had to remove the canvas just to tape it with seam tape and then 
put everything back together. Fortunately the bend in the lift struts wasn’t as bad as it 
first appeared and we will be able to take this trip with them the way they are and repair 
them later.  
 
Then I pulled the trailer out of the driveway and backed it in so that I could shuffle the 
other cars around. On my way out of the driveway, I drug the hitch slightly on the 
ground. What are the odds that the electrical cable would be hanging directly under the 
place where it drug? (Actually they were quite good. I’ve since changed where the slack 
in that cable hangs).  Three of the four wires were showing bare, so I ended up cutting 



out the bad section and splicing in new wires.  That’s eight butt connections.  Of course 
one of the bare wires was the ground, and the other two were the turn signals, so it 
didn’t just blow one, but two fuses.  Did I mention that for some reason that I do not 
know, the fuses for the trailer turn signals are in the fuse box on the dash of a Chevy 
Pickup, while the fuses for the power and other trailer connections are under the hood? 
I had to get out the owner’s manual to find out where the blown fuses were located. 
 
There were more errors, but nothing major.  We finally pulled out of our driveway in the 
middle of the afternoon, just ahead of huge thunderstorms that were passing to the 
north of town. Heading northeast, we figured we might be heading into the path of the 
storm.  But we had not planned on going far and our trip to Farm Island State Park near 
Pierre was uneventful, except for a routine stop near Wall to walk around the rig and 
inspect to make sure everything was going well.  
 
The weather radio seemed to indicate that the storms would miss us, but the 
campground personnel weren’t as sure. They warned of the possibility of 40 mph winds 
and hail.  I was more worried about the tornado that had been sighted along our route of 
travel about an hour after we passed through.  All  of the severe weather missed our 
campsite. We didn’t even get any rain.  We had a pleasant light show of distant 
lightning, but it was dying down before we were ready to crawl in bed and there was no 
high wind or lightning anywhere near us all night. 
 
I did have to get up this morning and make a couple of minor repairs to the camper. 
These things show up every spring and demand our attention. Usually we take a two-
day trip just to find the places in need of repair, but there was no time for that this spring 
and I was eager to get on the road. Besides, with the trailer, we have a whole tool box 
of repair supplies and tools. 
 
We had a wonderful sleep in our camper - stayed in bed an hour later than usual. Add 
to that the time zone change and we’ll be hitting the road a bit late today.  No worries, 
we don’t have too far to go - we planned the trip that way.  
 
It looks like we’ll be traveling under overcast and maybe even run into a bit of ran on our 
way. We have the option of staying in our camper or in Susan’s relative’s cabin when 
we arrive in Detroit Lakes, so we’ll see how it goes. If it is raining hard, we might just not 
set up the camper, or we might just feel better sleeping in our own place. It isn’t hard to 
set up the camper and it is weather tight, so rain won’t bother us at all.   
 
We will easily arrive early enough to go for a paddle, but I don’t know what the family 
has planned. It might be more important to visit with relatives than to go paddling this 
evening, but we will be camping on the shore of a lake, so there is definitely a paddle in 
store for tomorrow morning.  Knowing that, I’ve decided not to paddle this morning - it 
will help us get on the road a bit quicker and I’m not quite out of “work mode” yet, so I’m 
eager to put a little more distance between us and home. 



 
As we drive, I will feel the worries and concerns fade. There are lots of things at home 
that are worthy of our concerns and I have a lot of work to do, but vacation is about 
renewal and we all need to unplug from time to time. Furthermore, it is important to 
remind myself, from time to time, that the church is a strong and stable community filled 
with capable leaders. It is not dependent upon me to conduct ministry and remain a 
meaningful voice in our community. It is OK for me to be gone for a bit. 
 
So today is about learning to be on vacation and letting go. In doing so, I hope to remind 
myself that God remains in charge. 
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June 17, 2009 – Night Paddle 
 

 
 
We arrived without problems at about 4:30, having driven through heavy rain for about 
50 miles south of Fargo. From there on, there were scattered showers of heavy rain and 
constant light rain. After a good visit and a very pleasant dinner, we headed out to the 
cabin, arriving in time to settle in and relax. But it was raining and there is not too much 
level ground.  I backed the trailer in next to their boat trailer and unhooked and we went 
into the cabin to wait out the rain.  I didn’t want to drive around too much on the wet 
grass, fearing that I might tear it up with the heavy truck. 
 
The rain let up just as dusk was falling. I couldn’t resist and so went for a little paddle. 
There were no other boats on the lake and only two cabins had lights turned on, so 
there was no danger in paddling after dark. It was calm and beautiful. A couple of 
mosquitoes were making their night rounds and met a sad fate upon landing on my 
arms and neck. It was fresh after the rain and the little lake is a great place for some 
peace and quiet.  
 
I used to paddle at night frequently when we were involved with camps at Pilgrim Cove, 
near McCall, Idaho. But in South Dakota, I don’t seem to get out on the lake in the 
evening very often. Sound does funny things on lakes at night. a duck way on the other 
side of the lake was easy to hear. I suppose that the sound of my paddle dipping might 
be heard all around the little lake as well. But with a wooden canoe and a wooden 
paddle, I’m not very loud. 
 



A lake at dusk is a good place to reflect on the meanings of the day. Reconnecting with 
family members is important. Cousins that we do not see as regularly are still important 
in our lives. It is easy to recognize family traits and similarities in Susan’s relatives. 
Getting to know them helps me to know her better as well. Hearing family stories helps 
me understand. This is the branch of Susan’s family that moved northeast when they 
left Isabel, SD. Susan’s uncle Kenneth was recruited by the local newspaper to come to 
town  because they were looking for a watch repairman. The family jewelry store is now 
in the third generation as a husband and wife business.  
 
I awoke to the sound of rain on the roof this morning and so have not been out yet. It 
looks like it might settle into being a rainy day. There is a fair breeze, and we are in 
unfamiliar territory, so I don’t know what the day will bring for weather. We knew that we 
could expect  some rain traveling at this time of the year, and we have plenty of books 
to read and things to do. At the moment it sounds like the rain is letting up , so I may go 
for a paddle later. The particular lake where we are staying is quite small and it would 
be fun to paddle all around the shore .  
 
For now, it is good to have a lazy start for the day and memories of a pleasant paddle 
last night. We have traveled safely and are cozy and warm. It is good to take a break 
from the busy pace of the everyday. 
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June 18, 2009 – Into the North Woods 
 

 
 
There are certain images of Minnesota that those of use who live elsewhere carry. 
Maybe our ideas have been influenced by years of listening to  “A Prairie Home 
Companion,” on the radio. Garrison Keillor’s stories of Norwegian bachelor farmers, 
Lutheran pot luck suppers, and life in the mythical town of Lake Wobegone have 
entertained a wide audience for a long time. They have given Minnesota a certain sense 
of attraction. Although we have been neighbors with Minnesota for much of our life, we 
have not spent much time here. We’ve driven through the state on our way to other 
places and we’ve made a few trips to Minneapolis, but we are not familiar with the state. 
 
This trip is an opportunity for us to see and learn new things as we explore. Today we 
are heading north east. We’ll be in Duluth in the early afternoon and continue a bit 
farther along the southern shore of Lake Superior.  
 
Stopping here in Detroit Lakes has given us time to reconnect with family and time to 
adjust to being on vacation. Yesterday I paddled around the edge of Lake Six, one of 
the many smaller lakes in the region. It was a gray day and there weren’t any other 
boaters out on the lake at the time.  I saw a couple of pelicans and I was allowed to 
share the lake with a loon. Loons, with their distinctive call, are births that I associate 
with the north woods region of Minnesota and Canada. Since we don’t have loons on 
the lakes at home, it was  reminder that I am in a different place. Seeing the loon was a 
reminder that I am not at home and that I’m headed for a new adventure  
 



We like to mark maps to show where we have gone on our travels. The marks on the 
maps up to this point in our travels indicate roads that we have previously traveled. 
Today we head off on roads that are new to us. We’ll skirt the southern border of the 
White Indian Reservation, cross part of the Leech Lake and Lac Reservations as well as 
several state forests on our way to Superior. We’ll cross into Wisconsin there and we 
won’t really be visiting the north woods portion of Minnesota until after we’ve drive 
around the big lake. Although we’re vacationing, we are also heading to the General 
Synod meeting and so will start with the southern shore and head farther north after 
Synod. 
 
Paddling with the loon and hearing its call as we drifted off to sleep last night was a 
good reminder that we are in a new place and there is much to see and learn as we 
travel. Even though Minnesotans wouldn’t consider this part of their state to be the north 
woods, it feels to us like we’re in new territory.  
 
There’s fog on the lake this morning and before long we’ll be packing up the camper, 
hitching up the trailer and heading off on the next part of the adventure. The lake is 
glassy smooth, just right for a short paddle, and the whole area is alive with bird song. 
There is not a pine tree in sight from where I am sitting and writing. I don’t know the 
names of all of the trees, but can identify a few of them. It is obvious that this isn’t one of 
the reservoirs in the hills.  
 
It is good to be away from home for a while. It is good to be off on a grand adventure. 
And we’ll be collecting stories to tell when we return home. We are fortunate to be able 
to travel and see so many of the wonders and joys of this world. My sense of gratitude 
for the people who support us in our work and give us the opportunity to take a vacation 
is substantial. My gratitude to God for the diversity, wonder and beauty of this world is 
overwhelming.  
 
May I find words to express my gratitude. 
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June 19, 2009 – Island on an Island 
 

 
 
Madeline Island is one of the Apostle Islands in Lake Superior off of the Northern coast 
of Wisconsin.  The local story is that the Apostle Islands were so named because early 
explorers thought that there were twelve islands surrounding a point of land that 
protrudes into the lake.  There are, however, twenty-two islands. Maybe the early 
settlers couldn’t see all that well, or perhaps they couldn’t count. I suppose it is possible 
that they felt that the women who are often referred to in New Testament stories as 
followers of Jesus deserved status as Apostles. Whatever the reason, the twenty-two 
islands now are part of Apostle Islands National Lakeshore. They are a wonderful area 
to explore with small boats because of their relative proximity to the shore and each 
other. There are six light houses scattered across the islands.  
 
The largest of the islands, Madeline, is served by a ferry system. Four ferries, ranging in 
size from ten to twenty-five car capacities make the tow and one-half hour trip giving 
hourly service throughout the day. The Wisconsin State Park System maintains Big Bay 
State Park on the Island, with camping, hiking, and lakeshore access in a beautiful 
location in the middle of the Southern side of the Island. 
 
Madeline has about 220 year-round residents. The population swells to about 2,500 in 
the summer with tourism being the main activity. In the winter the lake freezes over. 
Ferry service is suspended and eventually the ice becomes thick enough for an ice road 
that is passable by automobiles. The tradition is to mark the ice road with recycled 
Christmas trees. In the time between the suspension of the ferry runs and the opening 



of the ice road, some students cross the area on windsleds to attend school on the 
mainland.  
 
At Big Bay, the main lake created a sand spit that became a reef all the way across the 
bay. The result was the formation of a lake on the island that has now become a bog as 
it fills with silt and plants begin to take over. Today’s picture is of a small island that has 
formed in the lake. Eventually the lake will fill up and the island will become a part of the 
mainland. For now, there is an island in a lake that is on an island in a lake.  
 
It is hard to get one’s perspective. On a big island like Madeline, it is easy to forget that 
you are on an island. There are roads that take you from one place to another and 
areas in the middle of the island that are so densely forested that you cannot see Lake 
Superior. Although the island is only three or four miles across, it is almost ten miles 
long, so one can walk and even drive reasonable distances without sight of the 
shore.  From the perspective of the hiking trail around the bog, it seems as if the little 
lake inside what used to be part of the bay is like any other small lake with shallow, 
boggy areas surrounding it.  
 
I suppose that from the perspective of the scientists working at the International Space 
Station the entire earth is an island surrounded by the vastness of space. Although we 
seldom get that perspective, the truth is that the planet that we perceive to be so vast 
and enormous is really quite small when compared to other planets. And our solar 
system is a tiny island in the vastness of the Milky Way Galaxy. Our galaxy is a tiny part 
of a cluster of galaxies in the vastness of a much larger universe. It is all a matter of 
perspective.  
 
In the vastness of God’s universe, all humanity occupies a tiny island and this point we 
have not yet begun to travel to visit the other islands that are near us.  What is more, we 
don’t even know how many other planets there are in the vastness of the universe. 
 
So it shouldn’t surprise us that some of the early visitors to this region didn’t know for 
sure how many islands there were. Unless one is flying in an airplane on a clear day it is 
impossible to see all twenty-two islands at the same time.  
 
There is archeological evidence that there has been human activity for about the last 
9,000 years.  It has been about 15,000 years since the islands emerged from the latest 
ice age. Although there are many northern lakes that were formed by the action of the 
glaciers during  that ice age, Lake Superior is so vast that scientists believe that it has 
been a feature of the continent for a much larger amount of time, enduring multiple ice 
ages and emerging from each as a substantial lake. It is estimated to be the largest 
repository of fresh water on the planet. Such a big lake deserves islands big enough for 
their own lakes and islands. 
 



We arrived here in the late afternoon and have not yet had much time to explore, but 
today will be a day of exploring as we will camp in the same location tonight before 
leaving the island tomorrow. Who knows what other wonders we will discover as we 
hike and paddle in this beautiful place? 
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June 20, 2009 – Tom’s Burned Down Café 
 

 
 
Island living has its challenges. There is too much to do in the sumer, and too little to do 
in the winter. After the tourists leave and the ferry service stops for the winter the 
residents of the Island settle in for a long wait for springtime. In a typical year the snow 
starts falling in November and bare earth isn’t seen until April. Some people have their 
indoor projects and are eager for the solitude, but it can weigh heavily on others. 
Depression is common.  In addition to the lack of activity, there is a lack of income. The 
island is a place of summer jobs, with few income-producing jobs that last year round. 
 
Back in the 1950’s St. John’s United Church of Christ recognized the need. As the 
Medeline Island’s only year-round congregation, it serves as a community church with a 
very broad range of theologies present at any worship service. The church has a large 
fellowship hall with a fireplace , kitchen and other amenities.  It became a place where 
artists gathered and where they taught their arts and crafts to others.  These days it is 
the home of Woods Hall Craft Shop.  The Artist’s Cooperative uses the hall in the winter 
as a weaver’s and potter’s studio. There are at least three large looms, potter’s wheels 
and a kiln. There are also members of the cooperative who make jewelry, soap, 
carvings, dolls, candles and other crafts.  In the summer, the hall becomes a retail store, 
selling the crafts that have been made by the members of the cooperative, thus adding 
to the income of the residents and also providing winter activity. 
 
Island living attracts its share of quirky personalities. Most of the homes and real estate 
on the island are owned by people who live elsewhere and maintain vacation 
homes.  This booming vacation economy drives up the taxes for everyone, making the 



process of maintaining even a modest home for year-round living an expensive 
adventure. There are people who live on the island because that is where they were 
born or their parents lived there before them. There are others who were attracted to the 
island because of its beauty and who have learned to enjoy the isolation. The people 
who stay over the winter have got to get along with each other. Less than 250, usually 
closer to 220 people stay for the winter. They don’t have to agree with each other. They 
don’t have to enjoy each other. But they do have to figure out how to live together. 
 
Sometimes the people with different personalities become so much a part of the fabric 
of the community that the locals want to share them with others. That may be the case 
with the owner of Tom’s Burned Down Cafe. Most of the shops we visited included an 
comment or two about the establishment and an admonition to make sure that we 
visited the cafe before leaving the island. 
 
It’s not hard to find the cafe. It is in the middle of downtown, across from the art gallery, 
coffee shop, confectionary shop, and bicycle rental shop. It’s right between a sports bar 
and Lori’s Store, the Island’s year-round grocery store. It occupies an entire village 
block, though the blocks in this village aren’t all the same size or shape.  
 
The Cafe’s slogan, printed in the Island brochure is, “We’re not just a tavern and an art 
gallery - we’re an adventure!  The structure looks like the name suggests. It is a huge 
tent covering a built up foundation surrounded by all kinds of junk, parts, appliances, 
projects and other items. There is a large sailboat around back that is undergoing 
restoration, though an extension ladder leading up to the deck is the only sign that any 
work is being done. There are several broken-down vehicles and trailers parked around 
the property. Some are used as weights to hold down the ropes that keep tension on 
the tent over the tavern portion of the establishment.  
 
Tom’s main winter-time activity, in addition to taking down the big tent and putting it 
back up each spring, must be painting signs. There are signs everywhere. Most of them 
contain aphorisms or brief sentences that comment about life in general, quote songs, 
or express a point of view. One local resident told us that the signs have “every kind of 
philosophy that you can see.”  I noted later to Susan that she didn’t say, “every kind of 
philosophy that exists”, or “every kind of philosophy that you might hold.” Nonetheless 
there are a lot of different points of view on the signs.  Perhaps one of the most 
interesting is right by the stairs that lead to the deck: “Sorry, we’re open.”  It’s not 
difficult to get the impression that the owner enjoys the part of the year when there are 
no tourists better than the summer. 
 
The music coming from Tom’s Burned Down Cafe is mostly from the 1960’s. We never 
met Tom, but it is easy to imagine a Hippie who tuned out during the 1960’s and never 
came back.  
 



The interesting thing is not that there is a quirky personality in town, but that the town 
has learned to celebrate that person. The super neat fancy resort next door with is 
immaculately trimmed lawn and decorative planters filled with bedding plants has 
learned how to co-exist and even thrive next door to what looks, quite frankly, like a junk 
yard. If you live on an island, you have to learn to live with the other people who are on 
the island. On Madeline Island they not only live with Tom’s Burned Down Cafe, they 
celebrate it and send each visitor in its direction. It has become one of the Island’s 
“must see” attractions. 
 
We’re not Island people. Our home is in the hills, far away from any large bodies of 
water. And we’ve grown used to being able to travel when we want and to having jobs 
that last all year round. But visiting the island is a wonderful adventure and we enjoy 
getting a taste of the life that the people who live here share. As I mentioned in 
yesterday’s article, the whole world is a sort of an island if you look at it from the right 
perspective. Maybe we need to learn to live with an celebrate our most quirky 
personalities as well.  
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June 21, 2009 – Sunset 
 

 
 
Last night was the first night that we were far enough east to watch the sun set over the 
lake. One doesn’t have to go too far because the sun is nearing its most northern point 
as observed from the earth. We are camped near Presque Isle in the Porcupine 
Mountains in Michigan. Our camper is parked on a high bluff overlooking the lake with a 
gorgeous view out the windows. We could have watched the sunset from inside the 
camper, but we sat outside taking in the night air.  
 
The Presque Isle River makes a dramatic trip to the lake. The last mile has three major 
waterfalls and there are hiking trails on both sides of the river as well as  a suspension 
bridge near the outlet and another bridge a little over a mile upstream. We were able to 
walk a loop and look at the waterfalls from both sides of the river. Vacation, fresh air 
and a day with quite a bit of hiking put us in a mellow mood after supper and we sat and 
watched the sunset. It was a beautiful way to end a good day. 
 
This world is filled with amazing beauty and diversity. There are countless perspectives 
from which to watch a sunset and even if one watches from the same vantage point, the 
arrangement of clouds and other items makes each one unique. Each river or stream 
charts its own course and no two are alike. Each tree has its own pattern of leaves and 
responds to a breeze in its own way. We have been fortunate to do a lot of traveling and 
we never see any repetition of scene. 
 
Yesterday we watched a mother duck with six duckings in the river. There were rapids 
and cascades all around them. The water was much too swift for a person to be able to 



stand up. Most creatures, were they to get into that water, would be swept over the 
waterfalls and drowned. The ducklings, too young to fly, were paddling around with their 
mother, discovering eddies along the edges where they could rest and making their way 
in a world that holds many dangers for them.  
 
A look at the trees that grow next to Lake Superior is a good reminder that although 
we’ve enjoyed beautiful weather, this can be a place of violent storms. Superior is a big 
lake and everything about it is big, including the weather. In the winter when the surface 
of the lake freezes and blizzards sweep across the surface that is free of any form of 
obstruction or shelter, the trees on the shore become the first obstacle that is 
met.  Because the waters lap at their roots, they often have exposed roots and little 
which gives them stability. It is only their flexibility and the support of other trees that 
allows them to keep standing.  
 
We haven’t witnessed the big waves that arise during storms. Late fall is supposed to 
be the time of the worst weather. Old timers report that there are November storms that 
make the waves so high that no ship, no matter how large, can survive the storm 
without finding safe harbor. The bottom of the lake is the resting place for hundreds of 
ship wrecks of all sizes attesting to the violence of the storms.  In the open ocean, when 
the wind increases the waves get bigger but they also start to space themselves out, 
with more space between waves. In the confines of the lake, there is no similar effect. 
When the waves get big they are also frequent and the direction of the waves is less 
predictable, especially within a few miles of shore. Much of the shoreline is ragged and 
rocky and very dangerous for ships. When the barometer starts to fall, prudent mariners 
head for safe harbor as quickly as they can. There are a thousand stories and hundreds 
of sayings that warn of the weather on the lake.  
 
But this place of violent weather is also a place of incredible beauty. Camping in the 
stands of hemlock, cedar, ash, maple and oak one quickly develops a desire to come 
back in the autumn to see the fall colors. Even knowing the potential for violent storms, 
the beauty of that season must be amazing. It takes a hardy soul to winter in the north 
woods, but the rewards of beautiful moonlit nights with the northern lights giving their 
display and stars too numerous to count must be incredible.  
 
As we travel we are aware that we are only temporary visitors. Our home lies in another 
part of the world - itself amazingly beautiful. Our South Dakota license plates announce 
to all who look that we are outsiders - summer visitors who will never know that full story 
of this place. The locals are gracious and willing to share their home and we are 
delighted to see a bit of it. There are too many trails for the time that we have and too 
many roads that could be explored. We will see a bit of this place and then journey to 
another.  
 
We will leave with deep appreciation for the lake and its incredible beauty, grateful for 
this opportunity to have seen it.  



 
As I write the sun is rising on a new day, one that will see us travel to yet another place 
and look at things from a fresh perspective. May the sunset find us grateful for the gifts 
of this day. 
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June 22, 2009 – Copper Harbor 
 

 
 
The Keweenaw Peninsula juts out into Lake Superior from the Michigan shore.  At the 
very end of the peninsula, on the north side, is a protected harbor that could provide 
safe refuge from Superior’s dramatic storms. The problem is that there is a reef of 
submerged rocks around the harbor and the channel through which a ship of any 
substance could pass is very narrow. A set of lights has been devised to give a visual 
guide to mariners.  In addition, there is a lighthouse at the entrance to the harbor to 
show the location of the harbor from a greater distance.  
 
The harbor provided more than a safe refuge over the years.  Fort Wilkins was 
established at the peninsula in 1844. Although it was only active as a military post for 
two years, a complex of many buildings was constructed on the site.  True to its name, 
Copper Harbor was close to extensive copper mining activity and a small rush of 
exploration after the establishment of the state of Michigan.  It was also a place where 
early steamships could dock to take on additional coal to fire the boilers.  
 
The first shipwreck in Copper Harbor was the John Jacob Astor, anchored in the harbor 
and offloading supplies for the fort. A strong blow came up from the north and the 
Astor’s anchors couldn’t hold the ship. It was broken up against the rocks of the harbor. 
Over the years there have been many other wrecks, including a large steamer that had 
over 200 Ford automobiles on its deck, bound for Duluth.  Although listing badly, the 
ship did not roll all the way over and when the lake froze, they were able to unload the 
automobiles and drive them across the ice and eventually to a train station where they 



were loaded onto a train and shipped back to Detroit where they were repaired and 
eventually sold.  
 
It is easy to romanticize the life of a lighthouse keeper, living in a beautiful and isolated 
location, faithfully tending the light, climbing up and down the stairs morning and 
evening, watching the storms from a safe vantage point. But the reality was a bit more 
harsh. The lighthouses were subject to periodic unannounced inspection where every 
item from the keeping of the light to the uniform of the keeper to the cleanliness of each 
room of the house was inspected. Reprimands were harsh and keepers were subject to 
dismissal if they accumulated too many negative inspections.  Between those 
inspections, it was lonely at the lighthouse and some could not take the isolation. 
Lighthouse keepers were able to have wives and raise families at their posts, and many 
did. One keeper at Copper Harbor had six children born at the lighthouse.  
 
The lighthouse service provided food for the keeper and his family, but the food 
provided did not include any fresh fruit or vegetables and the only meats were beef and 
pork, both preserved by salting. Most keepers supplemented their diets with hunting, 
fishing and gathering local berries. Some gardened, but often lighthouses were located 
in places where gardening wasn’t possible. There were plenty of raspberries and 
blueberries at Copper Harbor and they could be canned for winter use.  
 
Lighthouse keepers traded with local folks for other items, but lighthouses tended to be 
very isolated and there were few neighbors. During most of the time of Copper Harbor 
there was either the military post or copper mining activity to provide a community. And 
there were always two lights at the harbor and until the lighthouse was automated and 
converted to a gas light, there were always two keepers. 
 
One real problem faced by lighthouse keepers was low pay. This was especially true for 
those with families. If they had any hope of sending their children away for an 
education, they had to devise ways to get more income that the keeper’s salary 
provided. Most lighthouse keepers figured some way to supplement income. 
Commercial fishing was common, but it meant being away from the lighthouse. This 
meant that the wife and children became the real lighthouse keepers and a system of 
signals had to be devised to warn of the arrival of an inspector. Similar plans were 
required for the keeper to go hunting or on any other type of excursion that took him 
away from the lighthouse.  
 
The original lighthouse at Copper Harbor, built in 1848, was poorly constructed and 
served for a very short time before it had to be torn down and replaced. The keeper’s 
home was similarly constructed and there are descriptions of icicles hanging from the 
rafters in the winter.  A new keeper’s home was incorporated into the lighthouse built in 
1866, heated with modern stoves with sleeping quarters upstairs. The keeper’s family 
must have appreciated this new structure. It had a cistern with a hand pump that 
provided water in the kitchen as well as a cool food storage area off of the kitchen. It 



was even furnished with a brick outhouse. The trip to the outhouse was the only 
outdoors activity required in the harshest winter days as the lighthouse was attached 
and could be serviced without going outdoors. 
 
We arrived at the Copper Harbor lighthouse after a short boat trip across the harbor to 
the point. The State of Michigan has established a small museum and a variety of 
exhibits about the lighthouse and about copper mining in the area. We had a delightful 
time hiking around the point and visiting the various buildings.   
 
These days there is a steel tower with an automated electric lamp on the top, visible 
from about ten times the distance of the original lighthouse. The post is still an active 
navigational aid for mariners, though it doesn’t require an attendant to live on the site.  
 
The lighthouse point provided a good adventure for a Sunday afternoon as well as an 
opportunity to think about the lives that others lived in years past. By comparison, ours 
is a luxurious life indeed. 
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June 23, 2009 – Paddling Big Water 
 

 
 
On this trip we are pulling a trailer with four boats: two canoes and two kayaks.  All four 
boats have been in the water in the past week.  Each has a different function. The two 
canoes are both primarily for calm waters. One is a solo canoe and the other a tandem, 
for two paddlers. The bigger boat actually would easily carry a third person if we had 
reason to do so. We will be using the canoes primarily on the many little lakes that 
surround Lake Superior. Not all of our campgrounds are right on the shore of Superior 
and we will continue to have opportunities to paddle smaller lakes as we go along. One 
of the kayaks is a light-weight factory boat, suitable for rocks and other obstacles. It is 
on this trip because it is small enough to attach to a backpack and be carried long 
distances. My first paddle in the big lake was in this boat because the lake was a bit of a 
hike from where we could park.  The other kayak is a stable wood-strip boat in which I 
am comfortable. I’ve paddled it in both the Pacific and Atlantic oceans off of Canada 
and the United States as well as the Puget Sound and the Bay of Fundy. I have a larger 
sea kayak that I built for big waters but that I left behind. I have sort of wished I had that 
boat for a couple of paddles on this trip, but I’m not missing it too much.  None of our 
paddling is covering large distances or carrying loads. 
 
Superior is known for big storms and big waves, so our paddling will be restricted to 
calm days and protected areas. Today we will be touring the pictured rocks area, a 40-
mile stretch of the coast that is best viewed from the water. We will be riding on a tour 
boat to cover the distance in a shorter amount of time and with the added safety of the 
big boat. 
 



However, one of the goals of the trip is to paddle nearly every day. So far I’ve found 
opportunities to paddle in the mornings and evenings most days. Paddling is good 
exercise and a beautiful way to connect with the natural world. In my kayak I am sitting 
right at the water level. It is easy for me to look down and realize how clear the waters 
of the giant lake are. I can look out towards islands and other features and get a sense 
of the vastness of the world’s largest fresh water lake. The wooden boat and wooden 
paddle are very quiet in the water and I am allowed a close look at the wildlife. So far on 
this trip the wildlife has been primarily birds: loons, mergansers, wood ducks, mallards, 
pelicans, Canadian geese, seagulls, and a couple of eagles. The water birds often have 
chicks swimming right along behind them. If this lake seems big to me, it must be 
impossible for a tiny duckling to comprehend the size of the water in which it is 
swimming. For this phase of its life the lake is the entire universe to the little bird. 
 
For centuries paddling canoes along the shores of the lake was the primary form of 
transportation for those who wanted to go long distances in this area. During the fur 
trade season, the Voyageurs used birch bark freight canoes, generally 36 to 40 feet in 
length. The canoes were capable of holding numerous packs of trade goods or furs, 
depending on which direction they were going. The technology was borrowed from the 
natives. Bark canoes had been built by numerous tribes for hundreds of years before 
the arrival of Europeans. The first Europeans were impressed with the shape and speed 
of the canoes. Used to rowboats, the canoes were lighter, more maneuverable and 
much faster. They could be designed to carry heavy loads. It was not uncommon for a 
freight canoe to haul a half ton or more.   
 
Canoes are remarkably capable in the wind as well, their sleek form allows them to be 
paddled into the wind with little wind resistance. They are capable of handling waves as 
high as half of the length of the boat, although it would take expert paddlers to prevent 
theme from turning breech to the waves and being rolled. The rule of thumb is to get off 
of the water when a big storm comes. Early paddlers spent plenty of stormy days on the 
shore waiting for better weather.  
 
The Voyageurs navigated by sight and dead reckoning. Although compasses were 
common on larger vessels of the time, most Voyageurs did not carry compasses. They 
became familiar with the shoreline and its features, naming thousands of landmarks and 
prominent features along the shores of the lake.  Fog is common, and it was a problem 
for the Voyageurs. There are stories of canoes spending a day or more paddling in 
circles as their crews became disoriented in heavy fog.  
 
I will be a fair-weather paddler on this adventure and I have no trips planned that require 
me to make a certain distance in any given amount of time. My paddling is for play and 
recreation only. But I go out prepared. I wear a quality life jacket and carry a rescue line, 
knife and signal whistle with me even if I am paddling in water that is not over my head. 
I remain within sight of another person or close enough to the shore for a self-rescue 



should I encounter unforeseen circumstances. I tend to paddle just after sunrise or just 
before sunset when the winds are at their calmest.  
 
I think of the Voyageurs and others who have paddled this water for a living as I paddle. 
They were incredible strong and had developed the strength and skills to travel great 
distances each day. When a portage was required they could carry a 90-pound pack on 
their back and help carry the canoe over their heads. Then they’d go back for another 
load. It wasn’t uncommon for them to carry two or three 90-pound packs per paddler. 
They learned to feed themselves from the supplies they carried and the food they could 
harvest from the land and lake. Their canoes were turned on their sides for a shelter for 
sleeping and waiting out the storms. They carried everything they needed with them.  
 
Our version of travel is much less efficient. Although we have our sleeping  and eating 
quarters on the back of our truck, we need to stop for fuel almost every day and we stop 
at grocery stores a couple of times per week. Although our truck will carry more weight 
than even the largest of the voyageur canoes, most of what we are carrying is our 
camper which provides our place to stay each evening. And were we to encounter any 
problems, we’d be quick to summon assistance. The voyageurs needed to be able to 
make all of their own repairs - there was no one to call if help was needed.  
 
There are hundreds of stories, books and poems about this great lake. I have read a 
few of them and am collecting experiences to write a bit more about this incredible body 
of water. By the time we finish our circle of the lake, I’ll have seen it in many moods and 
experienced its water from may different perspectives, but I will be far from familiar with 
it. Even as we travel, we wonder what it might be like to tour in the fall with all of the 
colors of the leaves or to visit in the winter when the lake is so solidly frozen that there 
are ice roads for automobiles across stretches of open water. 
 
We are fortunate to be able to visit this place and experience the water. And I am 
grateful for the opportunities to paddle. 
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June 24, 2009 – Pictured Rocks 
 

 
 
Yesterday was the last day of the first phase of our Lake Superior tour. We are camped 
along the shores of Whitefish Bay, not far from Sault Ste. Marie. Today we will head 
toward Grand Rapids and the General Synod Meeting. We haven’t yet traveled half way 
around the lake, but we have traversed the southern shore from west to east. After 
General Synod we will return to Sault Ste. Marie and head north into Canada as we 
continue our trip around the lake.  
 
Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore was the first national lakeshore. It was formally set 
aside in 1966, after a period of acquisition of the property by the federal government. 
There were a few private cabins that were purchased and moved, but otherwise the 
only effect of the nationalization of the land has been to provide access to the general 
public. The national lakeshore has several hiking trails, a great 40-miles of lakeshore of 
sea kayaking, waterfalls and many other attractions. There are a few roads that provide 
access from land, but the way to see the shore is by boat. Since our time was limited, 
we took a 3 hour cruise out of Munising to view the pictured rocks. There are miles of 
beautifully colored rocks, sea caves, arches and other features. The cruise gave us a 
good way to sit back and photograph the coast.  
 
The experience was quite different from paddling canoes or kayaks. We sat up high, 
more than twenty feet above the water level, and our speed was about ten miles per 
hour. The twin turbocharged Cummins diesel engines rumbled beneath where we were 
sitting, but they were well enough muffled for us to hear the call of the seagulls and 
enjoy the ride. 



 
The management of a lakeshore is different from other types of lands. I suppose that 
the park service needs a boat or two to provide safety and rescue for stranded kayakers 
and rangers with skills in handing wind and waves. They have to have general land 
management skills as well, with a diverse set of plants and animals that live in the 
area.  There are several well developed hiking trails that lead to waterfalls, high rocks 
and other features. Trail maintenance is probably similar to what it would be in the 
national forest.  
 
About half way up the national lakeshore is a wide beach named Mosquito Beach. 
Nearby the Mosquito river empties into the lake. Both are appropriately named for this 
region. Even with our strong deet insect repellant, we have gotten lots of mosquito bites 
on this trip. We had been warned about the mosquitos and flies in the region and have 
lots of good netting and repellant. But there are a lot of mosquitos. One of the bottles of 
repellant we have claims that it “makes you invisible to bugs.” Even being invisible, we 
run into plenty of bugs. The sheer numbers mean that a few are bound to randomly run 
into you even if you are invisible to them. A single mosquito can be incredibly irritating if 
it has gotten into the camper and is flying around at night. It makes one almost wish it 
would bite rather than be flying around with that high pitched sound that makes it 
impossible to sleep. 
 
But a few insects can’t keep us from enjoying this beautiful region and this magnificent 
lake. And the lake’s cold water is a good place to soak feet and ankles for a few minutes 
to make one forget about the mosquito bites. 
 
We shift gears into General Synod with mixed feelings.  By tomorrow night we will be in 
an hotel, with access to the Internet and we will be reconnected with the world.  There 
will be lots of e-mails to answer and a lot of business to conduct during the General 
Synod. We’ll have to get out our work clothes after a week of living in the camper. But it 
will be a good adventure in its own way. 
 
We feasted on lake trout for dinner, purchased from a commercial fisherman in 
Munising. We have some smoked whitefish for lunches for a couple of days. By the time 
synod is over, there may be a few berries available and the local fruit stands will be 
offering their wares. As we watched the sun set last night we were dazzled by its beauty 
and reminded once again how fortunate we are to be able to see this place and have 
this adventure.  
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June 25, 2009 – New Horizons 
 

 
 
The last time the United Church of Christ held a General Synod in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, Susan was a delegate.  It was 1971. We had just completed our freshman 
year of college. Back in those days, the UCC didn’t have an official designation of young 
adults, so she was a youth delegate, being under the age of 30. It was one of the first 
synods where there was a requirement that a certain portion of the delegation be under 
the age of 30 and she was elected to a term that included only one General Synod, 
representing the Montana Conference.  
 
I spent the summer working in Montana. I was heady with the success of having made 
good grades in my first year at college and eager to return for a second year. On June 
15th, I turned 18, which was old enough to obtain what was then called a “chauffeur's 
license,” which allowed me to drive a semi truck. Our little company only had one semi, 
and most of the year I drove a strait truck with a roll back tilt bed hauling farm machinery 
in to the shop for repair and delivering it back to farmers and ranchers. I also delivered 
new purchases to their homes. I remember delivering quite a few lawn and garden 
tractors as well, which went to their new homes in the back of a pickup truck equipped 
with a folding ramp in place of the tailgate. 
 
I was saving my earnings for college, but when I felt I could spare a dollar here or there, 
I was at the airport, enjoying the freedom of flying. Each birthday had been a milestone 
for several years.  At 15 I got my driver’s license, at 16, I soloed in an airplane, at 17 I 
got my private pilot’s license, and now at 18, I had my commercial driver’s license. I 
could get up early in the morning and make a 500 - mile flight in the airplane, and get 



home in time to make a delivery with the truck before noon.  When we needed parts in a 
hurry and they were light enough to fit in the airplane, Billings was only an hour away. 
 
General Synod was only a few days, as it is now, but for Susan it was part of a bigger 
adventure. She rode to General Synod with the family of a minister in our conference 
who had relatives in Chicago and the trip to and from Synod took a couple of 
weeks.  General Synod was a different kind of gathering in those days as well. 
Resolutions were hotly and angrily debated. There was a sense of protest and unrest in 
the air as the war in Vietnam continued. There were calls to end the draft and to get the 
United States out of the War. The Civil Rights movement had made some real progress 
and changed the nature of the church, but there was still a great deal of injustice and 
more changes were coming.  
 
At eighteen, I waited eagerly for the draft lottery, knowing that it might affect my fate. I 
knew that I was headed for theological seminary and probably could have opted for a 
deferment, but I had chosen instead to qualify for alternative service.  Unknown to me 
that summer, the draft was to end and no one in my birth year or any year since has 
been drafted.  
 
I don’t remember the resolutions passed by General Synod. I do remember feeling that I 
was somehow a part of it, in a very small way. My girlfriend was a delegate and 
although it would be two years more before we were married, we had a sense that we 
were going in that direction.  
 
After General Synod we were the only two campers at our conference’s young adults 
camp. The camp proceeded anyway, without much of a program beyond half days of 
work and afternoons of discussion with the same minister with whom Susan had gone 
to synod, one of the ministers who would two years later co-officiate at our wedding.  
 
So we have returned to Grand Rapids for another synod and we are looking at the 
United Church of Christ from a different perspective. Quite a bit has happened in the 
last 38 years, 31 of which we have served as ordained ministers in this church. General 
Synods have come and gone and most have conducted their business without our 
participation. At this meeting we’ll run into a few colleagues and classmates who have 
attended most of those synods. We’ll find that while we have a great deal in common, 
we have led quite different lives. Our entire careers have been serving local 
congregations. We have never served as Association, or Conference Ministers, nor 
have we served the church’s national setting aside from a little free-lance work from 
time to time. We’ve done a little service on various boards and committees but have 
never made a name for ourselves in the denomination.  
 
On the other hand, we are one of only a few of the members of the clergy couples group 
that was formed in the 1970’s who are still married and still serving the church. Most 



have left the ministry. Others have divorced. We’ve stuck to the path upon which we 
began and it has been a good journey indeed.  
 
This General Synod will make some decisions that may move our church toward new 
horizons. While justice issues remain important to us, we will also be struggling with 
issues relating to the size and efficiency of our structure. We are a smaller church than 
we were 38 years ago and we need to have a national structure that reflects that reality 
and is efficient with the resources that are provided by local congregations. New times 
call for new ways of organizing ourselves and new leadership. At this Synod we will 
elect a new General Minister and President for our church. In some ways our 
denomination is like a congregation. Our identity is shaped by the leadership we 
choose. One person can have a big effect on the directions we go. Additional decisions 
will be made about how leadership will emerge. 
 
It is interesting to think about the people in their twenties who are attending this 
synod.  How will the church seem to them thirty or forty years down the road?  What will 
they identify as the most significant challenges and the greatest opportunities that the 
church has faced in their time?  
 
Each occasion in the life of the church seems to us to be momentous. I hope we have 
the wisdom and insight to keep our eyes on the future as we meet and deliberate and 
choose this week. 
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June 26, 2009 – Synod in the City 
 

 
 
One of my first reactions to General Synod XXVII is that it is noisy.  We’ve been 
camping in isolated locations and have been sleeping to the sounds of the loons for a 
week. Nature’s sounds can be loud when there are storms, but most of the time they 
are gentler and easier to absorb. The freeway that runs past the high rise hotel in which 
we are staying has a constant roar of passing cars and trucks. The seams in the 
concrete result in a thump-thump of tires, the hill to the overpass means that vehicles 
are braking and accelerating. The demands of the city require a lot of big trucks to 
deliver the goods needed.  Our hotel is modern with all of the conveniences and we 
don’t hear our neighbors very much, but the continual sound of the air conditioning fan 
makes it hard to sleep. 
 
As is our custom, we are eating some of our meals in our room, but others are being 
consumed in restaurants that are larger than our usual. Last night we ate in a building 
that must have a dozen or more specialty restaurants in it. Each seemed to have its 
own music and the entryway was filled with competing rhythms and tunes - a 
cacophony that would surely have resulted in a headache if we had lingered. 
 
General Synod is a large gathering and requires a large conference center. The DeVos 
Center in Grand Rapids is huge. The entryway and display halls have 50 foot ceilings 
and it is obvious that everything, from entry doors to the coffee vendors, is designed to 
move people through quickly.  
 



My mind has to work overtime at events like this. I’m always scrambling to come up with 
a name. Most of the faces are familiar. But I have met the people in a hundred different 
contexts. Some are members of a board with whom I serve. Others are from my home 
conference and, like me, look a bit different than they did 40 years ago. Others are from 
the other conferences where we have served churches. Some are from our seminary. 
Some are colleagues with whom I’ve shared a great deal of ministry. Some have served 
at the opposite end of the continent or in other countries. We do a lot of looking at name 
tags at events like this. Even seeing a familiar name requires a lot of energy to come up 
with the shared history and the contexts of our meetings. Without name tags, there are 
a lot of pleasant smiles and conversation that shies away from making introductions or 
naming names. 
 
The contrast with the north woods is startling and I’m having a bit of trouble switching 
gears. I don’t have any trouble knowing where I am. I don’t wear bow ties and blazers 
when we’re camping. And there is the constant noise in my ears to remind me of where 
I am.  
 
General Synod is the place where the church gathers every two years to make 
decisions about the directions our church will be taking. Over the years, General 
Synods have made momentous decisions such as the location of the offices of our 
national setting, and the size and shape of our national structures. General Synods 
have been courageous in taking stands for justice.  Many of the major initiatives of the 
church such as the anti-slavery movement, the ordination of women, conversations on 
racism, and inclusion of gay and lesbian people in the leadership of the church did not 
come from General Synod. They started in local congregations and later were affirmed 
by the church in its national setting. But General Synod is viewed as a place of decision 
and action. And the noise and hustle and bustle of the synod reflects that sense of 
urgency about decisions to be made and actions to be taken.  
 
One of the major areas of debate in this synod will be the future structure of the national 
setting of our church. We have, for all of the history of the United Church of Christ, been 
a family of corporations in our national setting, with each having specific roles and 
authority. There has been no single entity where power and authority has been 
centralized. This has made for decentralized authority and strong local congregations 
with the ability to control their own decisions, but it has also led to a structure that is 
unwieldy and inefficient. We have been debating proposals for a single national 
corporation for some time now and the debates will continue in this meeting.  
 
The problem with all of this debate and decision making is that the church is often at its 
best when it is engaged in quiet contemplation. And quietness is not the mood of synod. 
Even worship is louder and bigger at synod.  Quiet contemplation and personal prayers 
are reserved for the edges of the days, early in the morning and late at night and the 
edges of the assembly, in nooks and corners and out-of-the way places. But I can’t help 



but think that the true direction of our church will come from the quiet and prayerful 
moments rather than from the bold motions and actions of the floor of debate.  
 
I am not a “mover and shaker” at an event like this. I won’t be consulted by the people in 
power and it is unlikely that I’ll be invited to the back room meetings where the details 
are hashed out. I am here mostly as a witness.  My role is to observe the actions and 
interpret them to the congregation I serve at home. Sometimes I need to voice the 
concerns of our congregation and others like it, but more often I am a listener and an 
observer. It is a role that is very different from the one I assume in our congregation’s 
life. But it is easier for an observer to be diligent in prayers and make room for quiet 
contemplation. It may be that what I have to offer to the assembly is not my words, but 
my silence. In all of the noise, a bit of quiet is a treasure. 
 
The prophet Elijah, when he was on the run, hid out in a cave and looked for the voice 
of God to give direction to a life that was filled with fear and anxiety about the future. He 
contemplated just giving up on the the life of a prophet. He contemplated the end of his 
own life. He couldn’t see what it was that God wanted him to do or where God wanted 
him to go. He hid. He looked for God’s voice in the rush of a mighty wind, but no voice 
was heard. He listened for God in the rumbling of an earthquake, and heard nothing. He 
imagined God in the fury of a great fire, but could not sense the presence. It was only in 
the quiet after the dramatic events that he heard God’s clear direction in the still small 
voice of calm. 
 
May I have ears for the still small voice of calm amidst the noise and excitement of 
Synod this year. 
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June 27, 2009 – Inspiration 
 

 
 
We live in tough times. And the speakers that we heard yesterday sought to be realistic 
about the challenges that we face as a church. There is no hiding the fact that church 
membership has declined in mainline denominations. There is no hiding the fact that the 
current recession has had a big impact on the funds available for church ministries and 
that the recovery is going to be slow for church institutions. The two persons presented 
for election as members of the collegium of the church both gave speeches that might 
have been termed grim in other circumstances, but in this time, they were received as 
realistic and solid. 
 
But they weren’t inspiring. They didn’t lift us to new heights in our relationship with each 
other and with God. They didn’t fill us with a sense of possibility. They didn’t create a 
sense of hopefulness about the future of the church. By the time we had gotten through 
the business of the day at 9 p.m. last night, I had resolved to accept that this wouldn’t 
go down as one of the events in which I was inspired to reach for new frontiers in 
ministry. It seemed  at that point that my energy, excitement, and passion for the church 
was focused on what is going on in Rapid City and a local church that regularly inspires 
me with its dedication to mission and service, with its love for excellence in music, with 
its renewing energy for children’s ministry and its ability to adjust to our changing world. 
 
At 9:00, we moved into our worship for the evening. After a couple of opening songs 
and a brief litany, the choir of Trinity United Church of Christ in Chicago, Illinois began 
to file onto the stage. It is a big stage and we were seated long way back. But Trinity 
has a big choir. A youth from Trinity Church, Sonsiris Tamayo, read the first eight 



verses of the Book of Revelation with a clear voice and careful phrasing. The choir sang 
an inspirational anthem, and Rev. Otis Moss III, senior minister of Trinity UCC began his 
sermon with a prayer. 
 
It was late. It had been a long day. There were many in the hall who were just ready for 
worship to be over so they could go to their rooms and get to bed. But it became our 
moment of inspiration. With rapid-fire delivery and a cascade of words that swept from 
poetry to technical theological language, Rev. Moss lifted the gathering of nearly 4,000 
until we were experiencing hope and joy together. He challenged us to take seriously 
our responsibilities for the children and youth of our communities - not just those we call 
our own, but all of the children. He challenged and pushed us to speak out for justice 
and to stand up for the right.  
 
The core of his message was simple. If God is the Alpha and the Omega, then only God 
has the authority to place a period.  Only God holds the power to say it is over. And the 
story of our people teaches us again and again that when we try to say something is 
over, there is more that is yet to come. Pharaoh thought it was over when he sent his 
army to capture the people of Israel and they were cornered on the shore of the Red 
Sea - but it wasn’t over and God intervened for the freedom of our people. The imperial 
power of Rome thought that it was over when Jesus was sentenced to die and his 
crucifixion was carried out - but it wasn’t over and God intervened to bring new 
life.  Over and over again in the story of our people when we thing things are over - God 
brings new possibility. 
 
If God is the Alpha and the Omega, then God holds the power of the omega. We 
humans do not have the authority to place the period, because the sentence isn’t over. 
 
Of course, my feeble remembrances and few words in today’s blog don’t come close to 
the inspiration that we felt last night. But know that we were inspired.  
 
One of the realities of age and experience is that it is easy to fall into cynicism. I’ve been 
to enough General Synods now to be suspicious of leaders and to know that not every 
promise made in a synod speech can be faithfully kept. I have seen enough plans and 
programs and have lived through enough restructuring processes to know that the 
decisions and resolutions that seem momentous at the time are often not the things that 
shape our life together. I am skeptical by nature and am filled with questions at almost 
any gathering of the church. 
 
But I am not immune to inspiration. God’s Spirit can still blow through my life and lift me 
to new heights. Hope is still possible.  
 
The truth is that our church has never been limited by the number of people in the pews 
or the size of the budgets we pass. Our biggest limit has always been our imagination. 
And when our imagination sags, we are in need of inspiration.  



 
General Synod is just getting started. There are some big discussions ahead. There are 
some important votes still on the agenda. There are actions that need to be taken, 
elections that need to be held, and votes that must be registered. But I suspect that in 
the scheme of things the votes and the elections and the actions will have less effect 
than the power of inspiration that we felt as we worshipped last night.  
 
God is not done just because we think it is over. And God is not yet through with this 
“heady, exasperating mix” that we call the United Church of Christ.  
 
I’m just glad I was there to experience that moment. I’m glad I didn’t head to my room 
early and skip the late night worship. Maybe God is not yet finished with this old fool, 
either. 
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June 28, 2009 – Celebration 
 

 
 
Our relationship with the church, like our relationships with people, goes through high 
and low points. Last night was a high point for the church, we celebrated the ministry of 
John Thomas, our General Minister and President. His service to the church has been 
exemplary and distinguished. He has been one of the most articulate and prophetic 
leaders in the ecumenical movement during the years of his service. And he has led our 
church through some very difficult times and some challenging decisions. The evening’s 
celebrations, however, reminded me of a couple of the low points in my journey with this 
church. 
 
A little over ten years ago, I served on a search committee that was given the task of 
nominating the first General Minister and President of the United Church of Christ. Our 
church had gone through a restructuring process that had taken about three General 
Synods to conclude business. We were hopeful of a new structure that promised a team 
of leaders and a new sense of cooperation between the various bodies of the 
church.  We were hopeful that there might be broader diversity in the church’s executive 
leadership.  
 
The search committee was one of the finest and mist diligent committee on which I have 
ever served. The members of that committee remain, for the most part, close friends of 
mine. Together we went through an adventure that was meaningful and 
powerful.  There were four search committees working at the same time. One was to 
name the new Executive Minister for Local Church Ministries, one the Executive 
Minister for Wider Church Ministries, one the Executive for Justice and Witness 



Ministries, and our committee was to name the General Minister and President and the 
Associate General Minister for the church. For one of our meetings, I hand carried 
paper weights, made from Black Hills granite, carved from Crazy Horse Mountain and 
hand painted by the children in our church school with creatures of the hills, for every 
member of each of the search committees. We felt connected to our congregations, to 
the work we shared, and to each other. 
 
We committed ourselves to a consensus process that was prayerful, careful, and 
deliberative. We opened ourselves to God’s direction at every step of the way. We 
understood that we were not choosing the executives for the church, but rather making 
nominations that would need to be ratified by the boards of the groups that were then 
known as Homeland Ministries, World Ministries, the other existing commissions and 
instrumentalities, the executive council, and ultimately by the General Synod.  We 
entered into our task with as much care and diligence as possible. We accepted 
nominations, designed applications, read profiles, screened candidates, interviewed 
references and finally narrowed our search to five persons. Face-to-face interviews 
were conducted in a whirlwind week of meetings.  
 
Finally, with a lot of prayer, we selected the candidates for the two positions. One 
decision came relatively easily, the other took more deliberation, prayer and study. At 
the end of our committee’s work, we were convinced that we had identified the 
candidates that God was calling to this work at this stage of the life of our church. It was 
an historic decision. Both of the candidates we recommended were women. If our 
nominations were confirmed, it would be the first time in the history of our church that 
our executive would be a woman. We were confident of our choices and sure that God 
had spoken through our prayers and our processes. 
 
Students of the history of the United Church of Christ know that one of the candidates 
recommended by that search committee was not confirmed. Her name was never 
presented to General Synod. Even though our committee and the candidate were 
convinced with no doubt that this was the person called by God to this position, our 
nomination was rejected by one of the church’s corporate boards.  
 
It was, I believe, the lowest point in my relationship with the church. Even though my 
work with the local church was exciting and meaningful, it seemed to me that this 
church that I love was more caught up in political battles and petty squabbling for power 
than discerning God’s call. I was furious with the board that rejected the nominee and I 
felt that their action had been taken lightly without regard for the individuals involved. I 
knew that I would remain a part of the United Church of Christ, but I also knew that I 
would never have the same respect for the processes of our church in its national 
setting. I began to wonder if I would live to see the day when a woman would serve as 
general minister and  president of the denomination I loved - the first denomination to 
ordain a woman minister in 1853 - the denomination that ordained my partner and wife - 



this denomination for the second time in my life was rejecting the leadership of a woman 
in its most executive position. 
 
A new search committee was formed. John Thomas was selected as the nominee and 
confirmed by the other bodies, including General Synod. His nomination process was 
no less deliberative and no less prayerful than our process had been. He was installed, 
along with our candidate for associate General Minister.  The two have served side by 
side for ten years. Last night, as we prepare to vote on the nominee of another search 
committee for a new General Minister and President, two thoughts came to my mind. 
One was a tinge of disappointment that the nominee is once again a man. Even thought 
he is clearly qualified and worthy of election, there is a glass ceiling in our denomination 
that has not yet been shattered and that may not be broken in the span of my career - 
or in my lifetime for that matter.  The second thought was that now Edith Guffey, the 
second person nominated by our committee becomes the longest-serving executive 
officer of the church in this new structure - the only position on the collegium of officers 
that has not seen a change in the person serving. 
 
Times change. Pains heal. We live in a different world. I now am a member of the 
corporate board at which I was so intensely angry a decade ago. The church has not 
crumbed under the leadership of a different person than the one I felt was called. And I 
have seen many examples of prophetic and courageous leadership from John Thomas. 
I am convinced that the Holy Spirit was at work in our very human processes and that 
God provided the necessary leadership for our church. Even the pain and 
disappointment of rejection has healed and the anger is long gone. 
 
But there was one more moment in the service. As a part of the litany of leave-taking 
that our book of worship recommends for the conclusion of every pastoral ministry, 
there is a point where the person who has been serving apologizes for mistakes made 
and the church accepts that apology. Then the church apologizes for mistakes made 
and the minister accepts the church’s apology.  I was moved more deeply than I 
expected. 
 
Shortly before General Synod two years ago, I faced a very difficult challenge involving 
a member of the congregation I serve and our Conference Minister. I wrote a carefully 
worded message to John Thomas appealing for action and intervention from his office. 
Although I received a well-crafted message in response, the action was disappointed. 
We were left to struggle through the problems that we faced alone without the level of 
support from our church’s national setting that we needed and expected. As is typical, 
we bumbled through the crisis. We hurt some feelings. We lost some members. One of 
the young people I confirmed into membership of our church has not returned to 
worship in our church since that event. We survived the incident, but we were not as 
graceful nor as pastoral as we should have been. It was a failure of the church and the 
leadership from our church’s national setting that was sorely needed was blatantly 
absent. While the disappointment of a nomination that was rejected had nothing to do 



with the person John Thomas, now I felt as if John had personally failed to provide the 
leadership needed. 
 
The apology offered last night was genuine. And my acceptance of that apology was 
also genuine. We are human. We carry the treasure of Christ’s gospel in these 
imperfect human institutions. We make mistakes. We hurt one another without intending 
to do so. And we experience the grace of God’s forgiveness. And we are called to start 
freshly.  
 
Last night we once again experienced that Grace. We apologized, we were forgiven, 
and we  have prepared ourselves to walk forward into the future to which God calls us. 
God continues to provide leaders for our church. We will elect a new General Minister 
and president at this meeting. And we will support the work of that officer and we will 
accept his leadership.  
 
There is an old hymn that we did not sing last night but that is in my head this morning: 
 
“We will walk together, side by side, we’ll walk in the way. Traveling shoulder to 
shoulder, into God’s promised new day.” 
 
We are still walking together in this beloved church. 
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June 29, 2009 – Reunion 
 

 
 
One of the qualities of church meetings for people like us who have attended a lot of 
them, is that of a reunion. We see friends, some of whom we have known for decades 
in a variety of settings and we are eager to catch up with the events and news of their 
lives.  For the last few days it has been hard for us to estimate how long it might take for 
us to walk a few blocks down the street or even across the room because almost every 
group of people has someone with whom we enjoy talking. We are often stopped 
multiple times for greetings as we attempt to enter the hall for a worship service. 
 
It must feel completely different for first time attendees. Most of us know that there are 
reunions and there are reunions. Attending a family reunion of the folk with whom we 
grew up is a fun and relaxing time. There is no need to impress these people. They 
have known us since we were children and have seen us at some of our most difficult 
states of life.  It is entirely different to attend a family reunion as the brand-new son-in-
law where every face and every name is new and you are trying to figure out who is 
who an how all these people are related. It can be exhausting. 
 
Synod has both types of people in attendance. For some of us this is a familiar setting 
filled with familiar people.  For others is is an exhausting and confusing jumble of 
strangers.  It is the same event, but how it is perceived can be very different depending 
on who you are and who you know. 
 
Because I grew up in the United Church of Christ, there are still a number of people who 
send greetings to my mother or who share a story about my father. There are a number 



of people who know us from our years in North Dakota when our children were infants 
and are surprised to hear the news of their adult lives.  There are folk who knew us in 
Idaho and all of us have grown at least 14 years older since our last conversation. 
There are folks who we see at every General Synod, but only at General Synod so we 
have two years news that needs to be updated. 
 
And there are people who we have know in a variety of ways and settings and who we 
meet at irregular intervals throughout our lives. Barbara Brown Zikumund (“BBZ”) was a 
professor in our Seminary when we were students. We have known her in a wide 
variety of settings over the years. We have served on committees together We have 
shared some of the triumphs and tragedies of church life together. We have read her 
books and she has read some of our articles. We have shared e-mails and 
conversations. Over the years we have collected a lot of common friends: other 
students, others in the church. Each time we get together we have to fill each other in 
on the lives of our mutual friends as well as our own lives. 
 
In 2006, BBZ served our congregation as a visiting scholar for a month when we were 
on sabbatical. So now, when we get together, we have to fill her in on the stories of the 
people of our church.  Kathleen Batchelder, who was our parish coordinator during the 
time that BBZ was serving our congregation is now a seminary student and BBZ was 
important in Kathleen’s decision to go to seminary. Other families became friends with 
BBZ and her husband when they were in Rapid City and she is genuinely interested in 
the life and health of the congregation. We have many stories to tell and much news to 
share.  
 
And there are others. It is, for us, a joyful reunion and we genuinely enjoy seeing of 
friends and colleagues from around the world gathered together.  
 
But our days are so filled with people and rich conversations that we come to the 
evenings exhausted, almost as if we had eaten only cookies during the day (which 
might not be too far from the truth at General Synod).  The richness of reunion and the 
constant telling of the stories of our life in the past few years is almost too much.  
 
I do better with people one at at time or in small groups than 4,000 at once.  There have 
been so many conversations left dangling as another person comes up and another 
greeting cuts off the conversation already in progress. There have been so many stories 
half-told and then repeated again and again. There is so much new information that we 
come to the end of our days overloaded.  “Had you heard about so-in-so’s illness?” “Did 
you know my mother died in January?” “Have you seen the pictures of my new 
grandchild?”  We try to cram two or more years of living into a few days, that also need 
significant time for hearings and committee meetings and plenary sessions and worship 
and keynote speakers and deliberation. 
 



It is hard to make the distinction between the personal and the professional after 30 
years in the ministry. Yes, ministry is what we do, but it is also who we are.  
 
So today’s picture for the blog is mostly for our friends at 1st Congregational United 
Church of Christ in Rapid City, South Dakota. BBZ is well and she is absolutely excited 
and bubbling about her new project, a hidden histories project about the Christian side 
of the Congregational Christian church. She remembers you all fondly and has asked 
about how the life of the church is going. We have tried to tell her as much as we are 
able in a series of conversations and, of course, we have made a glowing report of the 
wonderful church that you are. 
 
One of the things we keep discovering as we speak with colleagues from around the 
nation, is how unique and wonderful our home congregation is and how fortunate we 
are to be members of that congregation and to call Rapid City our home.  
 
It’s fun to be at the reunion, but even before it is over we are thinking with joy and 
anticipation about our return to home. 
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June 30. 2009 – Shining 
 

 
 
We don’t spend much time outside at events like this.  Susan and I are lucky that our 
hotel is not part of the convention complex. We are staying across the river from the 
place where the synod is being held. There is a shuttle bus service, but so far we have 
enjoyed the pleasant walk. There are footbridges across the river and a small park 
space in front of the Gerald Ford Presidential Museum that makes the walk very 
pleasant. Many of the synod participants are housed in the giant Amway Grand Hotel 
complex, which occupies an entire cit block and includes two different historic buildings 
as well as a gleaming modern steel and glass tower. There are sky bridges connecting 
the hotel with the DeVos Center. The meetings, receptions, dinners and other functions 
are held in the DeVos Center or the hotel, so it would be possible for one to spend the 
entire time indoors. 
 
I’ve avoided the sky bridges even when traveling between the various buildings, as I 
need to get outside from time to time and breathe the air and feel the reality of the 
weather. The first couple of days were really hot, but the weather has been more 
comfortable for a couple of days, now.  
 
Although it isn’t my natural environment, cities have their own kinds of beauty. Grand 
Rapids is located where it is because of the river that flows through the city. It was near 
flood stage when we arrived and the city’s river walk section has been closed 
throughout our time here, but we have been able to watch the waters recede and see 
the mood of the river change. 
 



At one moment in the evening, I happened to get a glimpse of the sunset, such as it 
was. There are too many buildings for the sunset to have a prairie appearance, but it is 
a bit like being in the hills, with the sun going down on a horizon filled with objects of 
differing heights.  And, when I looked East as the sun set in the west, there were bright 
sunset colors shining from some of the buildings. It had its own kind of beauty, that is 
only partially captured in a photograph. 
 
It occurs to me that we are like the building. There are moments when we are able to 
reflect the beauty and glory of God. Choosing to be a disciple of Jesus means that we 
occasionally are able to deliver a healing touch and speak a loving word. That doesn’t 
make us Jesus, it simply allows the light of Christ to shine through us. Sometimes we 
are fortunate for another to be able to experience the love of Christ through our words 
and actions. Like the colors reflected off of the building, the source of the beauty is 
elsewhere, but we re allowed to be wrapped in that beauty for a few moments.  
 
I presume that the mirrored surfaces of the buildings reflect all sorts of images. From 
the right angle, it might reflect a backwards image of the freeway that is just across the 
river, or the streets below. But because we are so short and the building is so tall, what 
we see most of the time is the sky. And the sky is filled with an amazing variety of colors 
and moods. In the short time that we have been in Grand Rapids we have experienced 
clear, sunny days, gray cloudy days and even  a dark and ominous thunderstorm. 
Although I was not outside during the rain, I did see the black cloud and the way that its 
presence dulled the normally shiny surface of the building.  
 
Being a person who lives in more open country, I am aware that the reflections, pretty 
as they are, are far from the realities that exist if one could see them. The raw power of 
a boiling thunderhead in the open prairie is an entirely different experience than a 
moment of decreased light as one runs between various buildings.  The glory of horizon 
to horizon sunsets is grander than a pattern of blues, purples, pinks, oranges and 
yellows reflected off of a building. 
 
We too reflect God’s love imperfectly. Our peace pales in comparison with the peace of 
God.  But for some, the reflections that we share are the only experiences of God they 
have yet experienced. Much of this life is lived with glimpses of God.  The ancients used 
to say that to look on the face of God was to die. God’s glory is too intense for us to be 
able to experience directly.  Later our people learned that to die is not the end, nor is it 
the worst thing that can happen. And we began to understand that there is more beauty, 
glory, and brilliance yet to be revealed. The occasional glimpses that we experience 
provide hints of the greater glory that is yet to come.  
 
There have been moments of goodness in the midst of all of these moments. There 
have been times of inspiration and acts of kindness. We have felt a sense of unity at 
times and we have been inspired by the lives of service that we have celebrated. Our 
meeting has provided glimpses of God’s goodness and Christ’s compassion. But they 



are only glimpses. This meeting isn’t heaven. God’s realm doesn’t run on Robert’s 
Rules of Order.  God’s peace is far more vast than a moment of silence in the midst of a 
busy day.  
 
But the reflections that shine in this place are enough to sustain us and to remind us 
that we are called to greater glory. God yet has much more to reveal and much more to 
be made known.  
 
So we shine in the ways that we are able, knowing that we ourselves are not the source 
of the light. And we look to Christ in the hope of more that is yet to come. 
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